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Comes the Dark

 



INTRODUCTION


What would you do if your entire world crumbled before your eyes and every one you ever loved was ripped from you?


If someone asked me to describe this book and its two sequels, I think that question would probably be as good a starting point as any. This book is a tale of normal, everyday people trying to come to grips with the horrors of a world where everything they have ever known has been wiped out.


That’s what I wanted to create when I came up with the idea for Comes the Dark. From its inception, it was a story about an average guy, Jeff Blaine, coming to grips with the destruction of his world. And it’s not just about survival; it’s about finding a reason to survive. For Jeff, it’s about getting revenge on the monsters that destroyed his wife and children. For the others he meets, it’s about hope or perhaps an attempt to retain a tenuous grasp on a life not filled with nightmares. And as these survivors journey deeper into the darkness of their new world, they start to realize they have another question to answer: what are you willing to do to survive?


This is also a story of the undead apocalypse. Zombies play a major role in this story and they play their part well. Zombies, unlike other monster archetypes, are not the main characters in most stories they inhabit. They allow the human race to seal its own fate, whether on a grand scale or down to the individual level. Unlike vampires, werewolves, and other supernatural beings, they don’t necessarily like the spotlight, but when they are in it, they tend to share it with a cast of thousands of their own kind. Their greatest strength, in my humble opinion, is that they have a knack for providing the catalyst necessary to allow humans to be … human. 


 



No book is written in a vacuum. As such, there are far too many people for me to thank for making this book possible. From its birth as an idea back in 2006 to the day the Library of the Living Dead released it in 2010, there have been those people who provided me with encouragement, advice, and critiques that made me keep going back to the drawing board until I got it right…or as close to right as I could get it. So I would like to try and do my best to thank the folks who loaned me their ears, provided me with insights, advice, and brutal honesty. Your efforts have not gone unnoticed. If I miss anyone, please forgive me-there are far too many people out there who made this possible and as I age, my memory continues to slip, so I will use that as my feeble excuse. So with that in mind, I would like to thank David Ravitch, Mike Olsson, Rob Cima, Steve Vonderhaar, Joe Roman, John Boehm, Amy LaRoche, Steve North, Tim Long, David Dunwoody, Ben Rogers, Kim Paffenroth, Lee Hartnup, Michelle Linhart, Philip Rogers, Dr. Pus, and the rest of the folks at the Library of the Living Dead who have offered encouragement, support, and enthusiasm for all things zombie. I also want to thank my mom and dad for giving me the desire to not only read and create, but to have a passion for learning that continues to this day. I have left the most important people for last and the most deserving of my gratitude: my wife, Sheli, and my children, Ali and Zack, who have supported me and believed in me from the instant I proclaimed that I wanted to write a novel. Heck, that isn’t even fair. I want to thank them for giving me the encouragement to do this long before I ever started writing, and believing that I always had it in me to create something. For that, they have my undying love and gratitude.

 


 




 


 


 



The sun’s rim dips;


the stars rush out:


At one stride comes the dark.

 



From “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” by Samuel Taylor Coleridge

 


 



Chapter 1

 



Jeff bit his lip as he tried to maintain a grip on the aluminum baseball bat in his sweaty hands. He splashed through a slick puddle of blood as ran. 



The backpack jounced up and down, and he slipped one hand around the strap to make sure it stayed in place. The tin cans and boxes of crackers thumped in time to his footsteps. Increasing his speed, he tried to suck in another lungful of air.


The cries of rage had grown distant, but slowing down wasn’t an option. Not until he was safely back inside. As he crested the hill, a smile tugged at Jeff’s lips; there were only a few more houses to pass before he was home free. 



Pulling tighter on the frayed strap hanging over his shoulder, he moved onto the grass to avoid hearing his own footsteps. He glanced back and forth but spied no movement as his house came into view. It was hard to believe it had only been an hour since he had crept out to go on a hunt for food. He spotted the dark brown side door, which stood in stark contrast to the light beige siding that surrounded it. 



When he skidded to a halt in front of the door, Jeff’s eyes narrowed. There was a smudge near the knob. A rusty red finger-shaped outline caused his heart to skip a beat. 



Feeling a rush of white-hot terror flood his system, Jeff looked around, eyes shifting to the bushes at the back of his neighbors’ house. He could feel his pulse accelerate as he tried to keep his breathing normal. Turning quickly, he looked across the street at the other houses, scanning for movement among the shadows. He tried to blot out the moaning in the distance, tried to reassure himself no one was watching or waiting to pounce. He tried to tell himself that everything was going to be okay.


He recalled staring at the door after shutting it earlier and wondering if leaving, even for a little while, was such a good idea. There had been no scratches, and certainly no blood, on the door when he left. That was not something the detail-oriented man would have missed.


Jeff dug into his pocket and curled his fingers around the house key. Regardless of whoever—or whatever—had left the mark on the door, all that mattered now was getting back inside before he was discovered out here.


As the key touched the knob and the door moved slightly, Jeff’s hand began to quiver. The door was already unlocked. Worse, it wasn’t even fully shut. He began to shake his head and whisper “no” over and over. It couldn’t be. Jeff knew he had locked the door when he left. He had hugged Ellen, told Frankie and Mary to behave for Mommy, and then …


A cold, stark fear for his family’s safety overrode the slow itch of the self-preservation instinct in Jeff’s gut, and he slammed his fist into the door and burst into the garage. Staring into the darkened space, he nearly stumbled, but somehow his watery legs managed to hold him up.


Mark, his next-door neighbor, was bent over Ellen, teeth buried in her neck. A wide pool of bright red fluid gushed from where he gnawed at her torn flesh. 



Jeff froze in the doorway as he desperately tried to comprehend what he was seeing. The guy with whom he had shared a few beers over discussions about politics, baseball, and the Hortons’ Rottweiler crapping in their yards was tearing into his wife’s throat. Jeff couldn’t quite see Ellen’s face, because Mark’s blood-drenched hand was clamped over her eyes and nose, but it was definitely her. There was a faint scent of jasmine in the air mixed in with the rich, coppery scent of blood. It was that perfume she always wore. The tenth anniversary diamond ring he had given her a year before sparkled in a splash of sunlight as her arm flopped to the side. Jeff’s eyes gravitated to the ring, but it was hard to catch more than a brief glimpse of it as his wife’s fingers twitched violently in response to the tearing motion of Mark’s teeth. 



The door, already forgotten, banged against the wall. Jeff did not hear the sound over the pounding of his heart, but Mark did. The grayish figure lifted his head and hissed at Jeff, his teeth caked with bits of Ellen’s flesh. Ragged runners of morbid gruel bubbled from his mouth as the lunatic huddled protectively over his prize. 



All Jeff could think was that this was madness. In a few seconds, Mark would wink at him and Ellen would sit up and say “Gotcha!” Then they would all laugh at how gullible Jeff had been to even believe for a second that any of this was real. 



But as waves of horror washed over him, Jeff could no longer deny the reality of what he was seeing. Mark’s milky white eyes peered up at him; dark pinpricks that had been his pupils were the only color that remained. Forcing himself to look away from the crumpled form of his wife, Jeff stared at his neighbor once again. Mark’s shirt was torn open and hung slack on his oddly colored flesh. Various sores and open wounds marred his neck, arms, and chest. Greenish-black ooze stained the infected man’s clothing, and as he began to lever his body up, the stench slammed into Jeff like a sledgehammer. 



Jeff wanted to run. He wanted to run screaming from this place and never look back. But as he shifted his gaze back to the only woman he had ever loved, a hundred different memories flooded into his mind, blotting out the image of the gore-stained lump of flesh that remained behind: kissing her for the first time at midnight on New Year’s Eve … burning the dinner he had cooked for her on the night he proposed … watching her and Mary powder the kitchen in flour when they tried to bake cookies together. An echoing scream rattled inside Jeff’s head, but he couldn’t get it past his lips. The woman who had inspired all those memories had been obliterated in the blink of an eye. 



Jeff tried to take a step back, but discovered that his shoulder was pressed against the doorjamb, blocking his escape. His legs had moved of their own volition, dragging the stunned survivor backwards until there was nowhere left to go. As Mark finally rose and moved slowly toward him, Jeff realized he couldn’t breathe anymore.


Mark’s eyes fixed on Jeff, and he felt his legs and arms stiffen in terror. The lunatic’s pupils were almost hypnotic as they burrowed into him. There was great pain and rage in those eyes, but more than anything, there was hunger … a profound hunger that could devour the world if given the chance. 



As the ghoul dragged its ruined body over Ellen’s corpse, it tripped and staggered. Jeff blinked as he watched the bogeyman right himself awkwardly. In that moment, it was as if the world suddenly snapped back into place. Mark had turned into some kind of monster to be feared, that much was true, but he was also the bastard who had murdered his wife. Watching carefully as Mark pulled his back foot over Ellen’s prone form, Jeff gripped the baseball bat tightly and assumed a wobbly batter’s stance. 



The swing was not his best, but it still connected with Mark’s arm, sending him sideways. There was a muffled thump as the bat connected with the infected man’s spoiled flesh. Jeff’s eyes widened when Mark did not react to the painful blow, his milky white eyes never losing sight of their target. Adjusting, Mark got his feet back underneath him and kept coming.


The second swing was stronger, aimed at Mark’s face. It connected with the ghoul’s neck instead, and there was an audible crack as bones broke. Mark’s head wrapped around the bat as his skin stretched and tore. His knees buckled, but he did not fall over immediately. Instead, he shot out an arm in an effort to grab hold of Jeff’s shirt.


Letting go of the bat, Jeff pushed back against the wall even harder, doing his best to burrow through the drywall. The bat clattered to the floor, and Mark took a single wavering step forward before collapsing. His head slammed into the concrete with an audible thud.


Jeff stood stiffly next to the slumped body for what seemed an eternity. He stared into his neighbor’s eyes as a torrent of emotions poured over him. Irrationally, he feared the repercussions of murdering his neighbor, though if Mark could speak, he would probably argue that he wasn’t dead. Instead, the ghastly creature stared balefully up at Jeff as small noises burbled from his shattered throat. Unable to move his body, Mark continued to grind his teeth and hiss, unchecked rage carved on his face. 



When Jeff’s heart rate settled and he could breathe normally, he unglued his eyes from the man at his feet and looked at his wife, whose appendages were no longer twitching. She lay crumpled, her legs bunched up underneath her, and Jeff could see the rubber burn marks on the floor beneath her scuffed sneakers. It was clear she had struggled fiercely, even as Mark sank his teeth into her throat. She was always a fighter, he thought. Now that Ellen’s face was no longer obscured, Jeff could see that her eyes were open, a look of terror still on her face. There was agony in those green eyes … an agony that must have been the last thing she felt.


Jeff’s knees gave way, and he crumpled to the ground. Slamming his eyes shut, he willed the horrible images of Ellen’s death that were burned into his retinas to go away. He felt dizzy and nauseated, but since he had not eaten in nearly a day, there would probably be nothing but dry heaves when the sickness finally overpowered him. 



That was when he heard a bloodcurdling scream from down the street.


***


It had taken every last bit of his willpower not to curl up in a ball when he heard the noises coming from less than a block away. They had tracked him down. By the time he levered himself up from the floor and moved past Mark to slam and lock the door, he could hear them getting closer. His neighbors were closing in on the house. Jeff didn’t have the strength to look outside and see how many there were. Instead, he leaned against the door, panting and exhausted as the moans grew louder. 



Before he could even register it consciously, something made his body tense. He tried to blot out the noises outside so he could capture the other sound just hitting his ears. He looked at the door leading into the house.


Adrenaline flooded Jeff’s system again as reality came crashing down. The sound coming through the door was clearer than the muffled roars of anger and hunger from outside, and yet … it sounded very familiar.


He began to hyperventilate, shaking his head in disbelief. How could he have been so stupid? How could he have blanked out and forgotten?


But the blood splatters in the laundry room confirmed what the cold, calculating part of Jeff’s brain already understood, though the rest of him refused to believe it. 



Mark wasn’t the only one who had gotten into the house.


Jeff flew through the door. Everything inside him screamed that he had to move quickly, get inside, and stop these marauders. But as he heard the moans from upstairs, he feared he was already too late. 



Jeff steeled himself as he rushed inside, hoping against hope that he was wrong, that somehow these monsters that had once been human had not found his children’s hiding place upstairs.


***


A short time later, Jeff returned to the garage, his eyes dull, his arms splattered with blood. The aluminum bat was slung over his shoulder, dripping a thick, tar-like substance.


He ignored the pounding and screams of rage outside the garage door. They had found him, after all this time. The insanity outside had finally broken into his home and annihilated everything he knew.


As he slumped to the wooden steps, the small window on the side door shattered. The noise of breaking glass was quickly followed by the sound of fists thumping on the thick slab of wood nailed behind it. Jeff idly wondered how long his jury-rigged barricade would hold up, and he wondered whether it really mattered anymore. He set the bat down and rested his chin in his hands, propping his elbows on his knees.


As he sat listening to the scratching and clawing, interspersed with ragged fists splattering against the wood, he glanced down at the two bodies in the garage. He took a deep breath, doing his best to ignore the thick taste of death that came with it. Mark was facing away, so at least the man wasn’t staring at him. 



Jeff’s eyes slid from Mark to the pile of gas cans in the corner. Several propane tanks sat next to the smaller canisters, along with some other odds and ends he had picked up a few weeks back when things had started getting dicey. He shook his head in disbelief. Back then, their worst concern was potential power outages and being forced to use the barbeque grill for all their cooking. 



His eyes left the pile of supplies and moved back toward his wife. Jeff wondered when he was going to cry. His eyes were still dry, even as he looked at the ragged, bloody hole Mark had left where her throat had been. He hadn’t cried inside the house, even as he cradled his dead daughter and whispered her name over and over again.


The pounding outside was getting louder. It sounded like there was an army of them out there. They hadn’t moved to the front yard yet, but it wouldn’t be long. Then it was only a matter of time before they tore through the hastily nailed-up boards and plywood covering the windows and found their way inside.


Twisting his neck around to loosen up the stiffness, Jeff stood up. He gazed down on his wife, recalling how her eyes used to sparkle like a thousand tiny emeralds. That green was gone now, replaced with the telltale cloudiness that warned of infection. 



When her hand twitched, Jeff backpedaled, slipping on the stairs and falling hard on his ass. His body grew cold as it became clear what was happening, and he slumped in defeat, painfully aware of what he had to do. 



Her hand twitched again. Ellen was waking up.


Jeff snatched up the bat and cradled it to his chest. His hands felt weak and useless, but he held onto the aluminum cylinder as though it were a security blanket.


Suddenly, a sound like a head ramming against the side door made him jump. The wood began to splinter. 



Spying Mark out of the corner of his eye, Jeff saw that despite a broken neck, his neighbor had managed to shift his head enough to stare at Jeff again. The hunger in those eyes was undeniable, and Jeff knew he couldn’t bear it if he had to see that same look in Ellen’s eyes. 



Taking another deep breath, he stood and lifted the baseball bat. The fear was gone, replaced with a depthless despair. His wife’s legs were starting to move. Her eyes were still vacant and empty, but wouldn’t be for long.

 “I love you honey,” Jeff choked out as he felt the strength return to his hands. He gripped the bat tighter and raised it above his head. 



The first swing took every ounce of courage he had. 



The ones after that came a lot more easily. 


 


 




 


 



Chapter 2

 



Ten minutes later, Jeff was in the kitchen, stuffing the remnants of his dwindling food supply into his son’s backpack. There wasn’t much left, just some half-eaten boxes of cereal and dry noodles to gnaw on. That was what it had come to. It was why he had left the house to search for supplies. Jeff staggered under the sudden realization that his family had died for a few cans of beans and some crackers.


He angrily jammed the last of his meager rations into the bag and ran toward the steps leading to the second floor. From the back of the house came the sound of more glass shattering. He had covered the big picture window with plywood, and it was holding for the moment. The wood vibrated under a barrage of hammering fists, but stayed in place. He rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 



Glad to get away from the stench of infection filtering through the windows and doors, he took a right into his office, trying his best not to look at the shattered door on the left side of the hallway and the carnage that lay beyond it. 



Jeff rummaged through one of his bookshelves, found the souvenir mug he sought, then dumped its contents on the desk. He sifted through the coins, bits of paper, and other faint memories until he spotted a tiny key. After that, it was only a matter of retrieving the lock box from the top of the bookshelf; then he was staring at his gun. The tiny nickel-plated weapon with the black grip was still in its original box. Jeff looked at the etched wording on the barrel: MODEL RAVEN CAL-.25 AUTO. He picked up the small clip sitting next to it and slid it into the gun. He nearly laughed. It was a pea-shooter that carried a meager six bullets in the clip. He shoved it in his pocket and promptly forgot about it. 



Now it was on to rifling through the desk for his pocketknife and Maglite. Once he’d found them, Jeff looked around his office. That was it. He sighed and shook his head. He was no survivalist, but he knew enough to realize that a baseball bat, a purse gun, and a heavy flashlight probably weren’t going to get him very far.


As he turned to leave, he spied something else on one of the bookshelves and stared at it for a moment. It was the photo of Ellen and the kids on their last vacation at the lake. Jeff remembered taking the picture. It had been early, maybe about six a.m. Ellen had been trying to drag the kids out of bed for ten minutes. They didn’t want to go out on the boat and didn’t want to swim. They just wanted to sleep. She started tickling them, and after a couple of minutes, the three were wrestling in a tangle of sheets, screaming and giggling. The photograph had been spontaneous; Jeff had grabbed the camera out of his bag without thinking. They were smiling, laughing, their eyes lost in a moment of pure bliss. When he showed Ellen the picture, she hated it. Her hair was a mess, and she had no makeup on. When he put it on display in his office, she was angry until he explained, “Everything that matters to me is in that picture. It’s you and the kids, happy. That’s all I care about.” She never said another word about it. 



Jeff’s fingers quivered as he traced the outline of their faces. Another angry scream filtered from below, and he tore his eyes away from the picture. Cramming it into his pocket, he headed back downstairs. 



It’s time to go.


The urgent thought beat out a staccato rhythm inside his head as he made it back to the main floor. Rushing into the garage, he could hear the roar outside. They were actually starting to throw their bodies against the side door now. The sound of them crashing against the house was nearly overwhelming, but Jeff ignored it and tossed his few supplies into the minivan. Snatching up the baseball bat, he ran back inside.


He was out of breath when he reached the front door. He bent at the knees and tried to suck in as much air as possible, tried to settle down. The noise wasn’t nearly as bad here. The mob had not spread to the front door yet, which worked well with his hasty plan. He snatched up the hammer he’d dropped there a few minutes before and started prying at the two by four nailed across the door.


It took some effort, but within a couple of minutes, the board was down, and the only thing that stood between Jeff and the outside world was a deadbolt. 



He dug into another pocket and pulled out the key to the car sitting in the driveway. Palming the dark plastic key fob, he pressed the red alarm button. The urgent honking cut through the tumult of screams and moans that had nearly driven Jeff’s family mad over the past few weeks. For a moment, it seemed as if this new noise, so shocking and ordinary, would overpower all others. But it was not to be. A tide of rage carried the volume of his neighbors above that of the horn as they began attacking the car.

 “Stupid mother fuckers,” he snorted with disdain. After listening for a few more seconds, he pressed the red button again, and the alarm cut off, replaced with the sound of wet slaps on the hood of the Impala. Glass shattered, and Jeff could imagine a thick press of bodies trying to get at whoever had been honking the horn.


He strained to hear as much as possible. There was frustration and rage, but more importantly, he heard no one on the porch ready to punch a hole through the front door. Taking a deep breath, he scooped up the baseball bat and put his hand on the deadbolt. Jeff turned his head, allowing himself one last look around the house. He wanted to remember it as it had once been, not what it was about to become. Nodding to reassure himself, he tried to keep his breathing steady as he turned to face the door.


He flipped the deadbolt, then tensed as his hand slipped down to the knob.

 “Well, here goes nothing.” 



Jeff opened his front door.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 3

 



A wall of sound washed over Jeff. The depth of the noise was profound, and he felt as if he were on a stage, the world around him vibrating with excitement. His skin contracted around every hair on his body all at once. The sensation was almost painful as the goose bumps puckered his flesh and the sound jarred his bones.


There was the smell as well. It had been out there before, when he had slithered through the neighborhood, but nothing like this. The stench, the miasma from a hundred infected and befouled bodies, had no discretion as it poured over him, baptizing him in its corruption. 



Opening the door hadn’t drawn any attention, but as he let go of the knob, the door slammed against the wall, making a loud thumping noise. He flinched and swung his head toward the mass of stiffened bodies milling around his car.


The mob turned to stare at him. The sounds, the hissing and moaning, stopped as the corrupt shifted their gazes from the car they had been demolishing to face the man standing in the open doorway.


Not one was on the porch. They were busy climbing all over the car, trying to capture the little gremlin inside, terrorizing them with its bleating horn. Some shambled about on the front lawn, but were still a few feet away. Jeff’s heart raced, but he felt as though time had slowed. His vision dimmed, and the dread that had been pouring over him like warm molasses began to evaporate. 



Move.


He caught something on the edge of his vision, beyond the crowded front yard. When he tried to follow it with his eyes, seeking out the blur of motion, it was no longer there. But it had been; he was sure. It was something that could move much faster than his neighbors. They were slow and sluggish, but whatever he had seen moved with a fluid grace. 



Move!


There it was again, at the back of the crowd but getting closer. He could see glimmers of light flickering between the gaps in the mass of bodies. Whatever was making the shadows dance cut smoothly through the sluggish creatures on Jeff’s lawn as it slid closer. He heard a bloodcurdling scream.

 “MOVE!”


He barely recognized his own voice. The fury of the word was jolting, setting him in motion as the mob surged forward, closing the distance to the front door. The first group of neighbors was almost there, close enough that two in front could nearly reach to take ragged swipes at Jeff. They missed as he quickly stepped back inside the house. Their groans merged with the others, but Jeff could have sworn he heard a different tenor to their gurgling cries. They were excited to be this close to someone still warm and breathing. 



Turning, he ran to the stairs and jumped onto the couch he had hastily set in front of them, stepping on an armrest and vaulting over it. He stood watching as more bodies poured in through the front door, scratching and clawing at each other as they tried to force their way through the narrow opening. They were a crazed mob, frothing at the mouth and growling at him. The first few were already at the couch, trying to get over, around, or through it. They smashed, clawed, and tore at it, angry that something stood between them and their prey. 


 “That’s it, you bastards! Come and get me!” 



He had to yell to hear himself over the pounding fists and squeals of anticipation. The moans were louder inside. But when Jeff spoke, they seemed to go still, and the noise died down for a moment. He had their complete attention. 



He continued to back up the stairs as more bodies crammed into the foyer and spread into the dining and living rooms. He wouldn’t be surprised if there were enough of them to fill the entire first floor. One knocked over the vase on the end table near the door, and it instantly turned to powdered shards underfoot. A few of the ghoulish apparitions appeared to be distracted, wandering toward the dining room table and grabbing at household objects like they were at a rummage sale. The rest, however, continued to crowd around the base of the staircase, staring balefully up at him. They raised their hands, reaching toward Jeff with unimaginable need.


The weaker ones were crushed beneath the churning mass of bodies as they poured over the couch. It looked like some sort of blender in which whatever was dropped into the spinning vortex was sucked to the bottom to be pulverized, but in this case, it was only the smaller forms, children and the mutilated, being sucked beneath the trampling feet. 



The first stiff form able to make it past the couch got a shot in the mouth from Jeff’s baseball bat. It was a world-class uppercut that shattered the woman’s jawbone and sent her reeling back into the crowd. She knocked another person flat, and Jeff lost sight of her as she was swallowed in the pulsating mass of bodies. Heedless of her demise, the others pressed against the couch. As three more bodies flopped over it Jeff rushed to the second-floor landing.


With hands shaking and breathing ragged, he pushed the massive bookshelf that stood next to the stairs toward the top step. He had dragged it there a few weeks back as a precautionary measure in case the infected managed to break into the house. In hindsight, it had been foolish to hope that mere furniture could hold back the horde, but he was still glad he had moved it into position. 



Jeff felt a white-hot flash of fear at the sound of a loud grunt nearby. The infected were almost to the top of the steps. He responded with his own desperate grunt as the bookshelf teetered over and began its sideways fall down the steps. 



The loud crash he had expected was muffled by the wall of flesh on which the heavy cherry bookshelf landed. It smashed into the two leaders of the pack, driving them back into the convulsing crowd. As he watched, Jeff’s eyes widened in surprise. The six-foot-tall piece of furniture did not fall to the ground, but hovered as the monsters behind it struggled to free themselves of its bulk.


The bodies were piling up behind the bookshelf, and he could see it slowly turning like a heavy door being pushed toward the wall. It had smashed a few of them pretty well but was no deterrent to the rest. They were still coming.


As Jeff turned and ran for the master bedroom, he heard a thud. The bookshelf had finally hit the floor. They had pushed it out of the way and were on the move again. 



He screamed a few expletives as encouragement, though none was needed, before slamming the hollow door to his bedroom shut and clicking the button-lock on the knob. As Jeff moved toward his closet, he could hear his neighbors screaming in frustration from down the hall. 



He climbed past the heavy chair he had placed in the closet, then shoved it, forcing the door shut with its bulk. The large walk-in closet went pitch black, and he nearly yelped when the first fist slammed into the bedroom door.


The darkness felt overwhelming, but Jeff knew how little time he had. He felt his way past a minefield of shoes and piles of clothing strewn on the floor. When he found the back wall, he dropped quickly to his knees, setting the baseball bat down as he slid his hands over the carpeted floor. Where is it?


He jumped again as the master bedroom door splintered and broke. The mob was already forcing its way past the shattered remains of the feeble barrier and clambering into the bedroom. They would be at the closet door in less than a minute, but that was all the time Jeff thought he needed, if he could find what he was looking for.


Cursing under his breath, he began tossing shoes out of the way. He knew the spot on the floor was not covered, but could feel panic setting in as he continued his furious search.


Boom!


Jeff let out an involuntary yelp of surprise as the closet door vibrated in its frame. There were excited moans beyond the door, as if his neighbors knew he was caught like a rat in a trap. It would be mere seconds before he was in their grasp.

 “How in the world did you know I was in here, you stupid bastards?” Jeff screamed. His words echoed in the confined space and filtered out into the bedroom, where squeals of delight at the sound of his voice cascaded back in on him. 



He heard the chair move slightly across the carpet, inching backwards as the press of bodies crammed against the door began forcing their way in. “I mean, Jesus! You fuckers can’t even turn a goddamn doorknob anymore, but you can sniff me out in a matter of seconds? What the hell?” Jeff’s voice cracked as he spoke, his frayed nerves nearly past the point of no return as he clawed blindly at the carpet.


The chair slid another few inches inward, and with it came a splinter of light from the bedroom. Immediately, Jeff saw what he had been searching for, a few inches to his right. He whimpered in relief as he pulled the hinged door in the floor open.


He’d built the clothing chute shortly after they had moved in, when Ellen realized the laundry room was directly below their closet. It made the transfer of dirty clothes a breeze. 



He stared down at the washer and dryer. Breathing a quick sigh of relief when he saw that no one had wandered into the small room off the garage, he swung his legs over and down through the hole. 



As Jeff lowered himself through the narrow opening, his unwanted visitors managed to push the chair completely out of the way of the closet door. The first shadowy figure stumbled into the room, falling inward, pushed by another four stiffs behind it. Jeff snatched up his baseball bat as he contorted his hips in an effort to maneuver his midsection through the tight gap in the floor. 



His neighbors turned as one toward him, their eyes going wide with excitement as they saw the man trapped in the corner. Their potent smell curdled his stomach. It was like a landfill, stockyard, and mass grave all wrapped up in one. As they reached for him, Jeff screamed and felt something give. The edges of the laundry chute scraped his sides, but as he landed on top of the washing machine, he heard the spring-loaded door on the chute slam shut above his head. 



He slid off the washer. There were cries of outrage from above. They were already scraping at the small door, desperate to open it. 



The sounds on the first floor were nearly deafening as he stared at the kitchen door. Beyond were those inhuman things … probably more than a hundred. Jeff hoped they were still occupied with their attempts to climb the steps and cram themselves into the various bedrooms on the top floor in a futile effort to find him.


He grabbed the gas can he had left in the room and opened it. The smell of the fuel was pure and intoxicating compared to the noxiously rich smell of death now permeating the house. He splashed the flammable liquid on the walls, watching as it ate at the traces of blood the first set of intruders had left behind. He drained the can, splashing the last bit of it on the ceiling, specifically targeting the hinged door above the washer.


The chute door opened slightly and then slapped back shut. A dark smile crossed Jeff’s lips. He had put a set of tight springs on the sucker to discourage his kids from playing with it. The clumsy bastards upstairs were having a hell of a time trying to get a grip on it, thanks to his handiwork. 



Setting the gas can down, he picked up the road flare he had also tossed in the room. Cracking the door leading to the garage, he relaxed slightly as he saw that the side door had not been breached. In fact, it seemed that no one was pounding on it anymore. Wedging his foot in the door to keep it open, he turned to face the kitchen.


There was only one thing left to do.


He pulled the cap off the road flare. It burst to life, startling Jeff with its ferocity. Quickly, he touched it to a rag he had soaked in gasoline that sat on top of the washer and watched it burst into flames. He opened the kitchen door just wide enough to slip the flare through. As soon as he heard the flare hit the floor, he yanked the door shut again. 



Snatching up his baseball bat, he used it to slide the flaming rag off the washer and directly into a puddle of gas on the floor. 


 “The house is all yours, guys. Enjoy it,” he said as he scrambled into the garage. He made sure the metal door was shut tight, knowing it would hold back the flames for a while. As he slid into the minivan, he thought about the rest of the gasoline he had used to drench the house. Along with the propane tanks he had opened in the bedrooms upstairs, it should create one hell of a bang.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 4

 



The thin metal garage door gave way faster than Jeff had thought it would. Smashing through, he shot down his driveway and plowed directly into one of his neighbors, who had been making his way toward Jeff’s front door. There was a thud as he connected and then a thump as he ran over the body.


Leaning back, he could see three others closing in on the minivan. Without hesitation, he pressed his foot to the gas and twisted the steering wheel. He hit the next one square and dragged it beneath the rear wheels as he moved onto the street, where he grazed another, sending it tumbling back in the direction from which it had come. Jeff straightened the wheel and flipped the van into drive, giving it gas as he sideswiped the third. He accelerated past the three bodies, then executed a sudden stop, the anti-lock brakes preventing him from skidding to a halt. He looked back and saw that the two stiffs that had bounced off the van were already getting back up while the third was having a rougher time of it. Its left side was completely crushed, but it was still trying to rise, unfazed by the massive trauma the two-ton vehicle had caused its body.


Jeff stared at the maimed creature. The power of the hit had ruptured most of its internal organs, and there were bits of gut spread several feet behind it. He watched in amazement as it continued to struggle, deliberately trying to raise itself with its one useful arm, but much of its body had been crushed and sealed to the pavement. Jeff stared into the side mirror, spellbound by the image as he kept waiting for the movement to stop. It never even slowed. The twisted and damaged form seemed incapable of comprehending that it would be unable to remove itself from the ground without assistance. 



The other two were almost to their feet. Jeff gripped the steering wheel tighter and flipped the van into reverse again. This time he floored it. The engine roared, and he slammed into the bent forms before they could rise completely. He kept moving backwards and pointed the van at the spot where his first victim lay.


The vehicle jumped slightly, telling him he had run over the man once again. He hit the brakes and put the van back into gear. This time he moved forward just a little, doing his best to make sure the tire was directly on top of the mangled body. 


 “Stay down, you freak.” The words sounded nervous to Jeff. He stopped the van and put it in park. A quick check confirmed that the other two would not get up again and that the third was indeed directly beneath him. He heard no more movement. 



Shivering uncontrollably, he stared at the dashboard and tried to settle down. He did not want to look up and see how many more ghouls were coming. 



Still staring at the speedometer, he felt a thunderous whump. Jeff raised his arm, instinctively shielding his eyes from the bright flash emanating from his house. One of the upper-story windows had blown outward, and shards of glass rained down on the minivan, the yard, and the entire street. The van rocked a bit, and Jeff ducked as he heard the repetitive tinkling of wood and glass bouncing off the roof of the Odyssey. 



He had just lifted his head when there was another series of explosions. Bending back over, he let the vibrations roll over him and could have sworn the van slid sideways slightly. 



The explosions were muffled, and Jeff guessed it was the propane tanks going up. Two were in bedrooms on the back side of the house. He wondered how the back yard looked. 



Slowly raising his head, Jeff stared at his house. As he did, another explosion ripped through it, blowing the front door off its hinges as a giant belch of flame spit from the entrance. Fire was everywhere. Smoke poured out of the garage as another explosion tore a hole out the side of the house where the laundry room had been. Part of the exterior wall smashed into the side of Mark’s house and snapped his split-rail fence into kindling. Jeff watched as the flames billowed toward the sky, his pupils contracting with the vision. 



He was beginning to feel the heat out on the street, or at least imagined that he did. The sun beat down as he watched, dumbfounded, as fire devoured his home. Everything was melting: the wriggling bodies packed together like sardines inside, the corpses of his family, all his possessions. It was all gone. 



Out of the corner of his eye, he could see shadowy shapes getting closer. The fire would probably lure them from all over the neighborhood and beyond. 


 “Let ‘em come. Let them see what I’ve done.” The bitterness in his voice was thick, but the look in his eyes was sad. Digging into his pocket, he plucked out the picture of his family he had taken from his office. 



He stared at it, trying to find a measure of peace from the revenge he had gained, but there was no peace to be had. With one finger, he traced the image of Ellen’s face—the crazy smile, her hair tousled from the wrestling match with the kids. He studied her, the nose with a slight bend at the tip and the tiny, razor-thin scar on her chin. Jeff’s hand began to twitch, and he pulled his fingers away from the picture and balled them into a fist. He raised it to his mouth and bit into his knuckles. 


 “I’m so sorry.” 



He stared at his children, but could not bring himself to touch their faces as he’d touched Ellen’s. His eyes wandered back to her. Jeff bit deeper into his flesh as random thoughts about his wife filtered in and out of his mind. Then the words came again, stifled by the fist jammed in his mouth. 


 “I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know where to go. But I …” He closed his eyes tightly and tasted coppery blood as his teeth pierced the skin around his fingers. He unclenched his jaw and freed his hand. Wiping the blood on his shirt, he tried to think of what he should say. It seemed ridiculous. His entire family was dead. They were in a place where they could no longer hear him or even care what he might say. But he was compelled to speak.

 “I can’t take you with me.” He opened his eyes and looked at the picture again. He tried to memorize their features, tried to absorb everything about them that he could in that instant. “I can’t be thinking about you all the time. It’ll kill me quicker than those things. I just … I just can’t.” 



Jeff’s heart raced as he crumpled the picture, the blood from his bite rolling into his hand and trickling onto the photo. He tugged at his wedding ring. His fingers were swollen, so it took some effort, but he finally got the ring off. He studied the simple gold band for a moment. 



Pressing a button, Jeff lowered the window and unceremoniously tossed the ring and the crumpled picture out on the street. Without looking out as they fell, he rolled the window back up. It was done. There was no relief, only a sense of emptiness in a place that had once been filled. 



He was alone.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 5

 


 “Holy shit!” Jeff yelled as the teenage girl slammed into the hood of the van. He had been far too busy dividing his attention between the burnt corpses at the entrance of his house and the other bodies that he could see coming toward him in the rearview mirror to notice her immediately. The hope that she might be normal passed quickly.


He glared at her and wondered why he had assumed she was a teenager. The outfit fit the profile, but it was still hard to tell. Her skin was mottled, gray and green battling it out to see which could grab more attention. What hair she had was once long, straight, and blond. Now those golden tresses were caked in blood and were falling—or had been pulled—out in large clumps. Her left breast was exposed, the nipple bitten off, her belly shirt in tatters. Multiple piercings ran down both ears, and Jeff thought he caught a glimpse of a shiny stud in her tongue. There was a glint of silver in the blackened stump wriggling around in her mouth. 



Her goo-encrusted eyes never left Jeff’s as she attempted to climb onto the hood of the van. It was hard to tell if they had once been blue or green with the milky cataracts covering them. The pupils remained their original black and stood out against their pale surroundings. 



It was too late to plow her down, since she was already on the bumper, reaching for the windshield. Her desiccated fingers scratched at the metal, trying to get at him. Jeff rubbed his eyes wearily as the girl gained traction and started climbing up the hood. 



There was a moist thud as her fist hit the window with little power behind it. The moan that escaped her lips made Jeff giggle uncontrollably. “This shit is just too goddamned funny!” he shouted as she went at the window with both hands. Pus and blood from her mouth and torn breast leaked all over the front of the Odyssey. As he watched the grotesque spectacle, he felt like he was losing his mind. 



The other creature that showed up at the passenger door was less of a surprise. The crowd was still sparse but starting to bunch up around the house. 



He looked in his rearview mirror, ignoring the two ghouls on top of him for the moment, and did a double take.


They were coming out of the house. 



Jeff ignored the pounding on the glass and watched as a handful of his neighbors separated from the conflagration to move slowly in his direction. He scanned the gaping maw that had been the front of his house and saw that there were others behind them, crawling and scratching as they pulled their charred remains out of the fire. 



Much of their skin was burnt away, and even the ivory bones underneath appeared singed and blackened. They were blind, their eyes gone, boiled inside their skulls until they had burst and even the residue had melted. One, still on fire, somehow managed to stumble out to the lawn. It moved randomly, its internal radar out of whack as it staggered this way and that. It left a crazy trail of liquefied organs in the wake of its sick dance.


Jeff giggled again at the absurdity of it all. His laughter was drowned out by the rain of blows hammering down on the van. Another slack, mindless neighbor had joined the first two in their pursuit of fresh meat and was actually shaking the vehicle. 



He glanced over to the passenger side where two of the rotting monsters were trying to get at him. One was a man with an eye dangling halfway down his face on a stalk of nerve tissue. A good chunk of flesh was ripped clean off his skull. The bone had a reddish-yellow hue to it. The flesh on his fingers had swollen and popped, and the bones sticking out left scratch marks on the window. 



The one pushing on the minivan was a real anatomy lesson. Some organs were missing, along with most of its rib cage, but quite a few were on display. His face was covered in ragged strips of flesh as if giant claws had sliced into it. A great deal of meat dangled from his chest cavity, and gravity pulled it toward the ground as he continued rocking the van back and forth.


Jeff hit the gas pedal, and the Odyssey shot forward, shedding the freaks trying to smash their way inside. The girl up front had latched onto the hood, so he spun the wheel with the hope of making her slip off the side. When she refused to relinquish her hold, he shook his head in frustration. 


 “Come on, honey! I ain’t that good looking!” 



Speeding away from the others, he rolled down the street toward the entrance to the subdivision. When he reached an area clear of pedestrians, he skidded to a halt. Even with the violent motion of the van, the girl remained affixed to the edge of the hood. Filled with inexplicable rage, Jeff screamed at her. “So you want play, little girl? Huh? Well, I’m ready to play!” He snatched up his baseball bat, opened his door, and jumped out of the van.


Pointing the bat at the teen, who was finally relinquishing her hold on the hood, Jeff moved around the door. “Your ass is mine, bitch!”


Before she could slide off, the first swing struck her arm. There was a distinctive crack as the bone broke. Not surprisingly, the girl seemed unfazed as she plopped to the ground and tried to lunge at Jeff.


He took a backhanded swing at her face, and the bat struck her in the forehead, knocking her off her feet. Immediately, the girl rose to her knees.

 “Stay down, you fucking monster!” Jeff punctuated the words with a solid kick to her ribs. The force of the blow moved her sideways a few inches but didn’t deter her. As she growled, he kicked her again, in the stomach this time, and heard the hiss of air shooting through her clenched teeth. He watched as she used the arm he had broken to lever herself to a standing position.


Leaning against the van, Jeff shook his head in disbelief. Her arm was bent at an odd angle and it appeared as if part of the bone was threatening to tear through her mottled flesh, but the teen’s laborious effort to right herself was paying off. Snarling, she planted her feet and prepared to charge.


Gripping the bat in both hands, Jeff swung away. The combination of the power of his swing and her forward motion nearly tore her head from her neck as the bat connected with her right temple. Whatever intelligence remained in her eyes blinked out as the flesh at her throat tore free from her neck and her skull shattered at the point of impact. By the time her body hit the street, she looked no different than any of the other rotting corpses littering the neighborhood.


Staring down at his latest victim, Jeff tried to catch his breath. He was not quite sure how to feel as he watched a puddle of fluid that could not rightly be called blood pool beneath the teenager’s rent neck. Her dead eyes stared up at him mockingly.


Gripping the bat even tighter, he raised it with the intention of slamming down on her again and again, until those hateful eyes were obliterated. But before he could take another swing, the moaning around him increased dramatically. 



He was surrounded. They were still spread out, but closing in on his position, coming from all directions. Jeff swallowed hard as he realized how stupid it was to have gotten out of the van. 



Suddenly, a small shadow flashed across his vision, and he turned. He wasn’t sure what it was, and as he looked between two houses, blinking in the bright sunlight, he couldn’t see anything. Still, it reminded him of the blur of motion he had seen from his front porch not so long before. For an instant, Jeff thought that perhaps it was just some big dog or other animal running wild but dismissed the idea almost immediately. The infected were indiscriminant about what they devoured. He had watched a pack of them tear apart Daisy, a neighbor’s Basset Hound, less than a week before, from his bedroom window. When they were done, even the dog’s bones were gone.


Jeff slipped quickly inside the minivan. He knew only two things for certain: it was time to leave the subdivision, and he had no desire to find out what was out there, moving so fast he could barely catch a glimpse of it.


There were plenty of abandoned cars clogging the street along with the predators following in his wake. He drove carefully to avoid both.

 “Sorry folks, but I’m not on the menu tonight.” Jeff smiled and waved, staring out the window at the milling people on the street and the ones climbing out of broken windows and through shattered doors of the houses along his route. There seemed to be an endless supply of them.

 “It’s like I’m the freakin’ Pied Piper,” he laughed as he stared at his trail of followers in the rearview mirror.


As Jeff’s eyes moved back to the road, he slammed the brakes, coming to a sudden halt. A multi-car pileup had clogged up the entrance to the subdivision. As the van idled, he stared at the series of sedans and trucks jammed next to one other and groaned. They were not only on the street, but on the grass as well. One car had plowed into the “Welcome to Stonehill” sign out by the main road, and half of its bricks had fallen on the hood of the vehicle.


As he scanned the mess, Jeff realized he wasn’t just looking at some simple twenty-car pileup. Cars in accidents didn’t line up perfectly with one another. Someone had parked them there to barricade the entrance. 


 “Great … just fucking great,” was all he could say as he scratched his scalp in consternation. It didn’t take much to guess that the other entrance, on the far side of the vast, sprawling neighborhood, was probably in similar shape.


Leaning back, Jeff felt like bellowing in rage. He had a full tank of gas and nowhere to go. Somebody had decided to quarantine his neighborhood while he had hidden inside his house over the past several weeks. As he sat and fumed, he wondered whether it had been done by someone trying to keep the infected out … or in. 



Listening as the crowd got closer, he reflected on his situation. His family was dead, and his house was a pile of ashes. He had barely made a dent in the rabid population with his little fireworks display, and all he had to defend himself was a baseball bat and a pistol about as impressive as a water gun. To top it all off, there was a huge entourage of rotting bodies following him, ready to tear him limb from limb the moment he stepped back outside the van. 



Jeff’s eyes narrowed as he latched on to an idea. Slowly, he leaned forward in the driver’s seat and looked outside. His eyes darted from the rearview to the side-view mirror. As he watched the arduously slow crowd continue to draw closer, he shook his head and laughed. 


 “Holy shit, I am the Pied Piper!” he exclaimed, grabbing the steering wheel and hitting the gas. Turning, he headed back inside the subdivision. 



After more than a minute of slow driving and watching more and more of the foul-smelling maniacs fall in behind, Jeff allowed a smile to claim his face, and there was a gleam in his eyes.

 “You’ve totally lost your mind, Mr. Blaine.” 



The words were filled with self-doubt but also an undertone of awe. He couldn’t believe what he was doing, but he felt a rush from the freedom his actions were giving him. He had been a prisoner for so long it felt great to do something so completely irrational. He took a deep breath, and the air felt clean and crisp in his lungs. 



A few minutes later, after several u-turns, Jeff had rounded up a crowd rivaling the one that had entered his house. He gunned the engine and watched as the loose group of bodies grew smaller in the rearview mirror. 



Moments later, he hit the end of one of the streets in his neighborhood. He was at the bottom of a hill, and the crowd following was at the top. He could not see them anymore, but he knew they were still coming. The idle of the engine kept the sound of their screams and moans at bay for the moment.


Jeff turned off the ignition. He pushed his door open, he grabbed the keys out of force of habit. Stepping onto the asphalt, he looked up the hill, then ducked back into the van to grab his baseball bat.


The houses surrounding the intersection were no different than the ones on his street, with plenty of shattered windows and smashed doors. There were no infected nearby, but there was plenty of evidence of their handiwork. A few corpses, half-eaten, littered both the yards and the street. Bat firmly in hand, Jeff climbed to the top of the van. 



He was almost hypnotized by the distant noises of the crowd. When they were this far off, it wasn’t such a fearful thing, just the distant rumble of thunder lazily threatening to roll in. 



As he waited for the crowd to appear, he barely noticed the sound of a garage door opening behind him. At the same instant, the first of the infected crested the hill.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 6

 



Jeff tensed and swung around when he heard the faint noise, fearing he had missed one of the ghouls in his cursory search. 


 “Hello?” 



A woman stood underneath a raised garage door, staring at him. Jeff blinked rapidly, trying to comprehend the fact that she had just spoken. The infected didn’t speak. 



He reached up to shield his eyes from the sun, thinking that she might very well be a mirage. When she waved feebly at him, he blinked several more times, not quite able to come to grips with the fact that she seemed very real. 


 “Hello?” she repeated. The voice was timid but louder now. It was raspy, as if it had not been used in a long time. 



Jeff jumped down from the van and moved toward the woman. The shock of hearing someone else speak had already passed. The words were barely audible, but the voice stood out like a pure note of music in a world filled with static. She looked tiny from a distance, but he suspected his perception wouldn’t change much as he got closer. She was emaciated, the bones in her face and arms prominent.


As he drew nearer, she took a few tentative steps back until he slowed, shaking his head and raising his hand in what he hoped looked like a peaceful gesture. It must have worked, because she stopped retreating, a curious look on her face. 



He picked up speed again, hoping she understood the need for urgency as he took a quick glance at the hill. When he looked back toward her, he saw that she had not fled deeper into the garage, which gave him a boost of confidence. As he came within a few feet, he gave her a closer look. 



Perhaps she had been attractive once, but she now looked barely better than the creatures crawling down the hill behind them. Her hair had probably been cut in a bob, but it was hard to tell, since the dark locks were matted and stuck out in various directions from her head, like antennae. Her skin was tight on her bones, and her olive coloring had turned the tint of spoiled milk. Her lips were cracked and dried, and her arms and hands had no meat on them. Her clothes hung off her small frame, and Jeff knew he would be able to count each one of her ribs with ease if her torso were visible.

 “They’re coming.” 



Her voice took on a sudden firmness. She was looking past him, up the hill, just as he had a moment before. The haunted look in her eyes sent a chill down his spine.

 “I know,” Jeff acknowledged as he too glanced at the encroaching doom. “We have to get out of here.”


He tried to break into a smile, but faltered. “I can’t believe someone else is alive.” 



He did his best to make his voice calm and soothing. The woman’s gaze snapped away from the crowd, and she looked him in the eyes. She appeared to be confused, terrified, and unsure what to make of Jeff.


He extended his hand slowly. She looked down at it, examining the dirt that ran in lines along his palm. “My name’s Jeff.” Her eyes darted to his face and then back down to his hand. 


 “We have to go. Now.” 



As she continued to stare, he added a gentle “please” and thrust his hand at her emphatically. She looked as if she might rather bolt like a deer into the woods than touch it. Shaking her head, she began inching into her garage again. 



Impulsively, Jeff dropped the bat and grabbed her by the shoulders. A small yelp passed her lips and her eyes bulged in terror. She made a weak effort to break free as he shook her. 


 “Hey! HEY!” 



Her head turned toward the garage, and the hairs stood up on Jeff’s arms as he heard her moan. It sounded far too similar to the infected for his taste. He almost let go, fighting revulsion as she fought to break free. Instead, he strengthened his grip. A moment later, when his hand came up quickly and slapped her hard across the cheek, it surprised him almost as much as it did her.


The woman stopped struggling and moved her hand to where he had hit her. Her eyes glinted with full-blown terror as she stared at Jeff. 


 “Listen,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm. “We have about a minute until those things get here. I don’t plan on sticking around, and neither should you.” 



Jeff gave her a tug, trying to usher her out of the garage. Still stunned, she followed for a couple of feet as if her legs were disconnected from the rest of her, moving of their own volition. He turned her to face the street. She nearly stumbled but kept her feet under her as he stabbed a finger up the hill.

 “See! Here they come!” he practically screamed in her ear. The sharp words appeared to have a stronger effect than the slap did. 



The infected had closed much of the distance, making steady progress down the hill. A few had fallen and disappeared beneath the steady churn of feet. There was no concern for the lost ones as the others continued trudging toward the van. They tripped and staggered over torn limbs and dragging entrails. Even at a distance, the two survivors could see the mold and rot gripping the festering forms. Tattered pieces of clothing stuck like patchwork to their bodies, saturated and caked with dirt and fluids not easily identified. On the whole, they were sexless. A few strands of hair floated like a halo on a woman’s head, and a few tattered breasts were on display, but most were too mutilated to make any distinctions. Many had distended bellies filled with bits and pieces of those they had mauled and devoured. It was a twisted parody of pregnancy, and it went even further in making them all look similar. 



Jeff wrenched the woman around to face him and forced her to look into his eyes. “Please. Come with me.” The words, spoken precisely and with special effort to hide the unhinged terror he was starting to feel, hung in the air between them. He could see the turmoil on her face as she debated whether or not to trust him. Her nod was so slight that he almost missed it when it finally came.


Relief flooded Jeff’s body at her response. He spared her a brief smile as he leaned down to pick up his bat. Retaining a grip on her hand, he turned back toward the van, dragging her behind him. He continued to fear the approaching horde, but was surprised to discover he was more concerned about having someone to watch over again. Someone who did not trust him and would probably run the first chance she got. The quicker he got her into the van, the better. 



The weakened woman fought to retain her balance as they crossed her neighbor’s lawn at the corner of the street. As she glanced around, she could see not only the huge mass of bodies stumbling down the hill, but more infected coming toward them from other directions. She swung her head from side to side, watching for those that might be getting too close and tried to break into a run toward the van as panic set in. Jeff also noticed the newcomers, and he tightened his grip on the bat and on her shoulder simultaneously. There was too great a chance of her falling to the asphalt in her weakened state to let go. They were running out of time.


As they got close to the van, he was forced to release her as he pulled the keys out of his pocket. He punched a button on the key fob and thanked the gods of modern technology for automatic sliding doors. It opened slowly, and the woman practically flew toward it. 



Jeff made for the driver’s-side door and was reaching for the handle when something heavy smashed into his back.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 7

 



Jeff’s feet got tangled up as he fell to his knees. Ignoring the jarring pain, he used his momentum to slide forward. He felt as though his heart were on the verge of exploding in fear from the sensation of the wet slap of a hand on his shoulder. He slammed into the front quarter panel and did his best to twist away from the assault.


The scream that the woman inside the van let out jarred him worse than his fall. As he went into a tuck and roll, Jeff could hear the grunt of his assailant as it tried to latch onto him again. 



He somehow managed to elude the man’s grasp and bounce back to his feet. He backpedaled in an attempt to regain his balance, and when his feet finally gained traction, he found himself in front of the van. The catcalls and moans of the approaching crowd sounded close, but he was more focused on the homicidal madman three feet in front of him.


The rotter’s arms were ready to wrap him in an embrace, while its mouth worked at building up whatever counted as saliva to the infected. It lumbered forward, and Jeff feigned a move, committing to the effort but pulling back at the last instant. The creature overextended as it lunged for him and instead grasped empty air. It nearly toppled, but stutter-stepped and kept its balance. Jeff had managed to retain his grip on the baseball bat during his tumble, and he took a backhanded swing at the ghoul. It crashed heavily to the ground with a muffled thud after the bat connected with the top of its skull. Jeff knew the blow had only grazed it and did not hesitate. He adjusted his stance and brought the bat down again. Festering gray matter burst from its skull. 



Looking up, Jeff could see that the crowd was only a few seconds away. He had no idea how he had missed the old man sneaking up on him but wiped the puzzled thought from his mind. He rushed around the minivan, dove into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. He reached an empty hand toward the ignition and felt his entire body go cold with fear. The keys.


His mind raced, and he realized that they had been in his hand when he was attacked. He had kept hold of the bat but dropped the keys. 


 “Fuck!” Jeff screamed in a panic as he turned to leave the van only to spot three of the infected a few steps away. There was no place to go. The van was surrounded.

 “You dropped these.”


Jeff jumped at the timid voice. He spun his head, having forgotten about his passenger and thinking one of those lunatics had gotten inside the van. 



When he realized who had spoken, he unclenched his fists. Seeing that she was holding his keychain in the palm of her hand, Jeff felt the urge to plant a big sloppy kiss on her lips. Instead, he grinned wildly and scooped up the keys, fumbling with them until his fingers found the long, slender key with the Honda logo on it.


He nearly let it fall through his fingers when the first fist smashed into the hood. Another ear-piercing scream from his passenger didn’t help, but he managed to hold on and jam the key home. Jeff barely waited for the engine to turn over before slamming the gearshift into drive. 



The twosome was pushed back in their seats as the engine roared and the minivan nudged a cluster of bodies out of its way. The echo of arms, legs, and other body parts slapping on sheet metal was sickening. Spinning the steering wheel wildly, Jeff dodged random strays as best he could. 



Clear of immediate danger, he let out the breath that he had been holding and slowed the van down. They were safe for the moment, but he knew as he peered at the rearview mirror that the angry mob would not stop chasing them. True to form, they were marching behind the van, trying to catch it.


Jeff’s rear view was suddenly obscured by the face of his passenger.

 “Please … can we get out of here?” He turned his head as she spoke, her words tinged with fatigue and desperation. There was a worn look in her face, a look that told him a great deal about what she must have gone through. But on closer examination, there was a gleam in her eyes that took him by surprise. He was not sure what it signified, but he hoped it meant his new partner wasn’t ready to give up just yet.


When he did not answer immediately, she pointed down the street. 


 “This is a dead end.” 



Jeff’s gaze followed where her finger was pointing. The subdivision was large, but they were approaching the end of it. This particular street ended in a cul de sac. He already knew that there was nowhere for them to go up ahead and that there was a wall of infected bodies closing in behind them. 



He also knew that behind several of the houses in the cul de sac was a retaining wall with a twenty-foot drop.

 “You have to turn around … get past them somehow. This street ends-”

 “I know. It ends up ahead. I got it.”

 “Then turn around before it’s too late!” 



Jeff was surprised at the strength in her voice. She had gone from a squeaking mouse to a roaring lion in an instant. 



Shaking his head to stave off further protests, he replied, “The exits to the subdivision are blocked off … a bunch of cars and trucks are piled up. We’re stuck for now.”


Jeff could hear her slump in her chair and hoped the conversation—or rather the potential debate—was done. He was not prepared to explain what he had in mind just yet. 



The respite lasted only a few moments. 


 “So what good is heading toward a dead end going to do us?” The question hung in the air, and he cursed silently. “I mean, shouldn’t we be trying to find a way out of here? There’s no way we can drive out of the neighborhood down this way … there’s too many trees and there’s this wall-”

 “Yeah, I know about the wall!” Jeff spat out, hating the anger that rose up in his voice. Calming himself, he kept the pace of the minivan slow and steady. They would be in the cul de sac shortly.

 “Look, I understand this is a dead end, and I know all about the wall. I realize this entire area is infested with those things. But I also know we won’t survive long if all we do is drive around in circles until we run out of gas.”


The van came to a stop next to one of the houses in the cul de sac. Jeff put the vehicle in park and turned to face his passenger just in time for the assault. 


 “Are you kidding?”


Jeff’s eyes went wide with surprise at the growling tone coming from her throat. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

 “I stepped out of my house for this? After all this time, when I was safe inside? Just so some idiot can get me killed at the end of my street instead of letting me starve to death in my own bed? Jesus Christ!”

 “Now wait just a second!” Jeff cut her off, watching as she tore at her short hair with growing rage. Anger dominated her visage now, her fear in remission. 



Jeff tried to maintain his composure in the face of the distant wail of the infected. 


 “Have you looked at them? I mean up close?” Jeff spit out the words as he glared at his passenger. The fearful look she’d had when he first approached her returned to her face. A tickle of guilty pleasure ran through Jeff at her reaction. 


 “Have you studied them at all? Watched them? Figured out what the hell they are or what makes them tick? Because I sure the hell have!” He tried to control his volume, but his voice grew louder with each word.


Too quickly for Jeff to see, her fear was gone again, replaced by an even greater anger than before. 


 “Them?” She tossed her head back. “You mean those monsters that tore apart my neighbors? The ones that killed my husband? YES! I have looked at them, you bastard! I know what they are. But tell me, please, what the hell does that have to do with us being stranded on a FUCKING DEAD-END STREET?”


It was Jeff’s turn to be speechless as he tried to absorb the verbal assault just laid on him. He could see tears rimming the eyes of the young woman he guessed couldn’t be much older than twenty-five. She rubbed at her eyes angrily, embarrassed at the reaction he had elicited. 



He closed his eyes, and his shoulders slumped as he began to feel about two inches tall. Up until that moment, it had just been him and a desire for vengeance against the infected. There had been no room for anything else inside his head. Even after saving this poor wretch of a woman and dragging her into his van, he had not given much thought to what she must have gone through as the world around them collapsed. 



As Jeff sat halfway out of his seat, trying to figure out how to apologize, the sound of her fumbling with the door handle made his eyes pop back open. 


 “No! Wait! STOP, please!” 



He grabbed for her wrist as he pleaded with her. Embarrassment over his behavior mixed with cold panic at her attempt to escape. She attempted to dodge him, but he was too fast. He’d just gotten a loose grip on her wrist when she punched him. The blow grazed his chin, surprising him. Jeff let go, staring at her in shock. Her hand went back to the door, and she twisted the handle. It began the slow process of sliding open. She pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t move any faster.


He recovered quickly, spinning her around. Before she could attack again, he wrapped her hands in his and shook her, rattling her teeth. “Please! Listen to me. You can’t just run away. There’s nowhere to go. There’s nothing left out there!” Pausing, Jeff caught his breath in an effort to calm down. Getting worked up was doing neither of them any good. “They’re coming for us, yes. I know that. But if you run now, you will die. You’ll become one of them …”


He moved one of his hands up to her face slowly and carefully, even as she flinched away. When he gently caressed her cheek and gave her a small, sad smile, she relaxed slightly.

 “I can’t fight them and you. If you run now, they’ll follow you. I’ll live and you’ll die. It’s that simple.” He stared into her eyes, loosening his grip on her hands. She was still angry and terrified, but at least she was listening. “I plan on surviving, with or without you.”


Jeff let her hands go. The door was wide open, and they could both hear the moans getting closer. “Together we can make it, but you have to trust me.” The last words were barely above a whisper. 



She glowered at him and did not respond immediately, forcing him to bite his tongue and wait as the cries of hunger grew louder behind them. 


 “Okay.” Seeing the doubt in Jeff’s eyes, she repeated herself. “OKAY!” It was clear she was still angry with him, but that anger would take a back seat to survival for now. That would have to be good enough. 


 “So what are we doing?”


She shivered, and goose bumps stood out on her arms. It was a thick, humid summer day, and Jeff knew she wasn’t cold, just afraid. That was something he could handle.


His eyes sparkled as he answered her. “I have an idea.”

 


 




 


 



Chapter 8

 



The retaining wall at the back of the cul de sac dropped off to a field dense with wild grasses riding in clumps and spreading off into the distance. A small wooded area surrounded the field in a fifty-foot semicircle that swept around until it met the walls on both sides. It was a dried-out hunk of hard top with clumps of weeds and a wealth of mosquitoes. Trees surrounded the area, and the soil was elevated at the tree line, giving it a scooped-out, bowl-like appearance. The wall ran the length of three properties and tapered off at the edges as the soil and trees merged with the top of the wall. There was a barbed wire fence across the top of it with a few “Danger” signs attached.


Jeff spied the drop-off in the distance behind the middle house. The back yard was overgrown but essentially pristine. No trees, and a nice flat expanse that ended abruptly. He could see trees off in the distance, beyond the property line, but not the sudden drop-off that had nothing more than a raised concrete lip to indicate its demarcation point. The metal posts driven into the concrete along with the barbed wire attached to them were virtually invisible from in front of the property. The houses to the left and right had fences surrounding the back of their lots—big square barriers stretching all the way to the wall. 



He reached for the glove box and pulled something out, jamming it into his pocket before stepping out of the van. As he leaned in for his bat, he motioned for his passenger to join him. She hesitated, biting her lip nervously before realizing that Jeff was leaving with or without her. She slipped out and followed him toward the side of the house with no fence. 



He moved toward the door leading to the garage, motioning for her to stay back as he raised the baseball bat and peered through the window. 



She stood with her arms crossed and rubbed them continuously as she bounced on her heels, searching the area for movement. Her eyes gravitated back up the street, where she could hear more than see the mob coming for them. There were no immediate signs of danger elsewhere. With the thick trees and drop-off surrounding the dead end, it seemed as if they were sheltered on several sides from the approach of more infected. But she was beginning to think “boxed in” was a more accurate description of their situation.


The sound of shattering glass made her turn, and she saw that Jeff had broken one of the window panes on the door. He was already reaching in, twisting the deadbolt. He slid inside quickly, taking the bat with him. She followed as he slipped into the darkness of the garage.

 “Perfect.” 



She heard the single word as her eyes adjusted to the gloom. Jeff was taking an extension ladder off one of the walls.

 “Can you give me a hand with this?” She hesitated, her eyes wide with confusion.

 “Come on!” Jeff gestured with his head, encouraging her to grab the front end. “Let’s get it outside, and then let me take the lead.” 



They moved carefully from the garage, the ladder barely clearing the ground on the side she carried. Grunting with the effort, the sickly woman held on tightly. 


 “Good. Just keep up with me.” He swung his end around and headed toward the back yard. 



A puzzled look crossed her face. All she could see was a yard surrounded by fences, with the drop-off beyond. She tried to slow down and nearly tripped as Jeff kept going. “Could you tell me what the hell we’re doing, please?”


He stopped and carefully set down his end of the ladder. She hissed in relief and followed suit. The sweat was pouring off of her in the mid-afternoon heat, and her breathing was heavy. 


 “I am going to take a pair of wire cutters and cut that barbed-wire fence. Then we’re going to drop this ladder down the retaining wall.”


The slight woman looked at Jeff as if he were speaking in tongues. He made a pretty educated guess as to what was going through her mind and could almost see the gears whirring behind her eyes. He decided to explain before she drew her own conclusions.

 “We’re not striking out on foot. We’re just going to lure them down there,” he said, pointing past the retaining wall to the pit beyond. “And once they’re down there, we can circle back to the neighborhood … without them following.” 



Jeff watched her eyes widen. They had a mesmerizing quality to them. He was prepared for her to erupt again, so he was surprised at how calm she was when she finally spoke. 


 “And then what?”


He was surprised at the question, expecting more of a protest. He could detect an almost morbid curiosity in her voice and had to resist smiling, knowing it would probably freak her out.

 “Then we get the hell out of Dodge.”


The sudden elevation of her eyebrow made it clear that the answer didn’t satisfy her. Her hands were on her hips, and Jeff was reminded of the look his wife would give him whenever he came up with a half-baked idea.


The background noise was increasing, and he tore his eyes away from the woman to look past the houses, toward the street. He could see them coming. They were progressing faster than he had expected. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead.

 “Listen!” he shouted as he stepped toward her. She stepped back, and he halted. This time it was not skittishness, but skepticism that kept her from allowing him to get any closer. 


 “I told you that you needed to trust me.” He sighed and looked at the ground, unable to endure her judgmental glare any longer. He had no idea what he was trying to do or if it would work, but he couldn’t let her see the doubt in his eyes, or they would both be lost. He shook his head. “Look, this may be crazy, but it’s all we’ve got. If we don’t get these … these diseased monsters out of our way, we won’t make it.” He lifted his head and stole a glance at her, then cast his eyes back down to the ground as he fumbled for something else to say. 


 “Fine.” 



Jeff paused when he heard the word. His mouth slammed shut and he raised his head again, the uncertainty on his face apparent. She smiled at him, which was a first. It looked sickly on her face, as if she were nauseated rather than pleased, but that was good enough.


He nodded down at the ladder. “Help me with this?” Rubbing her arms one last time, she nodded and picked up her end. Together they maneuvered it toward the wall, the woman continuing to struggle with its weight. 



Taking from his pocket the pair of wire snips he had grabbed out of the glove box, Jeff began clipping the wires.

 “Could you go grab my bat?” he asked without looking up. He could see her bouncing nervously from foot to foot out of the corner of his eye and hoped the minor chore would keep her occupied until he was finished.


He could see her hesitate before turning and stopping again. He did his best to focus on the fence. She would go, or she would stay and fidget. Either way, he had a job to do. 



He did not hear her leave, but as he cut through the last piece of barbed wire, he could no longer see her shadow hovering directly behind him. 



Jeff grabbed the ladder, dragging it forward. Tipping it over the wall, he let it slide down inch by inch, careful to avoid letting it slip through his fingers. 



When he heard the satisfying thump of the legs landing on the hard surface below, he tested it for stability. He adjusted the top, and put one foot on it, jiggling it. Nodding in satisfaction, he relaxed. They were cutting it close, but they’d make it.

 “You ready to climb down?” he asked and patted the ladder, smiling. When he didn’t hear a response, the smile faded.


Jeff turned and scanned the lawn, and his blood ran cold.


The mob had finally caught up with them and was streaming around the minivan toward the back yard. In front of them stood the other survivor, clutching the baseball bat as she slowly backpedaled. The first of the horde were only about fifteen feet from her and closing fast.

 “Run!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. His words were swallowed by the screams and squeals, the growls of rage and hunger. He knew she didn’t hear him, and he doubted it would have made much difference if she had. She was paralyzed with fear. 



Jeff watched as the scene unfolded in front of him. The ladder was directly behind him, offering a quick escape. There was nothing he could do for the woman except get himself killed trying to save her. It was just like it had been at his house with his wife and kids. He would be too late. 



All he could do was watch her die.


Jeff felt his pulse race as a low, crazed noise that was not quite a growl escaped his lips. Before he even realized it, he was running, his eyes filled with murderous intent.

 


 





Chapter 9


There were five closing on her. All Jeff could see were their blood-red outlines, as raw hatred hammered through him. Passing the woman, he threw his body sideways, blasting into the bodies as though they were bowling pins. 



Three fell from the blow. He thought he heard bones snap like kindling, but was already rolling out of the way, avoiding jagged fingernails and snapping jaws as he popped up and faced the rotten monsters still coming at him. 


 “Get down the ladder NOW!” was all he could yell as he dodged the two still standing that were almost on top of him. He had no time to see if his command had been followed as he darted to the left, his foot lashing out at the midsection of the closest fiend.


It doubled over, but the other surged forward and lunged, its eyes wild as it grabbed hold of his arm. Jeff squealed in surprise at the vice-like grip and yanked backwards, avoiding the creature’s teeth as it bent to take a bite out of his exposed forearm.


His feet tangled underneath him, and he began to fall, pulling his attacker with him. Tensing, he waited for the crush of weight to fall on him. When it did, he was surprised at how light she was (the long, blood-encrusted hair was his only hint as to its sex). He quickly sent an elbow rocketing under her snapping jaw. 


 “Get the hell off of me!” That was what Jeff heard inside his head, but what came out of his mouth was a garbled mess as he kicked, punched, and scratched at his assailant. She barely weighed anything, but her hand was locked on his arm with tenacious determination. Immune to the pain he was trying to inflict, she continued to snap shattered teeth at him.


He took a handful of her hair and used it to pull her head back, then rolled sideways. When he moved away from the others and toward the wall, Jeff could feel something hard jamming into his back as he worked to keep the hungry jaws at bay. Sliding off the object that had jabbed him, he saw it was his baseball bat.


Driving his head forward, he slammed it into the woman’s forehead. There was no time to marvel at how easily the bone gave way. Her grip loosened, and Jeff reached for his bat, scrambling farther back to avoid the tangle of bodies coming for him. 



He was about to attempt to spring to his feet with the wild hope of making it to the ladder when he felt the teeth biting at his shoulder. Swinging the bat in a wide arc, he turned and was able to get to his feet, but he missed the arm taking a broad swipe for him. 



He lifted the bat again, preparing for the next attack. The three misshapen forms he had knocked down were almost back on their feet. The one that had bitten his shoulder was the one he had kicked in the gut. It had over-committed on its attack and had fallen to one knee but was already lunging for him again.


Behind his assailants, just a few feet back, was a second and much larger wave of infected bodies. Jeff turned and fled as a flood of rotters converged on the spot he had just vacated.


He felt warm relief as he saw a head peeping over the concrete lip of the retaining wall. His scrawny neighbor was still alive.

 “Move it, move it!” he yelled as he waved at her furiously with the bat. Her head dipped below the edge, and as he reached the ladder, he saw her climbing down it rapidly. Jeff turned and kneeled, feeling his way over the edge to the top of the ladder. Tossing the bat over the side, he began his descent. As he did, he stared into the back yard.


They were still pouring in. It looked like every last one of the infected in the world was coming for him. Jeff hesitated, glancing at his shoulder where he had been bitten. A strange sound whistled between his clenched teeth as he saw the rip where his sweatshirt had been torn and soiled by the creature’s teeth. The residue from its mouth was slimy black, and the smell coming off of it was foul. Jeff slid his finger into the tear in the material and felt a surge of relief. There was no blood, no break in the skin. The ghoul didn’t have the chance to sink its teeth in. It just nibbled on his shirt a bit.

 “Come on! Hurry up!” he heard beneath him. He ignored the voice. The crowd still had quite a bit of lawn to cover before they got close to the edge. 



The ladder shook as the woman below grew hysterical. 


 “Please!” she cried out as Jeff looked down. She was clinging to the bottom of the ladder like a child clinging to a security blanket. He could see it in her eyes: she would lose it if he didn’t get down there right away.

 “I’m coming. Move back a bit,” he grumbled and began climbing down. Her expression showed profound relief as she stepped away, wringing her hands.


Jeff hit the ground in a rush. He grabbed his bat and turned, snatching up the woman’s hand, and they ran toward the center of the flat, dry field. 



Suddenly, Jeff smiled and gave her a quick hug. She was taken off guard by it, but when he went to release her, she wrapped her arms around him in return, squeezing tight as a single tear rolled down her face. 


 “What’s your name?” he asked. His words were quiet, barely above a whisper, his lips next to her ear.


She pulled back until she could look him in the eyes. With her head cocked to the side, it looked as if she didn’t understand the question.


Jeff touched his chest. “My name’s Jeff.” He smiled, hoping to encourage a response. He had told her his name earlier, but he doubted she remembered.


She looked up at the wall and then back at her savior again, her face still painted with confusion. “Don’t you think we should be getting out of here? Can’t introductions wait until we’re safe?”


Jeff’s grin widened as he tried to ignore the tension tattooed on her face. He looked over at the wall and could see the first shadow of movement above.


Nodding toward the ladder, he said, “I think we’re safe for the moment.”


She looked back up in time to see the first of the creatures reach the break in the barbed-wire fence. It stopped, looking down at the humans and moaned, its arms reaching for them. It remained stationary as others joined in. Jeff felt a sudden twinge of doubt in his gut. 



Stepping closer, he tried to keep the nervousness out of his words. “Stay back. I might have to get them interested enough to take the plunge.” 



He could feel a tug on his arm and ignored it. His eyes were glued on his neighbors as they growled and gnashed their teeth. 


 “Can’t we just go?” Jeff barely heard her words as he willed the monsters up above to take one more step forward, just one. 



Suddenly the woman was in front of him, grabbing his arm and tugging on it. 


 “You know, you’re one lucky son of a bitch to still be alive. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”


Jeff’s face evinced blank surprise as he stared at her. Lucky? How in the hell was he lucky?

 “Megan.”

 “Huh?” Jeff squinted in confusion.


She rolled her eyes. “You asked me my name, remember? It’s Megan. Megan LeValley.” 



Jeff looked down and saw that her hand was out for a handshake. Again, he was flummoxed, unable to say or do anything as he stared at her hand like it was a live wire. 



A hiss of exasperation escaped her lips. Dropping her hand, the woman named Megan glared at him. “So, now that we’ve introduced ourselves, can we stop screwing around and get the hell out of here?”


Jeff tried to adjust to her sudden change of temperament. She seemed to go from extreme to extreme. From docile and timid to angry, and now she was trying sarcasm on for size. It seemed to fit just fine.


Jeff broke eye contact with her and looked back at the wall. Before Megan could continue her harangue, he pointed with the bat at the ghoulish figures congregating above.

 “Look.”


Megan’s eyes narrowed in anger, but she bit her tongue as she indulged his request. She did a double take as she stared at the break in the barbed wire. The desire to argue further died as she was transfixed by the image.


More bodies were crowding up against the edge, bumping against those already standing there. From her vantage point, Megan couldn’t see how many were piling up from behind, but the noise was building. The sound that reached her ears was one of raw anguish and betrayal. She hugged herself, rubbing her arms to erase the chill of terror that never seem to disappear despite the heat. Her eyes darted over to Jeff. He was smiling and seemed relaxed, a look of greed in his eyes as his lips moved silently, speaking to his audience, coaxing them, urging them to do something. 



One finally fell off the edge. Neither Jeff nor Megan could tell whether it had decided to walk off or was pushed, or if the surging crowd had simply forced it forward. It landed with a sickening thud at the bottom of the pit. Megan covered her eyes as she saw the head connect with the ground. It was rotten enough that it simply caved in, and the body flopped onto its back, its arms and legs spread wide.

 “YES! I knew it!” Jeff yelled, pumping his fist and belting out a wild, defiant laugh. 



Megan was doing her best to hold back her queasiness as Jeff did a victory dance. Though she wanted to keep her eyes shut, she felt the need to confirm that the person who had taken the leap would not be getting back up. The limbs twitched a couple of times and then stilled. It was dead.

 “I knew those uncoordinated dumb fucks couldn’t navigate a ladder,” Jeff gloated and then pitched his voice toward the crowd. “That’s right you stupid fuck-tards! I’m talking about you. Not that you can understand a word I’m saying!”


He laughed maniacally as he egged them on. “Come on down! You’re the next contestant on The Price is Right!” 



As if in response to his voice, two suddenly fell, and five more decided to walk off the edge immediately after. Soon they were like dominoes: more and more taking the plunge, either willingly or because of the surge of bodies pressing up behind them. The moans of the fallen echoed off the wall and through the trees. At first they seemed hesitant, but as more crowded around the gap in the wall, they came in a steady stream.


Jeff’s celebration slowed and then quieted when he saw a child up on the wall—a little girl with a tattered stuffed animal still clenched in one of her small hands. A single pigtail remained attached to the side of her skull. As she moved, taking her place at the front of the line, her eyes fixed on him. She never looked away even as she landed with a brutal thud on top of the pile of bodies. 



They continued to plummet to the ground with sickening splatters of gristle and guts. A scant few landed on their sides or on top of several other bodies, cushioning the blow. As they tried to get up, others flattened them, pushing them back to the ground. The uncut barbed wire and surrounding fences served as a funnel. The infected were forced to jump from the highest point, and not a single one tried to use the ladder. Jeff watched as the solid mass up top kept feeding the pit below.


The little girl’s jump had dampened his sense of victory, and when he saw one of the bodies begin to wriggle free of the mass, he realized the fun was over. One of its arms dangled at an odd angle, and it could do no more than crawl, but it would gain its freedom soon enough. Jeff took a step back before he even realized it. Others were struggling to squirm free as well, and he reached over to grip Megan’s shoulder, pulling her away from the pit. He spared a brief glance up to the ledge and saw the crowd thinning out, but there were still plenty up there, waiting impatiently to take the plunge. 



He turned to face Megan. “Okay.” He nodded toward the wall. “This will probably last a few more minutes. I want you to run back to your house through the woods. Be careful though, there might be more of them out there.” He saw the fear dawning on her face. “Stay low and keep your eyes open. I’m not staying much longer, but if we both leave now, the rest won’t follow their buddies into the ditch.”


Taking a step closer, he shoved the bat into her hands. “Take this. I swear I’ll be right behind you.” He looked her in the eyes and felt guilt at the fear he saw there, but he wasn’t prepared to leave, not just yet. And he knew that if Megan didn’t leave, she would be in hysterics in a matter of moments.


Jeff was prepared to argue with her, so he was surprised when all she did was swallow hard, giving the wall one final look before nodding at him. Megan looked like she was going to be sick, and he couldn’t blame her. This was a gruesome task, and there was no need for her to suffer through any more of it.


To Jeff’s surprise, she raised an arm and slid it around his neck. When her hand touched his flesh, he could feel the warmth in her fingertips. Megan pulled him gently toward her. He was even more surprised when she planted a gentle peck on his cheek. “Please be careful. I don’t want to lose you too.” She let go and stepped back, doing her best to ignore the pit and the bodies falling into it like lemmings. 



Jeff gave her a sharp nod and clenched his teeth, doing his best to hide the pain he felt at her gesture of kindness. He turned back to the pit and closed his eyes, still feeling the warmth of Megan’s touch. A touch that gave him a sense of hope even as it stung, reminding him far too much of his wife and the tenderness they had shared.


Feeling helpless, Jeff wanted to scream or cry out, but knew he could do neither. He was lost in a world that was already dead.


With his eyes still closed, Jeff continued to listen as the moans diminished and the sound of wet, ruptured bodies smashing into the hard ground echoed all around him.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 10

 



Megan cleared the small copse of trees, keeping an eye out for movement. The sounds of the infected faded as she gingerly climbed a fence into a neighbor’s back yard. The woods were too thick for her to comfortably navigate, and there were far too many places for those things to hide.


The house she was behind looked ruined, the sliding glass door shattered and scorch marks on the walls. Megan noticed a few broken chairs inside but tried to avoid looking closer, fearful of what else she might discover. Five minutes later, she was huffing and trying to catch her breath before she had to paw her way over yet another fence. The baseball bat proved an encumbrance when she needed to climb, but she was grateful to have it.


It was hard to tell where she was, since the street curved and Megan could not pick out her own back yard off in the distance. It was hard to gauge how much farther there was to go. Bending over, she leaned against the fence and sucked in as much air as possible. Her joints ached, and her muscles burned. She was malnourished, having lived on stale crackers and stagnant water for several weeks. 



Stretching her back, Megan heard a satisfying pop. She slowly began pulling herself over the fence, grunting with the effort. She wanted to sit for a little bit but knew that if she did, she wouldn’t want to get back up. Her landing in the next yard was heavy and agonizing. She stood slowly, eyes closed as she tried to stretch her stiff muscles again to avoid getting a Charlie horse. When she opened her eyes, she was surprised to spot someone creeping out of the back door of the house. 



The woman must have seen her from inside and moved to the porch. The split second of excitement Megan felt at seeing another person was replaced with a dull lump of sadness. The stranger was one of them. Her throat had been ripped out, rendering her silent. Her lips were parted, her arms stretched in front of her as she shambled from the concrete patio to the lawn. Megan thought she saw the white of bone deep in the ragged strips of flesh hanging from the raw wound in her neck. The woman wore a dirty, bloodstained housecoat and the frayed black remains of what had once been fuzzy slippers. There were visible wounds besides the one to her throat. Her flesh was gray but holding together. 



Megan scanned her surroundings as she gripped the aluminum bat possessively. The yard was filled with children’s toys, and the grass had grown out of control. The far fence looked a mile away. Her eyes darted back to the woman. Megan’s mouth twitched as she recognized her. 


 “Kathy?” Her voice was unsteady. 



Kathy Serna was one of the stay-at-home moms sprinkled liberally throughout the neighborhood. The childless Megan had not spent much time with her except for the occasional polite wave as they drove past each other’s house or shared random chitchat as Megan went on one of her routine walks around the neighborhood. She felt a glimmer of hope when Kathy’s eyes widened at the sound of her voice.

 “Kathy? It’s me, Megan. Megan LeValley. Don’t you recognize me?” 



The desperation in her voice excited Kathy. Megan’s hope died as the infected woman lurched forward, her dull eyes filled with homicidal glee. 



Megan paled at the sight. She raised the bat like a samurai sword and began to slither sideways, moving toward the far fence. 



The desire to run screaming was powerful, but her body refused to allow her to turn away from Kathy. Megan’s legs felt like they were stuck in wet cement.


Kathy was moving slowly as well, but still far too quickly to give Megan the time she needed to come to grips with the fact that her neighbor wanted to kill her. 



Megan cringed behind the baseball bat, shaking her head in denial. Kathy was almost on top of her.


Suddenly, the bat came crashing down on Kathy’s head, knocking her backwards. She stumbled over a tricycle and fell to the ground, her legs tangled up in the wheels. 



Megan gawked at the bat and then at her hands. Her arms ached from the effort, though she barely recalled swinging the bat. As she glanced down at Kathy, who was trying to free herself from her child’s trike, she realized the blow had not been very powerful. It was just enough to knock the ghoul down, not enough to cave in her skull. Megan felt a flutter of nausea at the thought. The baseball bat was too heavy for her to wield effectively.


She cursed as Kathy untangled her legs and began to rise. Megan thought that she might be able to make it to the fence, but her brief experience with Jeff had taught her something: these people, whatever they were, never gave up. Kathy would keep coming, even if Megan ran, no matter how many fences there were between them. 



Megan’s eyes moved to the far corner of the yard, where she spotted a pile of sticks and tree limbs. She forced herself to turn her back on Kathy and bolt for it. After leaning the baseball bat against the fence, she picked up a thick tree branch that felt light but solid in her hands. A wave of numbness came over her as she turned back to her neighbor and hefted the branch.


Kathy had not gone far when Megan came at her with the limb. She put all the strength she could muster behind the blow, connecting across the bridge of the woman’s nose. The ripe pop of cartilage was lost in her grunts as Megan swung again. Her next blow caught Kathy in the ear. She let out little yelps as she continued to batter and beat on the creature. 



A minute later, Megan surveyed her handiwork. She wanted to turn away from the mess that had been Kathy Serna’s head, but she couldn’t. Not right away. It would have been hard to tell where her face once was if not for the position of the body. Megan had kept swinging, relentless, until Kathy stopped trying to grab for her. Even then, she had kept at it until the tree limb cracked in her hands.


Megan felt faint and teetered for a moment. Twisting violently away from the corpse, she vomited up the bile scalding her throat. Her gut clenched, and she dry heaved for several more seconds, a jagged cry of pain mingling with the retching noises. Stumbling toward the fence, she left Kathy’s remains behind. 



She whispered an apology to her neighbor as she leaned against the fence, wheezing and trying to gather enough strength to climb over it. It was not much of a eulogy, but it was all she could muster. She wiped furiously at the tears pouring from her eyes, angry at what she had done but even angrier at how she felt about it. The thought Better you than me, Kathy ran through her mind like a cold wind. 



Megan realized that she didn’t feel guilty even with all the anger and sorrow swimming around inside her brain. She was still alive and wanted to stay that way … no matter what she had to do. For weeks, all she’d wanted was to curl up and die inside her empty house as the world fell apart outside her window. But the pain in her arms from swinging the tree limb was a not-so-subtle reminder that she was still alive and that it was going to take a great deal of agonizing effort to stay that way. 



She spared no more glances back at Kathy as she climbed the fence.

 


 



Chapter 11

 



As Jeff navigated the fence line, he saw no indications of more infected in the wooded area. Through breaks in the trees, he could see more houses in other neighborhoods off in the distance, but he didn’t bother trying to get too good a look. He had his own turf to worry about.


The mess he had left at the pit was still fresh in his mind. The crawlers were easily avoided, but when one of the ghastly creatures struggled to its feet and began moving toward him, Jeff knew it was time to go. As he left, the last of the crowd were still taking the plunge, unfazed by the broken bodies lying below.


He crossed into an unfenced back yard, feeling naked without his baseball bat and nervous about sending Megan on ahead. Too late to worry about that, he told himself.


Moving to the front yard, he saw no movement … and more importantly, heard no sound. The absence of moans felt strange. Jeff had never gotten used to them, even after all the time he had been forced to listen while stuck in his house. Now that they were gone, he wasn’t quite sure how to feel about it.


Staying low, he moved toward the sidewalk. There were still cars in several driveways, to which he gave a wide berth, not willing to risk being seized by a stray hand. 



The air was thick with humidity and death. Only a few weeks before, Jeff had no idea what death smelled like. By now, he was an expert. It tasted like thick slabs of carrion rolling over his tongue. Everywhere he walked, he saw traces and residue left behind by the infected. Puddles of thick greasy liquid and green flesh were deposited in the grass and on the street. More solid matter, blessedly unidentifiable, was occasionally snagged on a low tree branch or splattered across a car window. He did his best to ignore it all as he approached Megan’s house.


Her garage door was still open, but he did not see her. An older green Toyota compact and a red Cherokee were parked inside. Jeff paused to scan the shadows and then walked toward the doorway.


As he moved closer, he spied Megan sitting behind the wheel of the Cherokee, facing away from him. Not wanting to startle her, Jeff stopped before he got to the door.

 “Hey.”


She turned quickly. Seeing him standing there, she gave a halfhearted wave. Her expression was filled with a deep sadness, and Jeff felt a twinge of guilt. 



When she did not open the door for him, he grasped the handle and pulled on it. Discovering it was locked, he waited for a moment. Megan had already turned back around, as if she had forgotten he was standing there. He tapped gently on the window and waited expectantly for her to respond.


When she didn’t react, Jeff raised his fingers to tap again, worrying that Megan had decided to crawl back into her shell and ignore him entirely this time. Before he reached the glass, the window began to lower.


Turning to look at him with her haunted eyes, Megan spoke first. “I want to leave. Now.” 



Jeff opened his mouth to respond, but she cut him off. “I can’t stay here any longer. I don’t care where we go, but I want to find other survivors.” 



She looked at him expectantly, and after a moment, Jeff slowly nodded.

 “Just get in the Jeep so we can get out of here.” Megan opened the car door and stepped out, forcing Jeff to back up as she continued. “You can drive … I don’t care, but let’s go!”

 “That sounds like a great idea, Megan, it really does, but I already told you, the roads are blocked, remember?” 



A dark look crossed Megan’s face as she tried to retrieve the memory of what Jeff had told her about the cars jammed at the entrance of the subdivision.

 “I want to leave too, but I think we would be better off waiting until tomorrow. Maybe we can stay in your house tonight?”


Megan’s face went pale. Shaking her head rapidly, she took a step back. “No. There’s no way we can stay in there. I won’t stay here another night.” Her eyes grew hazy, as if she were lost in some old memory. An instant later, her gaze snapped back into focus, and the look she gave Jeff told him it would be pointless to argue.

 “Okay, no problem,” Jeff said in a placating tone. He paused, thinking. “I’m sure we can find a house around here that hasn’t been broken into.” 



Megan crossed her arms, her expression turning sour. 


 “We can leave tomorrow. I promise, bright and early,” he continued with his appeasing tone. He stepped closer to the petite woman and let his hands gently touch her arms. She did not shy away as he spoke again. “Because if we leave now, it’ll be dark before we get very far.” He let the meaning behind his words sink in. “I don’t think it would be a good idea for us to be out on the road after dark.”


Megan absorbed what Jeff said and stood quietly, her expression fatalistic. After a few moments, her features softened.

 “What about your house?” 



Jeff stiffened, his hands dropping away as his face went blank and emotionless. 


 “My house …” He shook his head as he looked off into the distance. He was still trying to wrap his mind around everything he had done. “My house is gone.”


Megan waited to see if more of an explanation was forthcoming. When Jeff’s eyes refocused on her, she realized he was still waiting for her response to his suggestion about finding another house in which to camp for the night. Sighing deeply, she nodded. 



Jeff smiled, and she returned it faintly. He slid past her, between the two vehicles, and leaned into the Cherokee to look inside. 


 “Is the tank full?” 



Megan shook her head. “I think there’s half a tank … maybe less.” 



Jeff gave the SUV a wistful look before he stepped back and carefully shut the door. 


 “You have anything useful in your house?”


He could see a twitch of anger cross Megan’s face and then disappear under a veil of sadness. The question had to be asked, even if it stung. All their possessions, all their cherished memories, were useless, obsolete. The only things of value that remained were items that might help them survive another day.


Megan walked to the door at the back of the garage, bumping into Jeff as she passed. She looked like she was sleepwalking. Slumping over, she sat on the steps leading into the house and put her chin in her hands. When she spoke, her words were monotone, nearly robotic.

 “My husband’s gun is on a table next to the front door. There’s a box of bullets on the top shelf of the closet in the master bedroom. It’s behind a stack of shirts. The keys to both cars are on a hook in the kitchen. There are a few cans of food on the counter, but the only water left is in the bathtub.” 



Jeff’s eyes lit up when he heard the word gun. Seeing her downcast expression, he worked to keep his own solemn.

 “You’re not coming in then, I take it?” 



Megan did not look up as she shook her head. Nodding, Jeff touched her shoulder as he moved past her up the steps, opening the door into the house. 


 “Whatever you do, don’t go down to the basement.” 



Jeff turned, looking at Megan from just inside the door. Her back was to him, and he could gather nothing from her slumped shoulders. When she said nothing further, he quietly shut the door and moved into the depths of the abandoned house.


***


Megan’s mind wandered back over her experiences of the past few weeks. Flashes of her husband barricading them inside the house flitted through her mind. She remembered him leaving in the jeep and promising to come back with enough supplies to last a month. When he had returned, his arm was bleeding from where one of those lunatics had bitten him. She recalled how he begged her not to let him turn into one of those things and slipped her the revolver before passing out from the pain.


Her reverie was interrupted by a sound from outside the garage. Megan leapt to her feet, her back pressed against the door. She glanced around, trying to find the baseball bat she had brought back with her. It was sitting in the passenger seat of the Jeep. Her heart raced as she took a single step toward the SUV and then hesitated, fearful that she might alert whatever was out on the street to her presence. 



A minute later, after no more sounds came from outside, she crept toward the front of her garage. When she saw the culprit that had startled her, she let out a short embarrassed laugh and moved to the edge of the garage.


An orange housecat was on the porch across the street. It had knocked over a flowerpot and was digging into something next to the pile of dirt and broken shards of pottery. It raised its head when it heard her laugh and stared at Megan.


Her stomach churned as she realized what the cat was standing on. As it dipped its head back down and tore into the hunk of meat, ripping off a small piece and chewing it, its eyes never left the woman standing across the street. 



Megan could see the blood dripping off its whiskers as it stared at her, indifferent as only a cat can be. It lowered its head again and continued digging into its maggoty meal. Its bright coat was tarnished by clots of dirt and a few smears of dried blood, but it looked to be in good health. Plump, in fact. The end of the world had been good to this particular feline.


Retreating into the garage, Megan tried to blot out the image of the cat and its grisly feast. 



She nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard the door at the back of the garage open. Jeff walked through the doorway and smiled at her, not noticing her startled expression or her hand gripping her chest as she leaned against the Corolla. 



He carried a plastic grocery bag and had jammed her husband’s .357 Magnum into the waistband of his jeans. He raised the bag, showing her what he had collected. Megan could see the bullets and the Jeep keys through the transparent material, along with three cans of vegetables that represented the last of her food except for the stale crackers still up on the nightstand next to her bed. They had been her primary sustenance over the past couple of weeks. She couldn’t care less if she ever saw another cracker again. 


 “Can we leave now?” 



Jeff was surprised by the irritated question. Megan looked even more agitated than before he had entered the house. 


 “Uh, yeah.” He composed himself and dug into the bag. “We need to get the van first.” Seeing Megan’s reaction change from irritation to anger, he explained. “The van’s tank is full. I don’t have any idea where we’re going after tonight, but I don’t want to do it on less than a full tank of gas.” 



Megan didn’t say anything; she just folded her arms and rubbed them. Jeff was beginning to think this nervous habit was her favorite thing to do. He jingled the Jeep keys.

 “So … you ready?”


***


The trip took only a couple of minutes. With no horde chasing them, they were better able to take in the extent of the destruction around them. A few houses were in good shape, while most were ripped apart with windows shattered and doors hanging off their hinges. The two of them cringed as they spotted remains scattered across the front lawns of several homes and silently wondered if they were the owners or just some other unlucky souls caught trying to escape the carnage on foot.


Jeff looked up and down the street for movement or signs of life. Seeing none, he relaxed slightly. When he saw the van up ahead, he risked breathing a little easier. The vehicle looked to be okay; the mob had not taken their frustrations out on it as they passed by. Things were looking up.


As he pulled up next to it, he glanced into the back yard. His eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head in frustration. Leaning over, he grabbed his baseball bat from off the floorboards. As he did, he felt pressure on his hip. Jeff pulled the revolver from his waistband and handed it to Megan. She looked at him, confused.

 “Go on over to the van,” he said as he left the Jeep and walked toward the back yard. “I’ll be right back,” he responded to Megan’s unspoken question and then turned to run into the back yard.


There were four still up top. Not a single one was able to stand, and they had all been crawling toward the wall before they heard the Jeep pull up. Now they were turning, trying to make the arduous journey back to where Jeff and Megan were. One started in with the grim dirge Jeff knew so well, and the other three joined the chorus almost immediately. 



Jeff did not break stride as he gripped the bat in both hands and took a golf swing at the closest one. The scarred aluminum made solid contact with its face. The moaning stopped as its neck snapped and its head flopped onto its back. He kicked the next one, and several teeth flew out its mouth. Standing over it, Jeff let the blows rain down until its head was a puddle of mush. 



The two remaining were easily dispatched in the same fashion. They had all been crippled before he had gotten to them and posed little threat. 



Jeff was sliding the bat over the grass, wiping the streaks of gore off of it when he heard more moans coming from over the ledge. Looking back toward the van, he saw Megan standing between the two vehicles, a horrified expression on her face. 



Unable to deny his curiosity, Jeff walked toward the wall. Swallowing hard, he peered over the edge. The sound increased as those below caught sight of him. 



Broken bodies squirmed and wriggled on their blanket of pulped and mutilated corpses. They were tearing each other apart, and it was clear from the extent of the damage done that they had been doing so ever since Jeff had left. As bad as they looked before, they were almost unrecognizable now. Only a few still had the use of their eyes or throats, and those that did wailed woefully at him. Those with arms raised them, scratching and clawing the others in their attempts to pull their own bodies above the pile.


Jeff had to turn away after only a few seconds. He spat on the ground, trying to get the taste of death out of his mouth as he rubbed his eyes, hoping the image would fade. It didn’t, and somehow he knew it would stick with him for a long time to come. 



Walking quickly back to the van, he brushed past Megan as he tugged open the driver’s-side door and dug in his pocket for the keys. Finding them, he tossed the bat in back and turned the key in the ignition. Megan slid into the passenger seat, glaring at him.

 “You seem to be enjoying yourself,” she spat out. Her expression shifted from frosty irritation to discomfort as she saw the look of pain on his face. Megan’s mouth slammed shut, and she looked away.


Jeff flipped the van into reverse and backed up. He twisted the steering wheel and switched gears, and they were moving down the road, heading back toward Megan’s house. 



As they crept down the road, Megan looked over at Jeff again. The worst of the pain was gone from his expression, but she could still see the ghost of it in his eyes. 


 “You can’t kill them all.”


Jeff barely heard the quiet words. He looked at Megan in confusion, but she had already turned away, leaning her forehead against the window and looking at her house as they passed it by. 



Jeff wanted to say something in response, to argue that he wasn’t trying to kill all of them, but he knew it would sound silly after what he had just done. 



So instead, he set his sights on the road as they moved up the hill toward the heart of the subdivision. The day was wearing down, and it would soon be dusk. They had to find a suitable house to break into to spend the night. The coast still looked clear, but Jeff knew there were more ghouls lurking out there, waiting for darkness to fall, so they could begin the hunt.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 12

 


 “There.” Jeff tapped on the brakes. He pointed at a house as they slowed to a stop in front of it. 



Like most houses in the neighborhood, it was a two-story traditional with a covered porch running the length of the front, except for the attached two-car garage. The windows were still intact, and Jeff could see the wood nailed up behind them on the first floor. The blinds were drawn on all the second-floor windows, and there was no obvious damage. 



He turned off the engine and stared at the house for a few moments. 


 “So what do you think?” 



Megan shrugged. They had driven down several streets looking for a house, and this was the first that looked like someone might still be living in it. Jeff had mumbled something about trying to find other folks who had been hiding out like they had, and she had nodded politely, though she was skeptical as to their chances of discovering anyone left in the neighborhood who didn’t want to tear their throats out.


Jeff reached back for the Maglite and the baseball bat, then stepped outside. Surveying the immediate area, he seemed satisfied that they were still in the clear. 



Megan got out as well, and they met at the front of the van. Jeff looked at her and smiled. “You know how to use that thing?”


Megan lifted the .357, which looked huge in her hands, popped the cylinder out and spun it, confirming it was loaded. With a flick of her wrist, it snapped shut, and she pointed it skyward. 


 “My husband took me out to a shooting range a couple of times. I know what I’m doing.” The look in her eyes was defiant, and Jeff bowed his head and nodded. 


 “Well, I’ll just stick with old faithful then,” he said, lifting the bat. He could feel his small handgun digging into his thigh, but he wasn’t about to pull it out. It would just make Megan laugh.


She began walking toward the house, the gun still pointed in the air.

 “Uh,” Jeff uttered as he ran to catch up with her. “You don’t have to do this. I can check the place out myself.” Megan didn’t spare him a backward glance as she kept moving forward. He was forced to follow to keep up. “I meant it,” he called after her. She was already crossing the lawn, headed for the front door. Jeff awkwardly shifted the heavy flashlight to the same hand carrying the bat so he could her elbow from behind and gently stop her.


Megan turned slowly before she spoke. “Look, I know I was upset with you in the van. I’m sorry about that, but this …” She waved the gun a little as she looked around, the frustration showing on her face. “It’s just hard to comprehend, you know?” 



Jeff nodded slowly, a skeptical look on his face. 


 “I’m still just getting my bearings, okay? But I’m fine, honestly. I can handle this.” Megan could see that she had not convinced him. “I am not going to let you take all the risks while I just sit in the minivan.”


Megan gave Jeff a fierce stare until he sighed and nodded again. She could see the slight touch of regret in his eyes and did her best to ignore it.


He looked at the house, sizing it up. “Let’s stick together, but stay a few feet back from me. We need to check things out around back before we try to figure out how to get inside.”


Megan nodded and waved him forward. 


 “After you.”


Jeff smiled and moved past her. He fumbled with the flashlight, attempting to shove it through a belt loop in his jeans. It wouldn’t fit and Megan rolled her eyes. She stepped up and took it from him, holding it comfortably in her left hand as she hefted the revolver in her right.

 “I’ll give it back whenever you need it,” she assured him.


Jeff nodded as he gripped the baseball bat more easily with both hands. The late afternoon sun beat down on them as they moved around to the back of the house. There was no fence, so the trip took only a few seconds. He wiped the sweat from his brow and moved toward the patio. The sliding glass door was intact and a big couch with a loveseat on top of it had been pushed against the doors. Jeff looked at the first-floor windows and saw they were blacked out with what appeared to be garbage bags. No glass had been shattered. Backing up, he could see that the second-story windows had the shades pulled just like out front. Megan came around the corner, and he gave her a thumbs-up before heading to the other side of the house.


The garage door was almost identical to the one Jeff had on his house: aluminum painted beige. Whereas his had no windows, this one had two, both of which were covered with black garbage bags as well. He checked the handle on the garage door, twisting it quietly. It was locked. He tapped the bat against the windowpane gently. It did not sound as though there were any sort of reinforcement behind the garbage bag to prevent the glass from being smashed in. 


 “You gonna break it?” Jeff nearly jumped out of his skin when Megan’s question came from directly behind him. 


 “Jesus, woman!” he said as he grabbed at his chest. Megan’s face split into a grin despite Jeff’s obvious irritation. 


 “Sorry,” was all she said, without a speck of sincerity. After a moment, he had to smile too. He made an exaggerated gesture as though he were going to club her with the bat, and they laughed together. Jeff shook his head and moved to the front of the house with Megan following. He walked to the front door and tried the knob. Two quick twists and he dropped his hand. 


 “Why don’t you just ring the doorbell?”


Jeff glanced over at Megan, and she explained. “I mean, what difference does it make? You can’t hear it out here. Look around you.” She waved the gun at their deathly silent surroundings. “We have been talking out loud and driving the van, and no one has noticed.”


She had a point. Jeff nodded. 


 “Here goes nothing.”


He pressed the button. Expecting to hear chimes, he was surprised when there was nothing. Megan leaned forward and pushed the button as well, repeatedly. 


 “Come on,” she said, irritated, and Jeff began to laugh quietly. She looked at him. 


 “Boy, aren’t we a pair?” Megan continued to stare quizzically at Jeff. “Did we think that the electricity had come back on all of a sudden?” She sighed and shook her head, feeling stupid. 


 “Ding dong, dumbasses calling,” she said and barked out a short self-deprecating laugh.

 “Well, how about we just knock?” Jeff banged on the door. The silent response was deafening. 


 “Maybe they’re upstairs sleeping.” He looked skeptical at Megan’s suggestion but rapped the edge of the door again, harder this time. The doorframe rattled under the blows. Megan looked nervously up and down the street but saw that the sound wasn’t drawing any undue attention. 



Jeff motioned for her to step back. He wound up and took a full swing at the glass with the bat. A spider web appeared in it, but the ornate decorative display glass had lines of metal running through it. It would take several blows to knock it out.

 “The side door would probably be a better bet,” was all Megan said as he swung again. Jeff ignored her and took several more swings before he paused, staring at the glass, which was cracked but still in place. 


 “Fuck it,” Jeff grumbled as he moved back to the side of the house. Megan hid her smile as she followed. He had already rammed the bat through one of the glass panels on the side door, shattering it, by the time she got there. “Nothing behind it,” he commented, sticking the bat through the hole to lift the garbage bag and get a view inside. He motioned for her to hand him the flashlight.


He clicked the Maglite on and swept the beam across the garage floor. Satisfied, Jeff set the bat down and reached inside for the deadbolt. It clicked open, and they walked in.


The garage was jammed full of stacks of junk and an old Pontiac sedan. There were bags of clothes and several pieces of broken furniture. The claw hammer lying on top of one of the disassembled chairs led Jeff to believe that the wood was what the family had used in their effort to barricade the place.


His eyes narrowed as he stared past the piles of clothes and wood. It appeared that no one had broken into the place before them, yet no one had responded to all the noise they had made. The place smelled musty, but that was a major improvement over the charnel house smell of the rest of the neighborhood.


Testing the knob, Jeff was surprised to find the interior door unlocked. He opened it a crack and nudged the flashlight against it. Megan tensed and held the revolver with both hands. When nothing happened, she relaxed slightly but kept a tight grip on the gun. 



They moved inside. Particles of dust danced in the flashlight’s beam as Jeff surveyed the kitchen, splashing light in the shadows. Listening for any movement, they moved across the floor carefully. The kitchen and family area were combined in one large room, giving the two of them a clear view across the house. Splinters of light filtered in through the gaps in the couch barricade at the back door. Other windows had the ubiquitous black bags taped over them, but whoever had done it had not done the best job, and enough light trickled in that Jeff could turn off the flashlight. 



Megan noticed a pile of empty cans and cereal boxes stacked in and around the trashcan in the kitchen and pointed it out to Jeff. He nodded. Someone had been staying here and, from the looks of things, had remained for quite some time. Other debris, including empty milk jugs, was scattered across the floor. A quick search of the pantry and kitchen cabinets revealed no more traces of food … at least not anything edible. 



The garage had been musty, but the air inside the house was a bit riper. Jeff could smell the familiar stench of defecation that tended to overwhelm everything else once the toilets stopped working and there was no way to get rid of the human waste.


He was looking at the dual staircase leading down to the basement and up to the second floor when he heard a door creak open behind him and a sudden gagging noise.


Turning quickly, he saw Megan running to the kitchen sink. As he rushed to see what had happened, he was hit by a wall of foulness that nearly knocked him over. Pulling up his sweatshirt, he covered his nose and mouth, but the rich smell of feces was overpowering. As Megan began to retch into the sink, he turned and discovered the source of this new and far more potent odor. 



Shaking his head, Jeff pushed the bathroom door shut. He did not bother looking inside but could guess that there were buckets or other containers filled with piss and shit. Looking down, he saw the towel that had acted as a seal to keep as much of the smell inside the bathroom as possible.


Jeff waited patiently as Megan finished dry heaving. With the door shut and the towel in place, the smell was shifting from overwhelming to barely tolerable once again. She wiped a thin line of spittle from her mouth and stood leaning over the sink. 


 “Go back outside. I can do this by myself,” Jeff said. “There isn’t anyone here. They must have taken off.” She shook her head but looked woozy, and her knees almost gave out on her. 


 “Well, at least stay down here. I can’t have you barfing up a lung while I check things out upstairs.” Megan tried to retort, but the heaves came back in a rush, and she bent over the sink again. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Jeff said as she waved him off. He started toward the stairs.


It was gloomy on the second floor, but even with the blinds and curtains closed, there was more than enough light for him to see that nothing was hiding in the shadows cast in the hallway. The sun was dipping into the west, but it was still light outside. He set the flashlight down at the top of the steps and glanced over at the open area to the right. It was sparsely furnished with a small bookshelf, TV, and a couple of chairs. Looking down the hall, he could see that all the doors were shut. He moved into the sitting room and opened the blinds on the window, letting in more light. With bat in hand, he turned to check out the bedrooms.


The smell wasn’t nearly as strong up here, and Jeff was already envisioning being able to bunk for the night in one of the bedrooms. They could discuss plans for tomorrow after they settled in.


Moving across to the first door, he leaned against it and listened as he held the knob. As he had suspected, there was no sound except that of his own heartbeat. Still holding the bat, Jeff opened the door in a rush. 



Nothing stirred, and he moved in slowly, the bat held in front of him like a sword. The dim light revealed that the room had belonged to a teenage girl. The pink paint and the posters of the boy bands du jour made it obvious. The bed was even made. The room looked organized, but a thick coating of dust made it clear it had not been used in quite some time. 



He moved across the hall and checked the next room. This was a boy’s. There was a NASCAR poster with some driver Jeff didn’t recognize on the wall along with several other posters featuring muscle-bound superheroes. “Where were you guys when we needed you?” he whispered before stepping back into the hall. 



The next room was another boy’s, this one the younger of the two. Jeff smiled as he looked at the toys strewn across the room and the stickers adorning the walls. Unlike the others, this room had a lived-in look about it, with books and stuffed animals lumped in random piles, though the boy’s dresser was caked with as much dust as there had been in the other bedrooms. 



Stepping back out into the hall, he shut the door behind him. There were two more doors to check, and he already knew which one was the bathroom. Although he could detect no odor coming from it, he was inclined to leave it shut after Megan’s foul mistake downstairs. 



The final room at the end of the hall had to be the master bedroom. This house was similar enough to Jeff’s that it seemed obvious. Turning the knob, he pushed the door open.


The scene that awaited was like something out of his worst nightmare.


Body parts lay splattered across the floor. The king bed looked as if someone had been taken apart piece by piece on top of it, with the remains spread from the headboard down to the foot of the mattress. 



Ragged piles of bones were strewn across the room. Something that looked like a child’s ribcage lay crushed near a dresser, a trail of viscera leading from it to the back wall, on which an explosion of blood and entrails was displayed.


The room’s disarray and the streaks as though bodies had been dragged, fighting, through it hinted at the struggle that had taken place. There were other horrors as well … lumps of pulped meat, gristle, and cartilage. It was a slaughterhouse.


But that was not the worst of it. Not by far. 



Jeff’s eyes focused on a woman’s corpse partially hidden behind the bed. He could see that it had not been long since she was killed. In fact, the smells in the room were fresh; everyone in it had died recently.


The woman’s body had been brutalized to the point where there was barely anything left of her neck or upper torso. Even her skull had been cracked, and her brains, or what remained of them, dripped onto the floor. 



Horror blazed through Jeff like an inferno, burning every nerve ending in his body. Her arms were outstretched toward him, her fingers gripping the carpet as if she had been trying to drag herself toward the door. Although the back of her skull was crushed, her eyes remained open, and it appeared as if she were staring at Jeff, a permanent scream frozen on her face.


When the corpse gave a violent twitch, he took an involuntary step back and jammed his fist into his mouth to prevent a scream from bursting from his lips. A small yip still came out as his eyes grew wide in terror.


That was when a man stood up from behind the bed. He had been feasting on the lower half of her body and had been hidden from view. It was hard to understand how he had remained hidden, as big as he was. Strings of his wife’s intestines dangled from his mouth, and a smear of blood covered the bottom half of his face.


The man’s milky eyes widened when he saw Jeff, and he let out a bloodcurdling scream as he charged. He was a blur as he tore across the room. Jeff had never seen someone infected move that fast.


He barely had time to react before the hulking figure crashed into him, driving him back into the hall and down to the floor. Jeff’s breath came out in a huff, and the baseball bat flew clear as his hand slammed into the wall. 


 “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Jeff blurted out as the stench hit him just before the tremendous weight of the man came crashing down. The infected man was a giant—three hundred pounds at least. Jeff moved his stinging hand and desperately beat at the ghoul’s face. Its mouth was already plunging toward his shoulder, the cracked and broken teeth on display as the beast ignored his blows. Shifting his assault, Jeff pressed up against its forehead, hoping to keep the teeth at bay. The skin was dry and loose under his hand, and he felt it start to tear away from the man’s scalp. Jeff knew that if he tried to hold on for very long, the flesh from the top of the ogre’s head would slide off the skull and it wouldn’t even notice. 



Jeff felt a mammoth hand wrap around his throat and was able to suck in one last breath before his airway began to constrict. The man-mountain’s fingers were trying to dig into the soft flesh there. As he fought to free himself, Jeff knew it would not be long before his throat was ripped out. 



He snatched at the monster’s paw with his free hand as panic kicked in. He was still holding the ghoul’s head away but only had a few seconds to work with. He grabbed at the fingers around his throat and tried to pry them free. The skin here was loose as well, and there was no way to get a solid grip. Jeff succeeded only in peeling away layers of flesh as he frantically dug at the digits.


Despite the panicked kicks and the frenetic contortions of his body as he tried to throw the giant off, Jeff made no headway, and spots began to swim before his eyes. All he could do was pray that unconsciousness claimed him before the teeth tore into his flesh.


There was a deafening roar in Jeff’s ears, and the grip around his throat loosened. Some sort of viscous matter dripped onto the hand that had held the monstrosity’s head at bay. It slid down his arm in thick globs. He struggled to breathe as he frantically fought to get the dead weight off of him. Pushing the head aside, Jeff maneuvered away from the hand that had nearly crushed his neck, and desperately sucked in air. Megan’s face swam into view. She was saying something, but he couldn’t hear her. She looked alarmed as she tried to help him move the ton of dead flesh off his body.


It was not until Jeff could refill his lungs that he was able to shift the man’s weight to the side and squirm free. He scuttled down the hall, backpedaling as fast as he could away from the giant carcass. The fluid that had dripped down his arm looked like some sort of swamp mud. Jeff rubbed his arm frantically on the carpet, desperate to get it off his skin.


Megan knelt in front of him and shook him by the shoulders, the revolver still pressed into one hand. She looked as stunned as he felt, and though her mouth was moving, no sound came out. He grabbed her and pulled her close, hugging her. He didn’t know what else to do to get her to stop shaking him.


They held each other for the next few minutes, their hearts finally slowing to a normal rate as they rocked back and forth, eyes closed. Jeff’s breathing returned to normal, though his throat was throbbing and he had to keep his breathing shallow to avoid sharp pains.


It wasn’t until the ringing in Jeff’s ears signified the return of his hearing that it dawned on him that he’d gone deaf. Soon after, he registered the buzzing that was Megan’s voice. After another minute, he was able to comprehend what she had been trying to say to him. 


 “… thought he had gotten you … sorry I had to do that, but there was …” It was still choppy, but Jeff nodded at her and gave her a shaky smile. 


 “You did great,” he heard himself say as he leaned against the wall. He closed his eyes in an attempt to get his bearings, but that only made the dizziness worse. A whopper of a headache was also announcing its arrival. 



He tried to stand and nearly slid back down the wall. Megan moved in to help, but he waved her off, and he managed to right himself on the second attempt. Looking down at a huge lump of decayed flesh at his feet, Jeff shook his head. None of them had moved that fast before. Other than the fact that its brains were now dripping in thick chunks down the wall, the ghoul looked to be in pretty good shape. Decomposition, which was so common amongst the infected, was limited. In fact, outside of the dry, leathery skin, the man looked almost normal. 



Jeff looked at Megan. Despite their little close encounter with the beast, she looked better than when he had left her downstairs. Grinning, he chucked her lightly on the shoulder. She blushed and smiled meekly. 



Suddenly, her eyes went wide, as if she had just remembered something. Raising the revolver, she turned to face the master bedroom. “Are there any more of them?”


Megan started toward the door, and Jeff yelled out as he ran ahead of her. “No!”


He blocked her path and, without looking into the room, pulled the door shut. “You don’t want to go in there. Trust me.”


Jeff held out his arms, guarding the door. Megan was startled by his reaction but saw the look on his face and slowly nodded as she lowered the gun. Jeff’s shoulders sagged in relief as he moved back toward her.

 “I’m sorry,” he apologized as he put his arm around her shoulder, turning her around. “But there’s nothing in there you need to see.” 



Megan looked up at Jeff, but he kept his eyes forward as they moved back down the hall. Less than a minute later, they were outside, climbing back into the van. As they pulled away from the curb, Jeff rubbed gently at his bruised throat, never looking back at the house.


***


Fifteen minutes later, they found another house. The garage was open, and none of the windows was boarded up, which Jeff hoped indicated that the owners had fled long ago. 



A quick but thorough search confirmed that the house was indeed abandoned. Whoever had lived there had left in a rush, like so many other families that had chosen to head either to one of the emergency shelters hastily set up by the National Guard or to anywhere else where they thought they might escape the ravages of the virus that had burned through the earth’s population in a matter of days.


Jeff pulled the van into the garage. Megan was already inside, searching for anything they could add to their meager food supply. 



He stepped out of the vehicle and moved toward the driveway. Scanning the street, he saw nothing that caught his eye except for the sun, which was beginning to set. Houses cast long shadows as the bright yellow orb continued to sink below the horizon. Off in the distance, he could see wisps of smoke curling up to the sky from the smoldering ruins of his house. 



Jeff rubbed his eyes. His headache was in full bloom and it felt as if his brain were trying to pound its way out of his skull. In a way, it was a comfort … a distraction from the real pain he was feeling. 



After taking one last look around, he pulled the garage door closed. He wondered if there was any booze in the house, because all he wanted to do was drink until he forgot everything that had happened that day.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 13

 


 “We need to get going.”


Sunlight trickled in through the drawn curtains, spreading fingers of light across the floor and onto the bed. There had been no alcohol in the house, but he still felt hung over as he ran his tongue over his teeth. His mouth tasted like a baby dragon had peed in it.


Megan was standing at the foot of the bed, wearing a clean sweatshirt and jeans. They were loose on her, but given her near-anorexic condition, Jeff thought they were a pretty good fit. She looked freshly scrubbed, and there was something about her that he could not pinpoint, but she looked sharper, more alert than she had the day before.


He nodded as he ran his fingers through his tangled hair.

 “There are plenty of clothes that might fit you in the closet,” Megan said, and Jeff looked down at his sweatshirt and jeans, in which he had slept. They were in bad shape. Not only were they drenched in sweat, there were dried splatters of blood and smears of dirt all over them. “I put a couple of the bottles of water we found downstairs in the bathroom …” She let the comment hang in the air. 


 “I know I smell like an outhouse.” Jeff cracked a smile. “I’ll change and clean up.”


A small grin passed over Megan’s lips. “I’m going downstairs to see what else we can take with us.” She paused, looking at her hands and picking at a fingernail. Jeff stared, waiting for her to say whatever was bothering her.

 “We are going to leave, right?”


Jeff sighed as he stretched, rubbing the bruise on his neck self-consciously. It was a garish purple but didn’t feel as bad as it looked. He recalled their conversation from the night before and understood why Megan was acting so timidly.


They had argued about leaving immediately. Jeff thought it might be a good idea to stick it out for a few days, while she wanted to figure out a way around the blockade of cars so they could start trying to find other survivors. She suggested checking out the emergency shelters, and when Jeff laughed bitterly, she glared at him until he fumbled over an apology and mumbled an excuse, saying, “You never know” to placate her.


In the end, they agreed to wait until morning to decide. Megan fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, but Jeff was stuck tossing and turning over the next few hours as he tried to figure out what they hell they were going to do.


He nodded, too tired and feeling far too shitty to argue again. Megan’s smile lit up her face.

 “Great!” She turned to leave the room. “I’ll see if I can rustle up some breakfast.”

 “I’ll take two eggs over easy, three slices of bacon, toast with just a touch of butter … and a gallon of coffee,” Jeff said as he stared at the floor between his legs and tried to keep from throwing up on his shoes.


He heard Megan’s laugh as she walked down the hall. It sounded happy. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Five minutes later, he felt well enough to stand and make his way to the bathroom. He saw the bottled water Megan had brought up, along with a bar of soap and some toothpaste. Jeff laughed and stared into the mirror.


It was hard to believe the person looking back at him was Jeffery Blaine. The gray streaks in his scraggly beard and the drawn and haggard expression made him feel a couple of decades older than his thirty-five years. His hair was a tangled, curly mess that hung in greasy clumps around his face. 



He flashed a peace sign at the mirror and assumed his best stoner pose. “Dirty fucking hippie,” he mumbled under his breath. If he could just find a pair of Birkenstocks in the closet, it would complete the look. 



Stripping, Jeff splashed water on his face and body, unconcerned with the mess he was making, since they were leaving anyway. 



A few minutes later, after having found a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt that fit reasonably well, Jeff felt like a new man. The headache had subsided, and the scent of soap on his skin smelled good. When he walked down the steps, he was actually cheerful.


When he hit the first floor, he spotted Megan sitting at the kitchen table. She was facing away from him.

 “Where’s my breakfast, woman?” he demanded, lowering his voice with exaggerated irritation. 



When Megan ignored the snarky comment, Jeff shrugged and moved into the kitchen. “I guess I’ll just have to fix it myself.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re already shirking your womanly duties.”


He found no breakfast food in the cabinets, though there were plenty of baking supplies. “Hey Megan, you could bake me a cake. That might make up for no eggs and bacon laid out for breakfast.” 



He smiled and turned to her, wondering why she wasn’t laughing or tossing off a snide riposte. When Jeff saw that she was staring off into space, he moved slowly toward her. 


 “Hello?” He snapped his fingers and waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Anyone home?” Megan finally looked at him. His demeanor immediately changed from annoyed to concerned.

 “Megan?”

 “They’re back.” Her voice was subdued.


Jeff stared at her for a moment before moving toward one of the windows at the front of the house. Carefully bending the blinds to peek out, he scanned the street as he heard Megan’s voice drift over to him. 


 “I wanted to see what the weather was like. I opened the front door and saw one of them. It was about a block away. I don’t think it saw me, but then I saw another moving around across the street. I went to shut the door and … there was another. I’m not sure, maybe there were more …” Her voice trailed off, the monotone account becoming background noise as Jeff searched the street. He began counting the stiffs he saw on his fingers and had to stop when he realized there were too many.


Megan stared at him as he came walking back to the kitchen. The spark he had seen in her eyes just a little while ago had dimmed, but Jeff could still see both the hope and the fear in them that had always been there. Any thoughts of renewing their argument about sticking around the neighborhood vanished completely.


Jeff forced a smile to his lips as he spoke. “Grab everything you can. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

 


 




 


 



Chapter 14

 



It had been a busy intersection at one time but had fallen silent over the past few weeks. The fires had long since died out, and only charred residue remained. Destruction ran in random patterns—one building wiped out, the one next door left undamaged. 



A Dodge Intrepid teetered precariously on a brick wall at the entrance of a convenience mart. Wind made it creak and sway on its perch. The store shelves beyond the wreck were ransacked. A few items remained, but everything of any value had been cleared out.


The Quick-n-Go across the street was in far worse condition. Two of its gas pumps had been sheared off at their bases. The burnt-out husk of a vehicle responsible for the damage had come to a crunching stop at a concrete barrier housing a dumpster on the back side of the parking lot. One of its tires had blown out before it connected with the pumps as it jumped a ditch. Sparks from the undercarriage ignited both the pumps and the gas tank on the vehicle. The resulting explosion sent the corrugated metal roof above crashing down, where it slammed into several cars parked underneath, crushing them and the people inside. Billowing flames from the two squashed pumps caused a chain reaction, and the rest of the pumps erupted into fireballs as well. 



All that remained was a few burnt-out vehicles and bits of human remains baked into the cement. The corpses were seared carrion for scavengers to pick over. The building’s contents were annihilated by the heat and pressure of the explosions. Glass and metal superheated and fused together, and the ceiling tiles collapsed on top of the mess, bubbling as they melted and turned into a black ash that created a fine patina over the entire mess. The outer frame of the building was all that remained standing, and it resembled the charred skeleton of some giant beast.


The drug store diagonal to the Quick-n-Go was mostly intact, though heaps of trash and blistered vehicles populated its parking lot. The building still looked new. It was made almost entirely of stone with a few faux windows running along its side. Only at the entrance facing the intersection were there any building materials besides granite. The glass doors were shattered, though the surrounding entryway, also made of glass, was still intact. The metal doorframes were bent and pressed inward, and small pebbles of glass lay scattered across the tile floor. The metal racks that once held Auto Trader and real estate magazines were crushed flat on the floor, and shredded paper splattered with bloody footprints was strewn throughout the vestibule. 



A ladder truck from the Milfield Fire Department sat in the intersection along with an Army vehicle known as a deuce and a half. There were also several local township police cruisers and a camouflaged Humvee with a Squad Automatic Weapon mounted on the roof. They had been parked around the exterior of the intersection, forming a barrier to traffic coming from all directions. An ambulance stood sentry inside the jury-rigged stronghold, its rear door hanging open with the remnants of medical supplies scattered on the ground, smashed and useless. The vehicles were all wrecks, torn and shattered. There were dents and scratches, flattened tires and burst gas tanks. Expended cartridges lay scattered across the pavement by the hundreds. 



Above the vehicles, a cable holding up the traffic signal units had snapped, and they had crashed into the fire truck. Shards of red, amber, and green glass lay scattered across the roadway. The culprit was a car that had slammed into a light pole at one of the corners. The pole had collapsed into the parking lot of a pizza delivery joint. A rusted-out old Cadillac now rested on top of the pole, its front tires slightly off the ground. There was a spider web of cracks radiating outward from the bloody spot on the windshield where the driver’s head had hit the glass. 



Scavengers had picked most of the scattered bones clean, and even the remnants of blood and tattered clothing had been washed away by rain or blown away in the wind. The sun baked the rest of the gore into the pavement, but the area had been purged of most signs of the former human inhabitants. It was a dead zone.


*


In the distance, something shattered the persistent silence. 



It was a car engine, its roar reverberating off the buildings as it gunned and hesitated repeatedly. It grew louder and quieter in turn, the noise coming and going at random intervals. 



The roads surrounding the intersection were clogged with stalled and demolished vehicles. It was a maze, the navigation of which would challenge any driver, even at a snail’s pace. 



Jeff and Megan found freedom from their residential prison by plowing through a fenced-in yard at the edge of the subdivision and avoiding the vehicle blockade entirely. Their journey of less than a couple of miles afterward took thirty minutes and gave them a bitter taste of what the outside world now had to offer.


Most of the vehicles they encountered were abandoned, with doors wide open and discarded suitcases strewn across the pavement. Others were smashed, telltale drag marks and trails of blood the only evidence as to what had happened to the owners. But some of the cars still had bodies inside.


The corpses of the people who managed to stay locked in their vehicles were in bad shape. A month of summer heat and direct sunlight had taken its toll, bloating and warping them until they were unrecognizable. In some cases, the bodies had ruptured and splattered their rotten contents on windows, hiding the most gruesome aspects of their demise.


But the worst was the little girl. 



She was locked in a car seat in the back of an Altima on the side of the road. At first Jeff thought she was just like the rest of the corpses until he saw her arm twitch. As he looked closer, her eyes opened. When she twisted around to look at him, Jeff nearly screamed. Her skin had gone runny, having melted away from her face and arms in thick, gluey globs. The blistered remains of her visage made her eyes look wide and haunted and her grin demonic. Jeff drove on, unsure whether his companion had seen the girl. Megan never said a word.


The blue minivan made agonizingly slow progress toward the intersection, braking then shifting into reverse on several occasions as it moved past one obstacle or maneuvered around another. A few solitary plague-ravaged people limped into view from the houses and wooded areas surrounding the road but were scattered and could not keep up with the van, even at its creeping pace. When the Odyssey finally came to a halt a hundred yards from the intersection, Jeff and Megan paused to survey the destruction. 


 “I think the junior high was one of those emergency shelters the National Guard opened up,” Megan said as they stared at the clog of military and police vehicles up ahead. 



After a few moments of silence, she looked at Jeff and realized he hadn’t heard her, or wasn’t paying attention. She nudged him with her elbow. 


 “Huh? Oh, sorry. I was just …” Jeff waved a hand in front of them, showing a trace of the shock Megan knew was on her face as well.

 “I know. It’s hard to believe.” She looked back outside, trying to grasp what had become of all the shops and stores she remembered so well from her three years living in the area. Megan tried to blot out the thoughts, tried to focus. “I think we should check out the junior high.”


Jeff looked off into the distance in the direction of the high school and junior high. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”


He pointed above the buildings that lined the street. “See that? That smoke? I don’t like the looks of it.”


Megan scrunched up her face until she caught sight of the smoke curling toward the sky. 


 “I think that’s too far away. It’s coming from the city or at least a suburb closer to it than Milfield. The junior high is just a mile down the road.”


Jeff did not respond immediately. He studied the fire truck and other vehicles at the intersection. His eyes narrowed with understanding, and he turned to Megan.

 “I really don’t think we should go that way.” He raised his hand to stall her protest and pointed to the vehicles in front of them. “See that fire truck?” 



Megan’s expression told him how stupid she thought his question was.

 “I mean do you see how it’s set up?” Jeff paused as she looked out at the truck once again and waited until she nodded. “I think there was some sort of last stand here.”


He let his words sink in as they both studied the fire truck. It was blocking the road leading to the junior high and beyond, where the interstate that circled Cincinnati ran. Downtown was a mere twenty-five miles from where they sat. 



Megan’s face was a picture of conflicting emotions as she let the ramifications of Jeff’s words sink in. The city was ground zero for the first viral outbreaks in the region. From there it spiraled outward, attacking the suburban landscape in random spots as it built momentum and grew out of the control of the civil and military authorities trying to contain its progress. 



Jeff could see the sparkle of tears in Megan’s eyes even as she tried to blink them away. His heart sank as he watched her struggle with the reality that it was unlikely anyone they knew was a survivor. The shelter had, in all probability, been overrun weeks ago. 



He sat in silence, unsure of what to say that might offer her comfort. As he stared down at the steering wheel, he tried to clear his mind and focus on the magnitude of what they were facing. 


 “So where do we go from here?” 



Jeff glanced over at Megan, but she was still looking down the road. She rubbed at her eyes fiercely with the back of her hand and sniffled, but otherwise showed no further emotion as she asked the question.

 “I think we should head out into the country. We might have a fighting chance out there,” he suggested without hesitation. They needed to get as far away from the city as possible.

 “Yeah,” Megan whispered and sniffled again. After a moment, she grimaced and shook her head. “Probably a bunch of gun nuts and survivalists out there, but what other choice do we have?”

 “Maybe, but they’re the ones who have the best shot of making it through something like this … not a couple of suburban dipwads like us.” 



Megan tilted her head and stared at him. She could see a gleam in his eyes as he winked at her. She gave him a halfhearted laugh in response.

 “Okay then, Mister Dipwad, let’s get the hell out of here.” 



Jeff grinned, relieved that Megan seemed to be handling things well enough to toss a bit of abuse his way. 



Lifting his foot off the brake, he let the van roll forward and scanned the immediate buildings. They had been sitting near the intersection for a couple of minutes and had seen no movement thus far. As his eyes moved from building to building, they landed on the drug store and stayed on it for several seconds. A look of grim concentration came over Jeff’s face.

 “What?” Megan asked as they slowed to a stop again. She stiffened, fearing an attack, and swiveled around to see what he was staring at with such intensity. When all she saw was the drug store and not much else, she relaxed and turned back to Jeff to await his explanation.

 “I think …” He paused and seemed to confirm something with himself. “Yep, definitely.”

 “What, for Chrissakes?” Megan blurted out. 



Jeff snorted at the frustration in his companion’s voice. He nodded at the drug store.

 “Before we go, I think we should do a little shopping.”

 


 




 


 



Chapter 15

 



Jeff was grateful for the sunlight that crept inside the entrance to the drug store, even though much of it was blotted out by the minivan, which was parked directly in front of the demolished front doors, blocking anything from getting past them from outside. Unfortunately, the light only illuminated a short distance into the building. He could see another glimmer of light at the back, where the pharmacy drive-through window was, but much of the cavernous store was buried in a deep layer of darkness. 



He gave one look back toward the van where Megan sat behind the wheel and sighed. It had taken some work to convince her to let him check out the drug store, but in the end, she had agreed, knowing just as well as he did that they desperately needed supplies. She still refused to come inside, stating that he might be crazy but she wasn’t. Megan had gone so far as to give him ten minutes to get back to the van before she would leave without him. He thought she was joking until he saw the naked fear in her eyes. That was when he nodded and promised to be quick.


Most of the aisles were still standing, although many of the contents were scattered on the floor. Makeup, candy, and overpriced DVDs covered the ground and had been trampled repeatedly. Jeff turned on the flashlight and swung it back and forth. 



To his left were the registers and photo development area. Much of the product hanging on the walls—film, batteries, more candy, magazines—was still there, untouched. He crept farther into the store, the rubber soles of his hiking boots squeaking as he skirted the piles of trash on the floor.


He noticed congealed blood pooled between several aisles. Down one lane, it looked like a skirmish had occurred, with a jumble of bloody footprints layered on top of one another and thick ropy splatters of red sprayed against a display of vacuum cleaner bags and humidifiers. Several shelves in the area had collapsed. 



Jeff tried to detect any sounds that might hint of anyone still in residence in the drug store, but he heard nothing except his own breathing. Gritting his teeth, he moved deeper into the gloom.


He found an overturned shopping cart and righted it. Pushing it along, he moved through the aisles that retained most of their contents, grabbing anything that looked even remotely useful. 



Jeff snatched up bandages, aspirin, allergy medicine, deodorant, hydrogen peroxide, razors, shaving cream, tampons (stifling a giggle as he did), and anything else within reach. He filled the metal cart and built up speed, the flashlight jammed in an armpit as he grabbed snacks and cases of soda. Unfortunately, there was no food of any real substance, but they had already collected quite a few canned goods from the house in which they had hidden the night before. 



He glanced at his watch: three more minutes before Megan started freaking out. He was staring at the timepiece when the contents of a shelf next to his head crashed down on him. 



The flashlight clattered to the floor, and Jeff let out an involuntary squeal and dove forward. He thought he felt a hand touching his shoulder as several bags of chips and boxes of cookies fell on him. He could not see anything as he slammed into another shelf and nearly sent it teetering over. He tried to keep his balance, but tripped on something between his feet and sprawled headlong, landing on palms and knees as he slid across the floor. 



Quickly rolling over, he scooted backwards in a crab-like fashion, trying to get a fix on where he was. The flashlight was still rolling, its light pointing away from him. Jeff moved his hand back and forth across the floor until he found a small cardboard box. He grabbed it, cocking his arm back, ready to launch it at anything that came forward in the darkness. 



He could hear something over the pounding of blood in his ears, but barely. It sounded like scurrying and scratching. Although there was no moaning, Jeff had learned not to rely on that as the only indicator that he was in the presence of a predator. 



His pupils dilated as he absorbed all the dim light available and looked out in front of him. He tried to scan for any looming shapes and saw none. After giving his breathing another thirty seconds to return to normal, he quietly stood and moved back to the shopping cart and fallen flashlight. Picking up the Maglite, he pointed it toward the shelf. 



It only took a few moments to discover the culprit. Jeff smiled in spite of himself as he saw several shredded Fritos bags with small teeth marks on them. A rat or perhaps a squirrel had taken up residence in the abandoned store. He took a deep breath, trying to throttle back on the adrenaline. Gripping the shopping cart, he headed toward the pharmacy counter.


After a quick leap over the counter, he scanned the medications. It took a minute or so to find some of the drugs he knew would be useful. He tossed bottle after bottle over the counter at the cart. When he had cleared out as much as he could, he launched himself back over the counter. His cart filled, Jeff was about to head back to the front when he noticed more bloody footprints off to his left. They led to a swinging door marked Employees Only. It was next to the pharmacy and probably led back to the store’s stock room. He recalled a door outside near the drive through that must have served as a loading dock. 



The debate in his head on whether he should risk taking a look lasted a scant two seconds. Leaving the cart, Jeff moved to the door. He flipped off the flashlight and stood and listened. 



He held the flashlight like a club, but he doubted anyone was back there. They would have responded to all the noise his clumsy fall had caused. Then he remembered the menacing giant from the day before. The creature had been far too busy disemboweling his wife to give a damn about any distant noises. Jeff tensed but did not move away from the door. He knew he wasn’t prepared but felt compelled to take a look anyway. 



Listening for another few seconds, he began to hear a low humming noise. It sounded like a machine—maybe a generator or refrigerator. Staying to the side of the door, Jeff used the long barrel of the flashlight to push it open. When nothing burst through, he moved in front of the doorway to look inside.


The stench pounced, as if it had been waiting for a victim to assault. It was overwhelming. The combination of heat and the small enclosed area made Jeff feel like he had stepped into a crematorium basement where the furnace was kept burning day and night. 



It was the stock room, as he had guessed. Racks filled with boxes of various shapes and sizes reached to the ceiling. The ones higher up had avoided the spray of blood, but those closer to the floor were saturated. 



A cloud of flies rose angrily from their meal. The swarm, larger than Jeff had ever seen in his life, was the source of the furious humming noise. After a few seconds, most of them settled down and got back to their meal, which consisted of blood and entrails splattered across the floor. 



Jeff covered his mouth as he felt his gorge rising at the sight—and smell—of the torn bodies scattered throughout the room. They were devastated, ripped to pieces, but …


Eyes scanning the carnage, he caught sight of what he deduced was the reason these people had not succumbed to the virus. Next to a sprawled-out appendage lay a semiautomatic handgun. 



The people who hid in the store room had been mauled so thoroughly it was hard to tell where one body ended and another began, but Jeff’s best guess was that they had formed some sort of suicide pact. Someone had pulled the trigger and put bullets in each of his comrade’s heads before turning the gun on himself.


The gun was drenched with gore, and he dismissed the idea of stepping over the slick remains to retrieve it. It was already enough of a challenge to hang onto the contents of his stomach as it was. Fighting the feelings of helplessness and remorse that threatened to consume him, Jeff turned to leave. 



As the metal door swung shut again, he did not look back. He grabbed the shopping cart and pushed it toward the dim light of the entrance. His teeth clenched as he wrestled with a rising sense of anger. The world had become a madhouse—an endless supply of macabre images slowly eating away at his sanity, bit by bloody bit. 



Jeff gripped the handle of the shopping cart tight. Despite the anger and fear threatening to claim his mind, a crystal-clear thought cut through all the crap floating around in his head: he wanted to live. That was all that mattered. He knew he was smarter than those things trying to kill him, and there was no way, no how, he was going to end up like the poor saps whose guts were strewn across the storage room floor. A grim smile crossed his face as he rolled his cart through the aisles. In that instant, he felt more confident than he had in weeks.


The smile faltered as Jeff neared the entrance of the store and heard Megan screaming.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 16

 



Megan screamed again as the sliding door of the minivan opened. She turned, gun in hand, and Jeff was staring down the barrel of the .357 Magnum. 



He raised his hands and yelled, “Whoa, it’s me! It’s okay, Megan, it’s me!” For an instant, he thought she was going to pull the trigger, but something like recognition passed over her face and she dropped her hand. She was clearly still freaked out.


A fist slammed into one of the windows, and Megan whipped around toward the noise. Jeff looked as well and saw blood caking the rear window where the fist had connected. 



He could also hear the moans. The van was surrounded. The infected had crept out of their various hiding places: abandoned cars, dark shadows, and the other buildings where they had hidden from the blazing sun. That the dead had come for them did not surprise Jeff. What did surprise him was that Megan had not already started shooting.


Through the dirty window glass, he could see several figures moving slowly toward the minivan. Only a handful had reached the vehicle so far, but they were a gruesome lot. One that had found its way to the driver’s-side window made Jeff squirm. Its face had nearly been obliterated by the chunks of glass wedged into its flesh. One eye was split in half, the largest shard of glass jammed deep within the orb. Its other eye stared at Megan balefully as it hissed with all its shattered teeth and blackened gums on display. 


 “We need to leave now, Jeff!” was all Megan could say as she kept turning in her chair with the gun in front of her, as if not quite sure which grisly monster to shoot at first. The van was starting to rock back and forth.


Jeff turned back toward the shopping cart and scooped up an armful of items. “Help me with this shit and we’ll get the hell out of here.” 


 “Jeff … please.” He could hear the desperation in her voice and knew Megan wasn’t about to move out of the driver’s seat. She repeated the word “please” over and over, her voice rising. Jeff’s arms were a blur as he dug into the cart and tossed more of its contents into the minivan. The thuds of fists were becoming more insistent, like the sound of a hailstorm. He didn’t look up as he kept his hands moving from the cart to the van in rapid succession.

 “JEFF. WE HAVE TO LEAVE RIGHT NOW!” Megan spit out the words as she attempted to turn the key in the ignition with shaking hands. 


 “Just one more second! I almost have everything!” Jeff grunted as he tried to grab hold of more than his hands could manage. Cans and bags of chips spilled onto the ground as he shoveled what he could into the van. A buzzing sound filled the air, and the van jolted as the engine turned over. Jeff recognized the noise and saw the automatic door beginning to close. He also saw Megan fumbling with the gearshift. 



Dropping what was left in his hands, he dove through the closing door and heard the sound of metal on metal and squealing tires as the van shot away from the entrance of the drug store. He grabbed an armrest and held on tight as Megan whipped the Odyssey around the parking lot. There were several loud thumps as the infected were pushed out of the way. The minivan bounced erratically and then corrected, stable again on four wheels. At least one of the bodies had fallen in front of the vehicle, and Megan did not stop as they rolled over it. The side door finally clicked shut, and the buzzing noise disappeared.


Swinging the steering wheel frantically from side to side, Megan avoided the larger clusters of bodies attempting to grab for them. Several more stiffs were knocked to the side as the van swerved out of the parking lot, hitting the small ditch surrounding it and popping up onto the street. Everything Jeff had just tossed on the seats scattered to the floor and went rolling around the cargo area. He joined the supplies and landed ass-up on the floor. From his vantage point, he could see nothing and had a hard time crawling back to a sitting position. 


 “Calm down, Megan! We’re going to crash!” he tried to yell over the still-squealing tires and revving engine. Jeff could not hear his own voice as he grabbed hold of a chair to pull himself up. The van finally straightened out, and the disheveled man was able to slide into the front passenger seat. He was barely settled when Megan slammed on the brakes, nearly sending him through the windshield. 


 “Enough!” Jeff yelled, this time loud enough for her to hear as she gunned the engine and wrenched the steering wheel around to weave in and out of the stationary traffic. Megan jumped at the sound of his voice, but her eyes did not move off the road. She slowed slightly but retained her death grip on the steering wheel as the van darted around stalled cars and lunging bodies. As they moved farther away from the intersection, the cars remained an issue, but there were fewer ghouls to dodge. 


 “Ease up just a little bit,” Jeff tried again, placing a hand on Megan’s shoulder. She viciously shrugged it off, and he acted as if she had slapped him, backing away slowly. “Okay, okay. Sorry.” He leaned down and picked up the .357, which had fallen to the floorboards. 


 “If NASCAR ever gets rolling again, I’ll be sure to sign you up.”


It did not elicit the smile Jeff had hoped for, but the intensity in Megan’s eyes seemed to drop a notch. Holding the wheel steady she reached over, and pulled her seatbelt on, which made him relax a bit more. Her driving was steadier as they weaved in out of the clog of vehicles and headed down the road. A random path of destruction continued from structure to structure, but the vehicles were starting to thin out as the survivors moved on.


The duo was silent as Megan continued to dodge the occasional persistent plague victim. She clipped a couple at first, but the few figures on the road were getting easier to avoid. 



The sloping hood of the van had several sizeable dents in it that were splattered with something that looked far too thick and runny to be blood. Jeff was staring at the new paint job when the minivan swerved again, and he heard a muffled thud as another body went spinning off into a ditch, pirouetting as it was knocked away by the hit. He watched, fascinated by the creature’s single moment of grace before it fell and disappeared from view.

 “Sorry,” Megan whispered. Jeff cocked his head to the side, unsure of what he had heard. “I’m sorry,” the driver repeated, glancing at her passenger for a moment.

 “Screw that. You did great,” he smiled, relieved that the tension between them was broken. “I meant what I said: you drove this puppy like a pro. I would have probably smashed into one of those wrecks back there.” 



Megan didn’t share the smile, but her chest puffed up slightly. They sat in silence for the next few minutes, content to look out the windows. As the van crept along, they saw fewer corpses, less of the infected, and a stretch of road with no more wrecks or abandoned vehicles. 


 “So?” Megan said after a while. She waited for Jeff to look at her before continuing. “Gallatin then?” 



He nodded. Gallatin was due east and out toward the country. The town was a mirror image of Milfield, except it was smaller and still held onto its rural roots. There were plenty of trailer parks, farms, and big undeveloped plots of land out that way. 



Jeff stared out at the surrounding landscape, which looked deceptively normal. The woods were a bit thicker along the stretch of road they were driving, the houses more spread out. As long as he didn’t look too close, it was easy to pretend things had gone back to the way they were before the virus paid the world a visit. 



They went over a rise in the road, and the daydream was shattered. The trees fell away and they were moving past another neighborhood no different from any of the others the two refugees had seen before. It was a mishmash of damaged properties and those left untouched. Several of the infected were milling about and turned to look as the vehicle rolled by. The sad wretches tried to follow but never got close, and Jeff watched them disappeared in the rearview mirror. 



He gave brief directions to Megan. They would take one of the less-traveled routes with the hope that it would not be too congested with stalled traffic. It would lead them directly to Gallatin.


Jeff fiddled with the radio as they rolled along. He began with AM, pressing seek and letting it run through the static. It lapped the entire band with no results. He switched to FM and repeated the process. There was nothing, not even an automated emergency broadcast. Those messages had been looped to play over and over, nonstop, when all the live broadcasts had vanished. Even the recorded voices had disappeared off the airwaves. 



Megan reached over to turn the radio off. Jeff had already sat back and was staring off into space. He barely noticed when the hiss of static disappeared. 



He snapped out of his trance a few minutes later when Megan slowed the car and turned left. The intersection was clear of traffic, though several cars and eighteen-wheelers sat on both sides of the road. There were huge crease marks on many of the vehicles, as if something like a bulldozer had pushed them out of the way. As he looked, he spotted no heavy machinery in the area. There were a few sideways skid marks on the asphalt, but no other hints as to what might have happened. 



As they left the crossroad, Jeff dismissed the damaged vehicles and their possible meaning from his mind. He closed his eyes and began to drift off. It felt like only a few seconds later when he heard the van slowing to a stop. 



Lifting his head, he glanced at Megan and then looked out his window to see what she was staring at. He was about to shake his head and tell her it was a bad idea to stop there when he saw the expression on her face. He looked a bit more closely at the building near which they were parked.


It was a small brick-fronted church with a wooden sign out front. There was little ornamentation to the edifice itself. The roof was pointed, and several long, narrow windows faced the road. A small indentation in the building served as the entryway, with its glass double doors still intact.


Beside the doorway was the one thing that differentiated the church from all the others they had seen on their short journey. It was a tall wooden structure, nearly as high as the doors themselves. From a distance, one might mistake it for a miniature steeple, but the sign out front made it clear what this decorative feature was. 



The wooden sign in front of the church was decorated with a circular graphic and the words “Lighthouse Baptist Fellowship” painted in bright yellow letters on a brown background. A picture of a sea cliff with a lighthouse shining down on a rocky shore was carved below the lettering. There was a space for the “Message of the Week” underneath, which read: “Revelations 6:8 And behold, a pale horse, and he who sat on it, his name was Death. Hades followed with him. Authority over one fourth of the earth, to kill with the sword, with famine, with death, and by the wild animals of the earth was given to him.” 


 “Not very original,” Jeff smirked. Megan frowned but kept looking at the modest doors of the church. There was nothing grand about the place. No stained glass, no bell to summon the congregation, no statues of Jesus. Just a tidy little building with quite a few cars crammed into its small parking lot.


Jeff resisted saying anything else or asking questions. If Megan was saying a prayer for the dearly departed or reminiscing about the good old days, he could manage to keep his mouth shut while she did. He studied the church further and saw that there were no signs of attack around the perimeter or in the parking lot. The area looked clear of bodies. Relaxing, he decided to sit and wait until Megan was ready to get rolling again.


The peaceful scene exploded less than a minute later when several gangrenous congregants burst through the doors of the church, slouching toward them. There was a sharp intake of breath to Jeff’s left as it happened. He, on the other hand, felt surprisingly calm as more and more stiff forms poured out of the building. Most wore suits and what had once been pretty dresses before their owners started to bloat, leak, and weep caustic fluids.


The first woman out the door was gussied up in her Sunday best with several silk flowers still stuck in the wispy gray hair that now floated above her skull like writhing snakes. The flowers retained some of their faux beauty, though they were smudged and smeared with caked grease. Stripes of gore mixed with the soft silken white petals, giving them a zebra-like appearance. She and those that followed limped toward the minivan over the burnt lawn of the church. 



Jeff forced his eyes off the growing rabble and back toward Megan. 



She was still looking toward the entrance, her eyes moist, though she wasn’t crying. He moved to block her view of the mass of corrupt forms moving toward them, but Megan didn’t even blink when he did. 



When she spoke a moment later, her voice sounded far off, distant. 


 “We were told it would be safe here. They said we should come with them. Why did this happen? I don’t understand.” 


 “They were infected like everyone else.” 



The bitter words caught Megan’s attention, and her eyes refocused on Jeff. She looked angry but also fractured and unsure of herself. 


 “God couldn’t protect them, Megan. No one could. If you had come here with them, you would have been infected too, no matter how hard you prayed.” 



Jeff started to see the cold fire in Megan’s eyes that he had seen before. He wanted to shrink back, but something inside compelled him to push harder.

 “God helps those who help themselves.” He jerked his head backwards, not daring to look at the onrush of bodies. “They were lambs led to the slaughter. Hell, it doesn’t even look like they barred the doors. They probably just kept on praying and thought the rapture was coming.”


Megan’s face went nuclear. “You cold-hearted bastard! I had friends in there, not that you give a shit!”


Jeff returned the angry look, his peppered with frustration. “Megan, it doesn’t matter if I care! What difference would it make if I said I was sorry they were infected?” He paused, but realized he had already said too much. His face betrayed his regret for a moment and then shifted back to anger to hide his embarrassment. “I AM sorry, okay? Does that make you feel any better?”


Megan’s expression didn’t change. Jeff tried to collect himself and calm down as he heard the moans getting closer. He took a deep breath and reached out to touch her. Megan shrank away, her expression appalled.

 “All I really want right now is for the two of us to stay alive. We can’t wait around for God, or anyone else for that matter, to show up and save us.” There was a hint of desperation in Jeff’s voice as he pointed behind his back. “And I really don’t want the good folks from the Baptist Fellowship to take us on home to Jesus. So can we get out of here? Now, please?”


Megan gave him another dark look, her arms crossed as Jeff waited. He looked ready to jump up and push her out of the driver’s seat. The stretch between the church and road was not that big, and many of the stumbling figures had crossed most of it already, their greedy fingers stretching out to clutch at the two survivors.

 “I am sorry, Megan. I really am.” Jeff could feel a tingling in his neck where he had been nearly strangled the day before. At the same time, he was beginning to imagine an army of ghouls smashing through the window and tearing him to pieces.


Megan shook her head and took hold of the steering wheel. She stamped down on the gas pedal, and the wheels spit up gravel as they caught hold of the road. Jeff was pushed back in his seat, and his contrite expression changed to one of surprise. 


 “Why do you have to be such a cold-hearted prick?” Megan inquired.


Jeff swallowed hard. He took a deep breath and let it blow out between his teeth before he spoke.

 “I’m not trying to be. I’m just more concerned about the two human beings inside the minivan than I am about those things outside of it.” 



Megan didn’t look happy with his answer. 


 “They’re dead, Megan.” Jeff could feel the anger peeking out again and stuffed it back down inside. He shrugged. “They’re dead or as good as dead.” Pausing, he lifted his eyes to the roof of the van and searched for something to say. He wasn’t really sure what the infected actually were. Medical science hadn’t offered any plausible explanations when the doctors and scientists were still alive to study the virus. But he didn’t need anyone to tell him what he already knew. 


 “They’re dead,” he repeated as he looked over at her, his eyes sad. “They just haven’t figured it out yet.” 



He saw her grip on the steering wheel loosen. Megan was blinking fast, fighting back tears of rage. Seeing that his words were making things worse, not better, Jeff felt the bile of anger boiling up from his gut once again.

 “I’ve mourned enough for a lifetime already. I’ll be damned if I’m going to do it for a bunch of people I didn’t even know.” He crossed his arms and stared out the window.

 “Maybe you will be damned for it.”


Jeff stiffened at Megan’s indictment. He looked at her and was unable to think of a response. He saw her emotions shift from anger to regret and then sadness. Tears began to roll freely down her face.


Jeff went back to looking out the window as he thought about what Megan had said. His desire to argue was gone, and all he felt was a cold, hard lump of remorse in the pit of his stomach. 



As he watched the trees roll by, he leaned his face against the window and thought about what he had become. He had no idea who he was anymore.


Maybe I am damned … maybe we all are. 


 


 




 


 



Chapter 17

 



They rode in silence, each trapped in private misery. Jeff tried to apologize but clammed up when Megan stiffened at the sound of his voice. So he sat, slump-shouldered, as they moved slowly down the rural road. 



Large stretches of the route they took were unpopulated, and a dense canopy of trees stretched to the horizon on both sides of the road. The gaps in the woodlands were filled with modest homes with large properties spread out behind them. They weren’t in farm country yet but were moving farther away from the densely populated suburbs.


Fifteen minutes passed before Megan finally spoke. “Maybe you should drive,” she said in a stilted voice. 



Jeff looked over at her, confused.

 “I don’t know my way around Gallatin,” she said, her voice losing some of its stiffness.

 “Just stop whenever and we can switch,” he replied in an even tone.


Megan looked over at him and nodded, her eyes filled with regret. “Thank you,” she whispered.


Jeff gave her a hesitant smile. When she returned a shy one of her own, he felt the tension drain away. Neither of them had found a way to say they were sorry, but at least there was some kind of understanding between them. Things were going to be okay.


The van slowed to a stop, and the man and woman changed places. As Jeff settled back into the driver’s seat, he spied something glittering in the distance. He looked out the window and squinted in the bright sunshine. 


 “What the hell?” 



Megan was still getting situated when she heard him speak. As she plopped into her chair, she saw him peering through the windshield. Jeff’s eyes widened, and she squinted to try to catch a glimpse of what he was looking at. After a few moments, she spotted it.


There were human shapes in the distance. Megan blinked and rubbed at her eyes. Despite her best efforts to focus, the figures were not clear. All she could tell was that they were coming up over a hill perhaps a quarter of a mile down the road.

 “They must have heard the engine,” Megan said. 



Jeff nodded absently as he continued to track the shapes moving closer. Megan noticed something else out of the corner of her eye: more movement. The rearview mirror was angled away from her, so she moved it. There they were, behind them.

 “It looks like the gang’s all here.”


Jeff glanced over at Megan and then turned to look out the back window. There were three, possibly four more shapes behind them, and there was no doubt as to what they were. They were closer to them than the others.


He shifted the van into gear, and they began rolling forward. “I’d rather deal with the ones in front of us than the ones behind.” Megan nodded. 



Pressing down gently on the gas, Jeff elevated their speed to twenty as they moved closer to the people up ahead. The sunlight was directly behind the little group, and it was still hard to tell exactly what they were. 



Megan gasped as she saw one waving, its arm swinging back and forth to hail them. 



Jeff slowed the van. He had seen the movement as well. Megan squealed in excitement and clapped her hands, obviously assuming the little group before them was uninfected. He wasn’t quite so sure. 



As they inched closer, he saw that there were three of them and they were all wearing military uniforms. Jeff’s hands tightened on the steering wheel as he noticed one had a rifle slung over his shoulder. 



Megan turned to Jeff and punched him playfully on the arm as her smile widened. He ignored her and kept watch over the trio. Pressing gently on the brakes, he stopped the van in the middle of the road and watched the group’s slow progress.

 “Well, don’t stop now!” Megan chastised Jeff. “We’re almost to them.” She giggled. “And to think, we were this close to a military outpost the whole time!” She bounced in her seat in excitement. 



When Jeff didn’t move forward again, she gave an exasperated growl and leaned over to open her door. His response was instantaneous. He grabbed her by the arm and pointed at the men.

 “What?” Megan shrugged out of Jeff’s grasp and gave him an irritated look. He glared back in response and jabbed his finger out the windshield for emphasis.

 “Would you just take another look?” he chastised her. 



She ignored the request and gave him her most withering glance. When Jeff didn’t back down, Megan sighed. Rolling her eyes, she slowly looked back out the windshield, making it clear she was only doing so to get him off her back.


The soldiers had gotten much closer. Megan’s jaw quivered, and she felt faint. 



They were definitely soldiers. More accurately, they had been soldiers, but now were just another group of plague victims. One was still waving at them, and it looked like he was signaling their van to pull over. Jeff studied him carefully. The private had apparently been attacked with his sidearm in his hand, and there it remained. Swollen fingers were sealed on the weapon, the skin cracked and dripping dark pus as his hand waved back and forth in front of him. He was dragging a mangled leg behind, forcing his arm to rise up to maintain balance. Jeff breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the semiautomatic’s slide was back. The weapon was empty. 



The other two soldiers had an assortment of bruises, wounds, and ragged tears to their flesh. One was missing his lower jaw, and the gaping hole down his tattered throat pulsated and bubbled. The other had an M16 hanging limply over an arm that was sliced in half. Rubbery-looking gristle dangled from the wound, the remains of muscle and tissue from his absent forearm.


Megan remained silent as they began moving again and swerved around the threesome. Jeff could see the look of stunned fatigue on her face and wanted to say something to comfort her but could think of nothing. It looked like she had been beaten into submission, and he hated that look. It filled him with despair. Even when she was angry with him, it was better than this.


He picked up speed as they moved over the hill. They passed an intersection with a dead traffic light above and an overturned Humvee off to the side. Jeff glanced at it wistfully but kept moving. There were too many places nearby for the infected to be hiding to risk getting out and checking for weapons or supplies.


The road beyond the overturned military vehicle was clear for the most part, and they saw houses up ahead. The van rolled slowly on, and Jeff kept his eyes peeled. 



The road curved to the north. He could see a clog of cars ahead and knew they were almost to Gallatin. It was not as bad as it had been in Milfield, but it was clear that people had been trying to escape this area as well. Most of the cars were facing the opposite direction with only a handful heading toward town.


Jeff slowed to a stop as they hit another intersection. It was a mess of cracked-up cars and torn and twisted bodies—bodies that noticed the van and moved slowly toward it. Several shapes detached themselves from their resting places between vehicles and from the small, demolished businesses on both sides of the road.


It was a wide intersection, a major exchange. Jeff and Megan both glanced at the supermarket that took up a huge plot of land across the road. Despite the damage to the building, it looked newly renovated. A shiny sign out front advertised it as a mega-mart, one of those combination grocery and everything else type of places. Any thoughts of trying to raid the massive superstore fled as Jeff scanned the parking lot. He spied two Humvees with SAWs mounted on top, just like the one back in Milfield. Their doors were open, and at least one shredded body lay nearby along with an array of military hardware that had been discarded and forgotten. They were positioned near the entrance of the store, and several Jersey barriers were set up next to them. They looked exactly like the concrete barriers used in highway construction. 



There was a large group of infected milling about the parking lot, looking into abandoned cars and clutching shopping carts. For the most part, they had not noticed the minivan yet. Jeff looked closer and spotted even more squirming bodies behind the shattered front window of the store. There were several bright placards torn and dangling from the broken glass, announcing specials on ground chuck and gallons of milk.

 “It doesn’t look like Gallatin did any better than Milfield,” he said with a dismissive grunt as he pulled into the intersection. 



There was a clear path on the road, and Jeff knew the National Guard must have created it so traffic would continue to flow despite every citizen’s impulse to turn the thoroughfare into a giant parking lot. It was tricky navigating past the dead cars and military vehicles, and he was forced to pull into the grass on the side of the road to get around several clusters of more overturned and smashed Humvees. 



Blood-soaked signs with hastily scrawled messages were tacked to several telephone poles. They all read the same: “Civilian vehicles must go north or south! Please do not abandon your vehicle on Route 28: it will be removed from the roadway. Personal items are subject to inspection and confiscation. NO civilians are allowed to carry firearms or explosives beyond this point. Violators will be shot!”


It appeared as if several makeshift checkpoints had been set up and then smashed and trampled. As Jeff and Megan looked out at the wasteland around them, they fought back nausea at seeing the remains of countless dead soldiers and civilians. They were impossible to miss, because they were everywhere. Thick clouds of circling flies blackened the air above the corpses. 



Not only was there a wide array of severed body parts spread across the pavement and grass, there was a slew of weapons as well. Jeff saw rifles, sidearms, grenade launchers, and even a few flamethrowers. Scorch marks on the roadway and vehicles hinted at a massive battle that must have taken place in the area. Night vision goggles, shattered and useless, were also strewn about. 



Thousands of spent cartridges surrounded several heavy machine gun emplacements. They had been spit out at a tremendously high rate of speed and bounced off concrete barriers that had been set up in a feeble attempt to block the advance of what must have been a horde of the infected. They could hear the sound of countless hollow metal shells being crushed beneath the van’s tires as they rolled on. All the weapons, the belt-fed machine guns and the fifty-caliber M-2s, along with the grenade launchers, M16s and M4s, had fallen to the ground. Tripods and other mounting devices were smashed and broken. Jeff wondered how many useable weapons were still in the area, and he felt the itch of desire to stop and snatch something up once again. The temptation passed as he saw a group of rotters congregating nearby. They were stumbling around clusters of military equipment, and he spied several shadows moving on both sides of the road, back near the buildings and behind them. 



Without warning, several ghouls popped up in front of them, jack-in-the-box fashion. It was almost as if they had magically appeared in front of the van, banging, moaning, and trying to climb on the hood as Jeff hit the brakes. Megan burst out with a high-pitched squeal, and Jeff shouted “Jesus Christ!” as the monsters slavered and slouched toward them.


Megan shoved herself backwards in her seat, her hands pressed against the dash. “Go around. Go around. GO AROUND!” she repeated as she pulled her legs up underneath her chin.

 “SHUT UP AND LET ME THINK!” Jeff screamed.


Megan chirped one last time and then fell silent, turning her full concentration toward scrunching into the tightest ball possible. Jeff gripped the steering wheel, looking frantically out at the front of the van. For the moment, the five or so stiffened figures pounding on the hood were their only immediate threat. More were coming from all directions, but were farther back. 



Two of the five wore flak vests with the digital patterned camouflage that had become the standard with the military over the past few years. Another was in a MOPP, or chem suit, that had been ripped open, exposing a shattered ribcage. The mask had also been torn off and dangled freely from its neck. The monster’s exposed face was free of flesh and gave Jeff a skeletal grin. The other two appeared to be civilians. None was in great shape, their clothing shredded and their flesh cracked and burnt from endless days exposed to the summer sun. But even in their present condition, Jeff knew they could make some serious dents in the van if he allowed them to keep whaling on it.


There was no room to turn around. Not much possibility of driving past them either. More were coming and closing rapidly. He flipped the van in reverse and hit the gas.


Megan popped her head up from behind her knees, and her eyes went wide as she felt the van moving backwards. 


 “Wha-what are you doing?” The panic in her voice rose as she repeated the question. “NO NO NO! We can’t go back!” She reached for the wheel, and Jeff swatted her hand away with a stinging slap. She pulled back and held her hand close to her chest as she gave him a horrified look, pain and terror battling for supremacy on her face.

 “I’m just giving us some room to maneuver,” he said as he fought to keep the wheel straight. The loud thump startled them both, and the bounce, like they had hit a large speed bump, sent the minivan careening out of control. Jeff’s head slammed into the headrest as they came to a stop against one of the Humvees that lined the street. He quickly recovered and looked out the back window of the Odyssey.


The rear window was splattered with a trail of something dark and viscous. It dripped from the point of impact, where a piece of something still quivered like a blob of coagulated chocolate pudding. After a couple seconds, it left a snail trail as it slid to the ground. Jeff thought he had seen a tooth in it. He flipped the car into drive and heard moaning coming from below the vehicle.

 “I guess you didn’t finish it off.” The sudden jolt of hitting the Humvee had allowed Megan to regain some of her senses. Her arms were crossed as she chided Jeff. 



He smiled and began to accelerate. “Got it covered.” The next thump had a more sickly sound to it as they ran over the body again. Megan shivered involuntarily as a wet, greasy popping noise completed the effect. The revulsion was short-lived as she focused on the group in front of them. They were closing on the minivan.

 “Brace yourself.” 



Megan gripped the edge of the dashboard with both hands as Jeff floored it, heading straight toward the wall of flesh in front of them. The impact was surprisingly quiet. The rotters were spread out, and Jeff managed to avoid one, nick two, and only plow head-on into the final three. One was so ripe and bloated that it exploded like a balloon, spreading its insides over the front of the vehicle. 



Megan's eyes bugged out as she watched the ghastly pseudo-human disintegrate. The head must have been mush to begin with, because it did not sound or look like any bones shattered on impact. It was a piñata with eyes. But instead of candy, it was filled with a brackish jelly that ran in thick ropes down the window.


Megan tried to bend over, to get some blood to her head. She felt dizzy and nauseated. Her seatbelt locked, forcing her to stay upright. Acid splashed up from her stomach and caught in her throat as bits of the chips she had eaten that morning revisited her mouth. 



Jeff nailed another stiff dead-on, and its head thumped hard against the hood before it was sucked under the vehicle. The last one, the one closest to him, was the tallest of the trio, and the point of impact was at its midsection instead of its chest. Its legs connected with the bumper and were crushed on impact, though it seemed unconcerned as its right arm landed next to the side view mirror. It latched onto it and pulled itself onto the windshield directly in front of Jeff. Its other arm clawed at the window.


It glared woefully at the driver. One of its eyelids was gone, along with a good chunk of the bushy brow above it. The lower lip was in tatters, now just a ribbon of flesh that had gone green with some sort of bacterial growth. The ghoul pressed the ragged flap of skin onto the window’s surface and formed a ring on the glass. Jeff watched, hypnotized, as its shattered, yellow teeth drew little lines on the windshield when lips opened and closed. A blackened tongue darted between them, depositing soupy globs of saliva on the glass. 



Jeff’s skin rose up in almost painful goose bumps as if the tongue were licking and caressing him instead of the window. He resisted the urge to flip on the windshield wipers and spray the freak with wiper fluid. 



Fortunately, the ghoulish man was weak and began to slide down the hood almost immediately. Its mouth remained attached to the glass like some sort of leech, leaving a slug trail of bile behind it, until the body fell and slipped under the front wheel, where the last of its life force was squished out of its mangled entrails.


Jeff hit the gas and weaved between more bodies and other obstacles as they moved down the road. Megan was still holding onto the dashboard as she stared at the floor, gulping down the recirculated air that held only a taint of corruption from outside.

 “That was fun,” she mumbled under her breath, her head still firmly planted between her outstretched arms. 



They were coming to another intersection. The military vehicles had begun to thin out, and there was none up ahead. The road was actually clear for a small stretch. There were two gas stations situated across from one another, both with fast food joints connected to them. One was a McDonald’s, the other a popular local chili joint. Megan’s stomach growled, and she gagged. Her hand slammed over her mouth as she fought the urge to vomit once again.


Jeff reached out but retracted his hand before he could rub her back in comfort. He wasn’t sure how Megan would react to his touch, and he watched helplessly as she fought to keep the small amount of food she had eaten down. He relaxed slightly as she seemed to gain control, though she was still breathing hard and staring at the floor.


Jeff looked back outside and studied the area into which they were moving. Paying little attention to the buildings, he instead focused on the strands of concertina wire that ran from the front edge of one of the gas stations to the other across the road. A few Jersey barriers ran the gap, and wire was pinned to each, running for several feet between each concrete roadblock. It ran the entire width of the road and into the parking lots. Some of the wire had fallen, either cut or smashed. The gaps created were big enough to drive a car through. In other places, it still held, and several of the infected had cut themselves to ribbons trying to get through it. Various spots ran red with blood, and chunks of flesh hung like streamers from the razor wire. As the minivan got closer, the engine seemed to agitate the ghouls near the wall, and they began to move as one toward the vehicle. Several shambled through the open gaps while others got tangled in the wire. They fought against it, ignorant of their predicament as they continued to get more tangled. Jeff had to look away as the razor wire cut deeply into their flesh. The rest of his view was equally unpleasant, as he saw more dead bodies scattered throughout the area. Some were sprawled on the ground, while others dangled over the concrete barriers. 


 “Which way are we going?” Megan mumbled in a faint voice. 



Jeff pressed harder on the gas. Steering the wheel to the right, he turned onto Gallatin Road, the town’s main street.

 “The local schools are down this way. That’s probably where any emergency shelters were set up,” he said as he looked over at his passenger. Some normal color had returned to her face, and she no longer looked like she was going to barf on the floorboards. “I figured we should check them out.”


Megan nodded and looked out the window. The houses on both sides of the street showed signs of severe damage. That captured her attention more than the abundance of infected roaming the area. She furrowed her brow and looked from house to house. Back in Milfield, the damage had been random, chaotic. Not so in Gallatin. Every home here was in bad shape.


Clots of stiff-legged figures spilled from doors and windows to take random swipes at them. Jeff almost laughed as one of the figures toppled over on a driveway from its efforts to grab them even though it was nowhere near close enough. 



Megan looked away from the houses and their occupants and stared at the street. There was plenty of shattered glass and blood splashed on … everything. Bones were strewn and piled everywhere, and the cars that lined the road looked as bad as the houses.

 “I think … I think maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”


Jeff didn’t hear Megan’s hesitant words as he focused on the road and kept them moving at a slow and steady pace. Megan twisted around in her seat for a better view of the infected following them. There was no consistency to their movement, no efficiency. Still, there was symmetry to it. All eyes were locked on the van like it was a homing beacon. Their arms were elevated as they reached out toward their prize. She was amazed at how quickly they fell into a line behind the van. More came from the sides of the road as the vehicle passed, crawling over one another, desperate to get close. As they continued to roll down the road, the crowd behind grew larger. 



Jeff pressed the gas a bit harder, and the crowd fell back. The van rolled over a small hill, and the squalid mass dipped out of sight, though there were still more joining it as they drove on. 



The road ahead was fairly clear for as far as they could see. It was straight, but the gradual slope made it impossible to see more than a few hundred feet ahead. Jeff guessed that if it were true that the Gallatin high school and middle schools were set up as emergency shelters, the National Guard had kept the road clear of civilian vehicles. The machine gun positions in the front yards of several houses and detour signs on the side streets they passed seemed to confirm his theory. 


 “Almost there.” 



When Jeff looked over at Megan, he saw terror etched on her face. His grin of confidence went slack, and he slowed down. 


 “Megan? What is it?”


She did not respond immediately. Instead, she kept looking ahead, toward the schools. A water tower stood nearby, its rusted struts climbing skyward, the fat metal belly painted with wording letting them know they were in Clermont County. Beyond it she could see the outlines of several large brick buildings on both sides of the road. 



A church was to the left, partially blocking the view of another, larger building behind it. The only real indication that it was a house of worship and not a large home, at least from Megan’s angle, was the steeple that shot like an arrow straight to heaven. Several ground-floor windows were boarded up, but otherwise it looked to be in good shape. Some windows were shattered, but the boards were still in place behind them.


Past the church were several squat buildings that were obviously schools. Plain and drab with large windows that peered into classrooms, they fit the mold of most modern educational facilities. Squared off and bland, two elementary schools and a junior high shared the same parking lot.


On the other side of the road, past the chain link fence surrounding the water tower, was the high school. It was larger than the other schools and looked more modern. A small parking lot was wedged between the tower and the school, and a much bigger one ran around the back of the building all the way to the far side. The high school was closer to them than the church but stretched far down the road so that it was also across from the elementary schools.


Megan was surprised to see how far the entire campus went. She could not see anywhere near the edge of the property lines of the schools; they were simply too far away. On both the road and the wide expanse of grass in front of the high school were more abandoned military vehicles and gun emplacements. There was plenty of room to maneuver and allow the van to glide by the remnants of the equipment that had been abandoned there. 



It was quiet. Megan squinted as she looked around. There were no bodies slumped over as there had been up the street, and none up and walking around. She could see no movement in the shadows. 



They would be past the water tower soon.


The serenity of the scene did nothing to change the look of raw fear on Megan’s face.

 “Jeff, just keep driving. I don’t want to stop here. I don’t think it’s a good idea.” Her words were steady and concise, but Jeff could hear the panic beneath them. When she grabbed his arm and he looked at her, he knew she was struggling to remain calm.


He stared into her eyes and was amazed at how deeply blue they were. He knew it was a strange time to notice, but they stood out prominently against the dark circles underneath them and Megan’s olive skin tone. They were luminescent, shining like beacons in an otherwise hollowed-out and ravaged visage. 



Her look of desperation passed, and so did Jeff’s feeble attempt at a smile. Suddenly he felt incredibly uncomfortable as those blazing blue eyes locked onto his and her fingers dug into his skin. 



Jeff swung his head around and looked at the scene in front of them. Everything seemed quiet. The buildings looked normal, though the heavy artillery in the street was out of place. 



There was a sign on the right side of the road with a bright red arrow on it, pointing at the high school. There was some sort of text below the arrow, but Jeff could not make it out. After his quick survey of the area, he turned back to Megan.

 “I don’t see what’s got you all worked up. I mean …” He waved his hand in front of him. “Look around us. There’s no one here. At least none of those things.”

 “JEFF! We can’t stop here. Please, just keep driving. I think we’ll be in big trouble if we stop. I don’t know why, it’s just …” Megan’s voice got louder as she kept speaking, and there a hysterical edge to it. 


 “Now hold on!” Jeff shook off her death grip on his arm. “Just chill out!”

 “No. No. NO. NO!” Each negation was punctuated by a violent shake of her head.


Suddenly, they were yelling at each other. Megan’s voice reached a frenzied pitch as Jeff allowed the van to coast forward. She tried sliding her foot onto the gas, but he blocked it and applied gentle pressure to the brake. 



As she continued to bark and plead in his ear, Jeff looked out at the sign in front of the high school. He just wanted to read it and kept repeating that desire to Megan, but she was ignoring everything he said.


Megan suddenly stopped screaming and took a deep breath as she tried to compose herself. “Jeff, listen to me. Please.” Her volume had decreased dramatically. Jeff was still seething, still angry at her outburst, but waited to hear what she had to say as he stared at the sign. 


 “GALLATIN EMERGENCY SHELTER. ALL FAMILIES AND INDIVIDUALS REPORT TO THE GYM FOR REGISTRATION.


One suitcase per family, clothes only. No pets! All food and water will be provided. All food and water brought on the premises will be confiscated. NO FIREARMS! Please have valid state or federal ID available for inspection. Thank you for your cooperation.”


A large arrow ran the length of the sign and pointed toward an entrance to the high school they couldn’t see from their position. The faculty parking lot was visible to their right, crammed with an assortment of cars. A few had slammed into the rest, and their doors were wide open. They had been abandoned in a hurry. The student parking lot was on the far side of the building, where the main doors probably were. The much larger lot was even more clogged than the faculty lot. A few Humvees were mixed in with the cars, strategically placed at the entrances to funnel traffic. 


 “There’s nobody here, Jeff. No one.” Megan began. “No one normal, at least. I think we should just go.” Her words were calm but intense. “I think we should head down the road and not look back. Please Jeff, just leave now. God, I know this is going to get bad, I just know it … Please …” 



She was becoming hysterical again, but Jeff paid no attention as she continued to ramble. Instead, he squinted toward the glass doors of the high school. His eyes tried to focus at the shadowy darkness beyond them. He swore he could see movement.

 “I think …” Jeff said, his voice distant. 



Megan suddenly stopped speaking. “What?” she asked, her eyes glued to him. She had not heard his quiet words.


He shook his head in anger. “Son of a bitch,” he mumbled under his breath. “I think you’re right,” he sighed and nodded toward the doors of the school. 



As Megan swiveled her head, she saw that the doors to the high school had already been pushed open by the mass of infected bodies spilling out onto the lawn. She watched in stunned silence as more and more of them tumbled through the doors in a mad rush to get to the van. 


 “Fuck!”


Megan jumped as Jeff cursed. He was looking at the other side of the street. More ghouls were pouring out of each of the other school buildings. They were a flood, smashing through the doors and windows as they came.


Jeff slammed his foot on the gas, and the van shot forward. As they flew by the ongoing mess, he laughed nervously. “Jesus H. Christ! How many people lived in Gallatin? Fuck me!” He spoke with a nervous enthusiasm and a hint of stunned awe. “There are way too many people here.”


His eyes never left the growing crowds that were about to merge on the street behind them. He gunned the engine to sixty. It amazed him that bodies were still pouring out the schools.

 “Jeff … JEFF! Look out!” Megan screamed in his ear. He swung his head back around and swallowed hard as he slammed on the brakes.


The military had not only built a wall back up the road, they had built one here as well, at the edge of the school campus. Neither Jeff nor Megan had seen it when they had stopped and were too busy gawking at the crowds behind them to notice until they were almost on top of it. This wall was different than the other one. There were no concrete barriers or razor wire this time, just a row of trucks stretching across the road and into the grass on both sides. 



The anti-lock brakes on the van kicked in, and they ground to a halt short of the wall. Jeff quickly turned the vehicle around to face the oncoming horde.


Megan looked behind them at the assortment of big rigs and military troop transports that had been cobbled together to form the barricade. As she looked closer, she saw wire peeking out from the various openings and nooks that might allow someone to sneak through. She quickly realized that much of it had already been pushed out of the way, and there was movement on the other side of the vehicles. As she looked closer, several hands peeked through, grabbing for purchase as they pulled and scratched their way over and under the mechanical fortification.

 “We’re going to have company behind us pretty quick.”


Jeff ignored the comment as he focused on what was in front of them: the schools, the jammed parking lots, and wooded areas beyond. The van was no four-by-four and would not make it off road. Heading back the way they had come was becoming less of an option every second. A line of infected was strung from one side of the road to the other, three deep at the weakest points and thicker in most places. There were a few gaps, but nothing they could plow through.


There were hundreds of them, and more were coming. They crept over and around the trucks behind them, and the buildings ahead kept dispensing an endless supply of corpses. The infected were everywhere.


Gritting his teeth, Jeff turned to Megan. She was afraid but looked composed, surprisingly enough. Her semi-calm state helped him stay cool as he spoke. 


 “I think we have one chance. It’s not a good one, but ...” 



Megan nodded, ready for him to get on with it. She looked at the slowly advancing army and reached for her revolver. Gripping it tightly, she stared ahead. 



Looking out into the crowd of rabid faces, Megan locked onto one. It stood out as different in the sea of gray, green, and black rot that covered most of them. It had been an adult, probably a man, although most of its hair had been ripped away—along with its scalp—and gave no hint as to its gender. Its clothing, a shredded t-shirt and what were probably blue jeans that had been split up the seams, also gave no clues. There were no breasts, but the stomach was swollen, filled with corrupt fluid and undigested meat. What stood out about this one, what had made her zero in on it, was the face. It was purple. It was not bloated, and the damage was minimal. Both eyes remained, set deep within a sea of violet flesh that drooped but still retained the shape of a human visage. They were pig eyes. The purple wasn’t just old dead veins showing through the skin filled with drying blood; it was as if the ghoul had been dipped in dye. Megan hadn’t seen a stiff quite that hue before. She gripped the gun tighter as she realized that it was staring back at her.


Jeff floored the minivan and turned the wheel sharply to the right, heading for the wide parking lot that the junior high and elementary schools shared. Between the two buildings was a massive glut of ghouls, and behind them, a small road running between the buildings. He swiftly dismissed the idea of trying to get past the crowd and down the road when he saw a logjam of more vehicles there that would prevent their escape.

 “Hang on; this might get a little rough.” 



Megan braced herself as the van dipped down and rose back up as they traversed the shallow ditch at the edge of the parking lot. She shifted the revolver to her left hand and gripped the handle above her door. They avoided the paved entrance to the lot, which was crowded with bodies. The van went airborne for a split second and landed roughly on the pavement. 



Megan closed her eyes and cringed as several bodies bounced off the bumper. As the fat rear end of the Odyssey swung sideways, she heard more bodies being knocked over behind them. Jeff floored it again, spinning the wheel frantically left and right, trying to avoid the larger pockets of rotters. He moved in close to the junior high and, at the last moment, turned sharply to the left, weaving around like he was on an obstacle course. More and more thuds were heard as the infected bounced off the van in rapid succession.


Jeff gripped the wheel like he was strangling it, refusing to let it direct him, which it seemed desperate to do as the front wheels hit more and more bodies and were forced to turn in directions other than that in which he wanted to go. His foot hit the gas and brake in rapid succession as he slalomed around the human pylons he was trying to avoid.


They worked their way across the parking lot toward the church, and Jeff set his sights on the road. They had to try to return the way they had come. It was the only reasonably clear path remaining. The crowd heaved and quivered like a single entity and refused to grant the leeway they needed.


Jeff hit the brakes. A moving fortification of bodies was closing in from the front and sides. He looked in the rearview mirror, hoping he could throw the minivan in reverse. Seeing it was even worse behind them, he knew going forward was their only option. The bodies were several deep up front, but the driver knew if he could gun the engine and build up some speed, the van might be able to break through. 



That’s when he saw the others: the crowd that had been following the van from the intersection, the ones they had left behind not so long ago. The newcomers were getting closer and blending in with the infected from the schools, creating an impenetrable wall of rotten meat in front of them.


A whimper escaped Jeff’s throat. He had forgotten all about them. The horrid parade of infected streamed down the road, swelling the ranks of the horde. In no time, they would overwhelm the van and crush it with their sheer volume. There was no place left to go.

 “I’m so sorry.” 



Jeff couldn’t look at Megan as he spoke. A cacophony of moans surrounded them, rising in pitch and increasing in volume by the millisecond. The ghouls would be on top of the van in moments. 


 “I am so sorry Megan … so, so, sorry.”


He felt her finger sliding under his chin, raising it up. Jeff tried to avert his eyes, but Megan moved his face toward hers. He felt her lips, cool and dry, on his cheek.


He opened his red-tinged eyes. They were bloodshot, tired, and sunken. He had nothing left to offer, but Megan was smiling at him. She looked calm, almost serene. 



Even as she touched his face with her hands, she retained her grip on the gun. She shook her head to quiet Jeff. “This isn’t your fault. None of it is.” She touched his forehead with hers, and they huddled together, the gun cold and rigid against Jeff’s cheek, a contradiction to the warm and human touch of Megan’s hands. They looked at one another and realized that there was nothing left to say. All that mattered was that they were together. 



The pounding on the van began, and the vehicle rocked beneath the blows. The moans were overwhelming. The two survivors embraced one last time, Jeff nodding when Megan slipped the gun down between them. She held it and waited. 



More ghouls swarmed the minivan, climbing over one another in a desperate attempt to reach the warm, living flesh that called to them.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 18

 



Jeff heard the pistol cock, but only because it was so close to his ear. They had wrapped their arms around each other as the fists began to rain down. The minivan shook gently at first, as the moans intermingled with the wet slapping of rotten flesh against glass and metal. The vehicle held up to the muffled thuds initially, the infected unable to force their way inside as they rammed their bodies against every square inch of exterior space. But as more crowded and pressed against one another, they were starting to have an impact. 



The moans erupting from two thousand corrupted throats began to overwhelm the constant and thunderous hammering of fists. The moaning rose in pitch and seemed to unify into an unholy sound as if it came from a single creature crying out in rage.


As Jeff waited, listening carefully, he became puzzled. The final moment he had been dreading was not happening. The glass was not shattering, and the doors were not being ripped open. After a few seconds, he thought he could detect a decrease in the number of fists pounding on the exterior of the van. Fighting a nearly paralyzing fear, he opened his eyes.


Loosening his grip around Megan, Jeff gently pushed her back toward her seat. Bewildered, she opened her eyes and mumbled “What?” in a timid, childlike voice.


Jeff stared out the window, baffled by what he saw. Many of the creatures remained nearby, smashing their bodies against the quarter panels, but those at the edge of the crowd were drifting away. Jeff, then Megan, watched as more of the mob peeled off, especially out front. The sounds emanating from outside were jagged, not in harmony as they had been moments before. Confusion rippled through the crowd.


Jeff sat rigid in his seat, trying to puzzle out what was happening. A path was gradually clearing in front of the van. Not enough to allow him to drive away, but more and more of the foul creatures were wandering off.

 “What are they doing?”

 “I have no idea.” 



He searched the crowd. It was hard to see much of anything that would give him an idea what was going on. He puzzled over the possibilities. What could be more important to the cannibalistic infected than a couple of fresh bodies, probably the only two within miles?


His mind raced with possibilities. Leaning forward, Jeff squinted as he tried to peer through the gaps forming in the crowd. Following the path of stiffs that had turned away from the minivan, he could see they were all moving in the same direction. It was a straight line going past the high school. He strained his eyes and cursed silently. His eyes darted back and forth, trying to find a better angle. Then he stopped, frozen, and saw what was drawing the infected’s attention. 


 “Oh my God ...” 


 “What? What is it?” Megan tried to follow his line of sight, but it was hard for her to pick out anything even as he pointed at the water tower. There was a sudden intake of breath as Megan finally spied what he was looking at.


At the water tower was the source of the crowd’s interest: a man had climbed the fence and was sitting on top of it, his feet dangling on both sides. He was waving his arms and whooping at the ghouls, luring them away from the van.

 “There. Holy Jesus, what the hell is he doing?” Jeff said, his voice coming out in a confused croak.


The man hanging on top of the fence was yelling like a maniac at the plague victims moving slowly toward him. 


 “He’s trying to save us.” There was wonder in Megan’s voice. She looked over at Jeff, her eyes alight with hope, and saw the stunned expression on his face. 


 “Jeff? JEFF!” Megan shouted as he continued to stare at the madman on the fence. 



Finally, he blinked and looked at her.

 “What’re we going to do?” she pleaded. 



Jeff looked back at the man who was currently swinging a leg over the chain link fence so he could drop into the enclosure. Once inside, he would be trapped. There was no ladder leading up to the top of the water tower. The fence looked rusty and probably wouldn’t hold up under much pressure. The infected were too clumsy to climb, but it would still collapse under their weight within minutes.


The man dropped down inside the small corral as the first of the creatures got close enough to grab for him. He was lost from their sight as more of the rotters crowded the fence, blocking the view.

 “Jeff?” Megan didn’t shout this time, but she was demanding an answer. 



He didn’t have time to respond before something came crashing down in front of them and clobbered two of the pus bags near the van. They were knocked sprawling, one tumbling into the other as something compact slammed into its skull. 



Before Jeff could figure out where the missile had come from, something else slammed into the back of a one-armed man dressed in a tattered business suit. Jeff’s gaze followed the object as it went spinning down to the pavement in the church parking lot. It was a book. 



A wide circle of infected surrounding the area where the book had landed turned as one and stared up at the second floor of the church. 



Megan noticed the attack as well and watched in silence as more books flew from one of the windows of the church and crashed into the group that had suddenly lost all interest in the van as well as the man at the water tower.


As they both peered at the window, an arm popped out. Another man, waving and screaming in the same suicidal fashion as the one at the tower, was climbing out onto the roof of the church. He was African American, and as Jeff looked closer, he realized he was just a kid. He was too thin and gangly to be an adult. 



The crowd had splintered entirely, with a large portion starting to assault the church. 


 “How many of these people are there?” Megan asked. Her tone was awestruck but laced with excitement.

 “I have no idea, but they’re fucking nuts.” Jeff couldn’t keep the admiration out of his voice. 


 “We have to help them,” Megan said, distracted, as she watched the kid on the roof send more of the books piled in his arms sailing into the crowd. He flipped the ghouls off and laughed as he sent another tome smashing into a police officer’s chest. 



Megan turned to Jeff and tugged at his shirt sleeve. 



She waited until he could tear his eyes away from the boy on the roof before speaking. “I don’t have any clue who they are or why they chose to risk their lives for us, but we can’t leave them here to die.” She shook her head for emphasis. “We just can’t!”

 “I know, I know.” Jeff nodded and smiled gravely. As he gave another quick glance out the windshield at the situation unfolding in front of them, his expression began to change. Megan could see the determined look on his face. There were still a few fiends bashing away at the van, but that was just background noise. Most had wandered off to deal with the man at the water tower or the boy taunting them.

 “I have an idea.”

 


 




 


 



Chapter 19

 



The van was doing about forty when it plowed through the fence and smashed into five ghouls attached to it. The man standing behind the chain link dove out of the way as the fence collapsed and wrapped around the front of the van. The infected were pinned to the grill, prisoners of the rusty metal pressing against their bodies. The bar running along the top of the fence popped up and collapsed on the Odyssey. As the van skidded to a halt under the water tower, the five hitchhikers on the hood collapsed to the ground in a tangle.


The newly discovered survivor was already getting back to his feet when Jeff rolled down his window. 


 “Get in!” 



The cargo door began its gradual process of opening. Megan stood ready behind it with the .357 in hand and saw that the man looked a little dazed and scratched from his dive to the pavement, but otherwise fine.


The crowd of infected seemed slightly off their game from the fierce assault, but were already starting to discover the giant, gaping hole in the fence. Megan waved her furiously at the man as he stumbled and then dove headlong through the doorway, collapsing to the floor. 


 “Go! Go! Go!” She yelled as the door began to shut. There were several heavy thuds as Jeff flipped the van in reverse and hit the gas. Their new passenger grabbed hold of the back of a seat and slid his hand up to the arm rest, wrapping his fingers around it tightly as they continued to fly backwards onto the street. 



They skidded to a halt in the middle of the road. Jeff gave a quick look back at the man who had risked his life for him and Megan. He had gotten to his knees and was trying to slide into one of the chairs. Tall and muscular, he looked middle aged. His blond hair was going gray at the temples, and there were careworn lines on his face. 


 “Sorry about that. I didn’t know how else to get to you.” 



The newcomer looked up at Jeff as he plopped into the chair and then looked over at Megan, who tried to give him a reassuring smile. He made an attempt at returning it but looked out of breath. 


 “How many of you are over at that church? Is there anyone besides the kid on the roof?” The blond man raised his hand to hold off more questions until he was able to take a deep breath. 


 “Just the boy,” he replied. The words were shaky but spoken in a rich baritone. 


 “Okay.” Jeff nodded and turned back to the wheel. “I hope he sees us coming.” The new passenger reached forward and gripped the handle on the back of Jeff’s chair tightly. 



The van took off like a shot. After doing a one-eighty, sending any bodies that got in the way flying in every direction, they sped toward the church parking lot.


Jeff avoided a large group of infected but bumped several more singles as they sped across the road. The windshield had several hairline cracks in it but had survived the assault on the fence. Pulling into the driveway, he glanced up toward the group of windows from which he had seen the books being flung. The kid was still there, waving frantically at them.

 “I hope he figures out what we’re doing,” Jeff said through gritted teeth.


He drove close to the building, turning the wheel and maneuvering so they were right next to the wall, just below the windows. The roof was flat, so the boy could safely run right over to the van. Jeff adjusted the vehicle until it was flush with the wall. His own door was too close to the building to open, so he jumped from his seat and grabbed his gore-stained bat. 



His two passengers watched as Jeff moved to the side door and glanced out the window. He reached for the handle. 


 “Excuse me,” he said, and the other man, stunned, got out of his way. The door slid open, and Jeff gripped the bloody weapon in both hands. “Shut the door behind me please.”


Megan watched Jeff jump out as several infected closed on him. She could not swear to it but thought she heard him say “Batter up!” as his feet touched the ground. As stunned as the man they had just saved looked, he reached for the handle to shut the heavy automatic door as requested.


Megan glanced over at him. He cut an impressive figure. She estimated that he would stand a couple of inches over six feet. The fit, athletic passenger stood out as a stark contrast to her emaciated frame. 



The confusion on his face looked comical to her. Megan gave him a sympathetic smile. 


 “Don’t worry,” she said. “He does this all the time.” 



They both turned to watch as the wild-haired crazy man outside the van took aim and sent an infected soldier sailing off to the side, a spray of pus erupting from where the bat made contact with his head. 



Jeff yelled, whooping it up as he got into a groove. He twisted around and sent another dark shape stumbling back as he drove the top of the bat through its jaw. He could feel the adrenaline kicking in after being paralyzed with fear just minutes before.


He yelled, “Hey kid! Jump down. Come on, move it!” Jeff didn’t look back as his bat connected with another soldier’s arm, shattering its humerus. He kicked at the chest of a store clerk hissing and drooling at him, sending it toppling to the pavement. 


 “Move it, kid! Haul ass!” 



Ramming the aluminum bat into the mouth of another rotter, Jeff forced the creature backwards into the next one coming for him. They tumbled over like bowling pins as he backed up toward the van. The survivors were running out of time.


The thud startled him, but when he glanced back, he felt relief. There was a grunt, and the sound of sneakers hitting asphalt as the young boy landed by the van door, anxiously waiting to get inside. 


 “Glad you could make it.” 



Jeff smiled at the gangly African American kid. He was thin, lanky, and tall for his age. The kid didn’t return the smile but turned toward the van as the door opened. The older man grabbed him, yanking him inside. Jeff surveyed the area: another body closing in but still a few feet away. He backed up quickly, dismissing the idea of getting in one last hit, and followed the boy. As soon as he got in, Megan, who had moved to the driver’s seat, pressed a button next to the steering wheel, and the automatic door began to shut. 


 “Let’s go!” 



Even before the words had left Jeff’s mouth, Megan had them speeding away as a thick knot of fiends closed in. They moved in reverse as she steered them away from the church until they were facing the street. She flipped gears and floored it.

 “Yeahhhh!” Jeff yelled as he moved to the passenger seat up front. “I can’t believe we made it!” He took several breaths as Megan and the other man began to laugh. At first it was nervous, but then the floodgates opened and they were all clapping and cheering as they flew down the road. Even the stoic-looking boy cracked a grin. 



There were handshakes and hugs all around as introductions were made. Megan was patted on the back as she headed up the road and beamed smiles at Jeff and their new friends. 



The man’s name was George. The boy was Jason. They had been stuck in the Gallatin United Methodist Church since fleeing the high school across the street several weeks back, when a huge mob of the infected swept through and wiped out the National Guard contingent assigned to protect the refugees. They had been hiding out ever since, living on a diet of juice boxes, crackers, and candy bars that had been stored for the church preschool. 


 “You’re the first people we’ve seen since …” George’s eyes grew moist as he looked back at the mob slowly following them. He couldn’t continue, and no one spoke. Jeff and Megan could only imagine the nightmare George and Jason had faced when the shelter had fallen and everyone they knew had succumbed to the virus. 



After a couple of minutes, they returned to the intersection with the concertina wire and Jersey barriers stretched across the road. Megan brought the van to an idle, and everyone tried smiling nervously at one another, still unsure of what they should be talking about now that they had escaped the horde. 



They looked out over the intersection. Most of the infected were behind them, and it looked clear except for a few stragglers who struggled to move their shattered bodies close to the van but posed no immediate threat.


Megan turned to face the others. “Well?” When they were all looking at her, she continued. “We’re free of that mess, thanks to George and Jason,” she nodded at them, and Jeff leaned back to give them both a hearty slap on the back. Everyone smiled again. 


 “So where to now?”


The smiles quickly faded as they all looked back outside. The euphoria of their victory was already dissipating as George and Jason started to realize what had become of the world while they had hidden in the darkened church over the past month.


After a few seconds passed with no suggestions from the newcomers, Jeff piped up. “I’m not sure about you guys, but I vote we stick to the plan Megan and I had. We head out to the country and see if we can find someplace to hole up in and fortify.” When his suggestion didn’t meet with immediate nods of agreement, he added, “There’ll probably be a lot fewer of those things out there.”


Jason turned away, his expression icy as he stared out at the road. Jeff wasn’t sure why the boy seemed upset, but he knew there was always a reason for a kid his age to be moody. That was true even when the world was doing just fine. With the way it was now, Jason had plenty to be pissed about.

 “I need to get to my family. They’re up north, near Wildwood.” 



Everyone was suddenly looking at George. Even Jason cocked his head to the side, a confused look on his face. Apparently what George had said was as much a news blast to him as it was to Jeff and Megan. 


 “They’re hiding out in our house,” George explained. “They barricaded themselves inside when everything started going to hell in a handbasket. I was stuck in Gallatin on business and got dragged out of my hotel room and then thrown into that damn high school gymnasium.” His eyes glinted with desperation. “I have to get to them.” 



When sympathetic looks began to appear on everyone’s faces, George grew frustrated.

 “Look, I spoke to my wife and made sure she understood what to do. I told her how to barricade the house. She knew what was going on. I-”

 “When was the last time you spoke to her?” 



Jeff felt embarrassed for interrupting. His voice was gentle, but he could see that his question irritated George.

 “I know what you’re thinking. You know as well as I do I couldn’t have spoken to her in the last month. Cell phones crapped out weeks ago. All I know is that the last time we did talk, she was prepared to sit tight and wait for me, no matter how long it took.” His eyes moved back and forth from Jeff to Megan as his frustration grew. “She can take care of herself. You don’t know her! I KNOW they’re okay. I need to get back to them!”

 “Look, George, we’ve all lost family. It’s hard to accept, I know …” Megan’s voice was filled with empathy as she reached out to touch his hand.

 “LISTEN to me, God dammit! I am not screwing around or suffering from delusions! MY WIFE AND KIDS ARE AT HOME, AND I HAVE TO GET TO THEM RIGHT NOW!” 



Jeff’s stomach clenched as George shook with rage. His meaty hands were balled into fists, and the strong, athletic man looked like he was ready to tear someone’s head off.


Megan still had the van in drive and suddenly slammed the gearshift into park. She practically flew out of her seat at George, her jaw tight and her eyes glowing with fury. She was a tiny blur as she slid between the two captain’s chairs, and she was inches from his face before he could react. All Jeff and Jason could do was watch as the petite dagger that was her index finger stabbed at the big man.

 “No, George. YOU listen to ME!”


She was practically on top of him, looming over the man who was literally twice her size. 


 “I watched my husband die right in front of me.” Every word was punctuated by a poke of her tiny finger to George’s chest. “We’ve all lost people we love!” Rolling her eyes, she laughed bitterly. “Hell, we’ve all lost EVERYTHING!”


Jeff watched in amazement as George seemed at a loss as to how to deal with this miniscule whirlwind that had slammed on top of him like a ton of bricks. 


 “We’re all dealing with this shit, okay? I don’t know if your family is alive or dead, but I do know one thing.” She paused for effect. “I’m still alive, and so are you. All four of us are still alive!” 



Megan’s anger dissipated, and her entire demeanor changed. George looked stunned, as if someone had landed a solid right cross to his jaw. Megan slowly moved her hand toward his face. Her eyes had softened and seemed to be holding the big man hypnotized. He was too astonished to resist as her fingers gently touched his cheek. She moved her other hand up to his face as well. 



A single tear tried to force its way out between his lids, but George blinked it away. He shifted uncomfortably as Megan spoke again. 


 “George.” It was a whisper. The gentleness of it gave him pause. “You don’t know how much I hope your family is alive. How much I hope anyone is alive. We want to help you, but we need to help ourselves first. Please understand.”


He stared back at Megan, his face rigid as if carved from stone. Suddenly, it began to crumble. When he reached up to take her tiny hands into his own, tears rolled down his face. She stood in front of him, dwarfed by his bulk as she slid her spindly arms around his neck. She leaned in close, and George’s arms wrapped around her. He hugged her tightly, wracked with sobs that had no sound but shook his entire body. 



Jeff watched until he was sure things were under control and then slid into the driver’s seat. He snapped on his seatbelt and flipped the gearshift back into drive. 



When he felt like things had settled down enough, he decided to speak. “Okay, guys. For now, let’s just head east. We can talk about where we want to go after we get the heck away from this hellhole.” No one responded as he turned the van onto the road and through one of the gaps in the razor wire that had failed to keep the infected at bay. 



They were heading out into the country. Several of the ghouls that had gotten close while the van was stationary moaned and swiped at it as it drove away, angry at being cheated of their prey.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 20

 



As the quartet drove east, they saw fewer buildings, fewer houses, and more wide stretches of farmland. There was plenty of damage off in the distance; it looked like the area had been hit by a tidal wave. They only saw a few shadowy figures skulking around, but they weren’t fooled. Plenty of ghouls were still out there, hiding behind barns and in the shadows, waiting for the survivors to stop and step out of the minivan.


After a while, they were able to settle back and pretend everything was normal as the scenery rolled by. There were split-rail fences that ran great distances, and while there were few businesses, several large propane tank parks broke the monotony of the farmland. 



They passed a sign indicating that the speed limit was now fifty-five. Jeff smiled when he saw it. There was the occasional abandoned vehicle in the road but not much else to worry about. He could do a hundred and it probably wouldn’t cause any issues. Still, he kept the van at around thirty miles an hour. He was in no hurry to get to the next town and its heavy population just yet.

 “Hey! Look over there!” 



Megan and George whipped around, startled at Jason’s outburst. He was pointing at one of the fields on the side of the road. Jeff shifted in his seat and slowed the van slightly so he could see what had the kid so excited. 



There was another split-rail fence running alongside the road, unbroken, for at least a mile. A large building set back at least a hundred feet served as the backdrop. It was nearly as long as the fence, a huge barn made of sheet metal. It was too far away for anyone to tell if it had been attacked. Not that the building was drawing their attention. They were more interested in the horse grazing in the pasture in front of the barn. 



The brown swayback gently nuzzled the overgrown grass. It did not bother raising its head as they slowly passed. Instead, it continued to munch contentedly. There was nothing special about the beast. It was like any other horse they had seen before. Old and grizzled, its back dipped precariously toward the ground. All in all, it was nothing special. 



Except that it was still alive. 



They watched the animal with a sad intensity that would have seemed odd just a few weeks back. But that was before the plague had come. The four survivors could only guess at what the virus did to animals with which it came in contact. They had no idea if it simply killed them or caused the same sort of psychosis evident in infected human beings. Only one thing was certain: someone who turned into one of those monsters would attack any living creature it could get its hands on. Most domesticated animals hadn’t stood a chance against them.


Jeff turned back around as his three passengers continued to stare at the horse until it was out of sight. Jason smiled briefly, proud of his discovery, but his stony countenance returned as they went over a rise and the field faded from view.


A few minutes later, Jeff glanced at a sign telling him they were leaving Clermont County. They were out of the metropolitan area now, although there were still plenty of smaller population centers to contend with down the road. But Jeff knew if they could avoid backtracking or heading north, where George’s family and a thousand of others just like his were, they might live to see another day. 



Jeff was still thinking about where they should go when something caught his eye. 


 “There ya go!” 


 “What?” 



Megan had been relaxing when Jeff’s excited statement broke the silence. She jumped up and looked out the window, fearful of what she might see. After no boiling mass of stiff bodies appeared in front of the van, she let her heart rate slow a bit. Scanning the horizon, she saw no obvious dangers and pursed her lips, trying to figure out what had gotten Jeff so worked up.


There was a large field off to their left. It ran parallel to their route for about three quarters of a mile and stretched about the same distance back from the road. A dirt path led to two squat structures in the middle of the barren field that appeared as little more than tiny dots from where they sat.


Jeff stopped the minivan. “That’s the ticket, lady and gents.” He turned to face the others. “We can park our butts there for the night.”


George slid over and shared a window view with Jason. “It certainly looks abandoned.” He was already scanning the area for anything that might give them trouble. The flat field stretched away from the homestead on the three sides they could see, and it looked like the tree line behind the buildings was far back from it as well. They vantage would allow them to detect anything that tried to get close long before it became a viable threat.

 “Guys, I don’t know …” Megan hesitated.

 “Megan, we have to find a place to stay.” Jeff began. “I’m not all that interested in staying in the van tonight. I’d rather find a comfortable bed, or even a dirt floor, and just spread out and relax for a while. I’m sure George and Jason would agree-”

 “You’ve got my vote,” Jason piped up.


Jeff nodded and then looked at George. The blond man shrugged, seemingly indifferent to the idea. Jeff turned back to Megan. 


 “I’m all for it too, but I just think there might be a better place to stay than this.” Megan waved her hand at the shacks dismissively. “They don’t look like much.”

 “Well it’s not the Hilton, that’s for sure.” Jeff agreed. “But if we set up a watch, we can make sure none of those bastards sneak up on us. We can probably see for a couple of miles in all directions from those windows. That’ll give us plenty of time to take off if things go wrong.”


George slowly nodded in agreement as he listened to Jeff’s argument. A resigned look appeared on Megan’s face. 


 “Okay, but just for one night.” 


 “Then it’s settled,” Jeff said as he grinned at her.


There were a few moments of silence as they all looked across the field together, sizing up what they hoped would be their new residence for the rest of the day and on through the night. There was still no movement that any of them could see.

 “Okay. Let’s do this.” Jeff flipped the van in reverse and backed it up to the crossroad. A quick glance up at the sign told them the road on which they were turning was Shiloh.


Several nondescript houses sat opposite the field to their left. They were anonymous, weathered ranch-style homes that were small, faded, and lacking in any sort of character. The yards were burnt in spots, scorched from the blazing sun and lack of water, while other patches were choked with weeds and overrun with tall grasses. There were cars in a couple of driveways, one with both doors hanging wide open. It was an old Dodge Aspen that looked half devoured with rust. Jason spotted what looked like a human skeleton, or part of one, wedged underneath the car, the legs only partially sticking out. Other than that, there were no signs anyone had ever lived in the area.

 “Clean as a whistle. Looks like no stiffs to deal with here. Nice,” Jeff said as they came to the dirt path that would lead them to their goal. 



As they turned, he was surprised to spot a small amount of water in several deep ruts on the road and tried to recall the last time it had rained. It was no more than a filmy muck, and he navigated around a couple of the potholes that looked deep enough to bottom out the van.


Telephone poles were strung on the north side of the lane, and the wires led directly to a modest house on the property. It looked to be an unpainted cottage with a single window facing their direction. Overall, the property looked well tended. Next to the house was a small whitewashed shed with its doors hanging open. Behind the two buildings was a grain silo. That was what had drawn Jeff’s eye to the property in the first place. It soared above the house and was hard to miss. A few trees dotted the landscape, looming like leafy guardians in contrast to the emptiness of the surrounding fields. A rusted-out tractor out back put the finishing touch on the quaint scene. 



The van made its journey down the rutted road, and Jeff guided it past the craters that could knock it out of commission. As they got closer, they spotted a few more details that took away from the Norman Rockwell look of the place. The first was a BMX bike leaning up against the house and what appeared to be a hurriedly constructed grave marker next to it.


The van inched closer, and everyone stared at the wooden cross. It was two pieces of plywood wrapped in twine and painted with illegible symbols across the horizontal board. Jeff squinted in an attempt to read the wording. The paint had run, and it was hard to know for sure, but he guessed the letters spelled out a name. The other board looked as if it had been hastily jammed into the ground and had a slight lean to it. 



Everyone was still focused on the cross when a man stepped out from behind the shed, pointing a hunting rifle at them. Megan let out a small gasp, and Jeff slammed on the brakes. The two rear passengers, who had been leaning forward in their seats, lost their footing and slipped to the floor. 


 “What the-” was all George could get out from down on the floor before Jeff cut him off.

 “Stay down!” he hissed through gritted teeth. He wanted to follow his own command and duck beneath the dashboard, but the hunting rifle was trained on him. Instead, he shifted the van into park and slowly raised his hands.


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Megan holding the revolver, but she had not raised it above the dash just yet. He could sense more than see that she was waiting for something, perhaps a signal from him, to make a move. Jeff gave a slight shake of his head. She lowered the big handgun down between her legs and clamped them shut around it. When she raised her own hands, a small stitch of tension went out of Jeff. 


 “Both of you stay down. I don’t think he saw you.” 



Jeff was no ventriloquist, but he did his best to speak without moving his lips. The command was met with silence. He blinked away the sweat creeping into his eyes and stared at the man standing motionless in front of them.


The rifle had a scope attached to it, and as far as Jeff could tell, it was not of the bolt-action variety. There was a clip coming out of the bottom, and while he didn’t know much about rifles, he guessed that meant it was a semiautomatic. In other words, it was time to play nice.


The man with the rifle motioned for him to get out of the van—short jabs pointing to the door. He was a good twenty feet away but that was too close for Jeff’s taste.

 “Stay in here,” he mumbled as he reached for the door handle and lifted it. The door popped open, and he began to slide out.

 “What do you want us to do?” George hissed from behind the driver’s seat. He had gotten back up to his knees but heeded Jeff’s command and was tucked out of sight. Jason was next to him, trying to sneak a peek around Megan’s chair. 


 “If he shoots me, get the fuck out of here.” 



George felt like cursing—or at the very least responding with a sarcastic comment of his own—but Jeff was already shutting the door behind him. George reached under the console where he had spied a small lever and tugged at it. The small plastic cup holder fell flat to the side of Megan’s seat, and the small amount of junk on it, including a map Jeff had marked up, fell to the floor. Now he had a small passage to the front seats if he could squirm his way up there without being seen. 


 “Shit, he wants me out there too. What do I do?” 



George didn’t know if Megan’s question was rhetorical or not, but he decided to answer.

 “Leave that gun of yours on the seat and I’ll think of something. And be careful.”


Megan risked a glance down at George. The fear on her face told him how badly she did not want to go outside. There were tears welling up in her eyes, but she nodded slightly. As she opened the door and began to move, George slid his hand up and grabbed her arm gently, giving it a quick squeeze. She froze for a moment and then started moving again, allowing the gun to fall between her legs onto the seat. George let go of Megan’s arm and quickly discovered the warm metal of the .357 Magnum beneath his fingers.


Outside, Jeff was attempting to start a conversation with the man he hoped wasn’t planning on killing them.

 “Hello! Are we glad to see you! We haven’t seen anyone living in quite-”

 “Shut the fuck up and show me your hands.”


Jeff raised his hands higher. His captor kept the rifle trained on him but gave Megan a long hard look as she dropped down from the van and came out from behind the open door. She pushed it shut slowly and moved forward, her hands above her head as well. 


 “Look, I know things are screwed up, but there’s no reason to point a rifle at us. We don’t want any trouble,” Jeff pleaded.

 “Yeah, right. Everyone is trouble these days. I’m not taking any chances.” 



Jeff tensed and took a closer look at the man who had ambushed them. His tone of voice was cynical but not sinister, and he certainly didn’t look like some sort of bandit. 



He had on expensive loafers and a pair of dirty black designer jeans. As if that weren’t enough, the alligator logo on his shirt confirmed he wasn’t some farmer trying to ward poachers off his land. His reddish-blond thinning hair was an unkempt mess, and the bags under his eyes testified to the fact that he had suffered through many sleepless nights lately. His soft, round appearance betrayed the fact that he had not endured much in the form of hardship throughout his life. At least not until the plague had come along and spoiled everything. Jeff knew he was looking at a desperate scavenger, and nothing more. 


 “Move away from the van. Come toward me, slowly … okay, stop there.” Jeff and Megan were about ten feet in front of the grill of the minivan and about twice the distance from their yuppie captor, who had backpedaled as they came forward.

 “Look, Mister …?” Megan said in a timid voice. She could see that the man in front of them was nervous, his eyes darting back and forth between her and Jeff. She inched forward slightly, hoping against hope that she could talk their way out of this mess.


The rifle swung in her direction. She froze and felt her legs go numb. 


 “Bitch, shut the FUCK up and stay right where you are!” 



The man’s grip on the rifle tightened, and despite the residue of nervousness about him, he was able to keep it pointed directly at her heart. 


 “Hey, man! Take it easy! We don’t have any weapons,” Jeff shouted, hoping to turn the attention back to him and away from Megan. 



He got his wish and found himself staring down the barrel of the rifle once again. 


 “I told you to both to SHUT UP! I meant it. I don’t want to have to kill you!” 



Jeff could hear panic in the words. The urban “warrior” holding the expensive rifle on them was sweating profusely and blinking like crazy. As the man’s eyes danced back and forth between his two prisoners, Jeff began to worry about the aggressor’s mental stability.


After a few moments, their captor calmed down enough to look past them toward the van. Inching to his right to see around Jeff and Megan, he scanned the vehicle with an appraising eye. 



The Odyssey had seen better days. It looked like it was getting ready for the demolition derby. The windshield was still in one piece, but there were several growing spider web cracks in it. Deep gouges ran along the sides, the front was dented to hell, and the grill had snapped in several places. The outer casing of one of the headlights had shattered, and there were splatters of blackened goop in most of the available nooks and crannies. An attempt to clear away the spray of blood and chunks of flesh on the windshield had done little more than create a smeared haze. It was a mess. 


 “Anyone else in there?” the man holding them prisoner asked Jeff. When he didn’t get an immediate response, he continued. “You better tell me right now if you know what’s good for you … all of you. ANYONE IN THERE?” His eyes didn’t leave Jeff as he threw the question toward the van. “COME ON OUT NOW AND EVERYTHING’LL BE OKAY.” 



The scavenger suddenly smiled, trying to show that he could be good natured if need be. 


 “Bobby?” He leaned his head back as he spoke, throwing his words behind him.

 “Yeah, Dad?” 



The voice came from the house. Jeff looked toward the structure and saw that the front door was wide open. A young man stood there with another rifle pointed at him. At first glance, it looked like he was a teenager, and there was no doubt he was the man’s son. Get rid of the older man’s round gut and thinning hair, and they were spitting images of one another. Bobby held his rifle in a relaxed stance as he squinted down the sight. His did not have a scope, but Jeff could see he had a bead on him. The boy did not move away from the doorframe even after his father called to him, preferring to remain close to cover. 



Jeff gritted his teeth and cursed under his breath. Things were getting worse by the minute.

 “You got them covered?”

 “No prob, Dad.”

 “Good boy.” 



The father’s smile grew larger. His nervousness had diminished greatly. He nodded toward his son but stared at Jeff as his voice dropped to a near whisper. “My boy’s a good shot … a hell of a lot better than me. He used to hunt with his uncle all the time.” The father moved closer and looked at Jeff conspiratorially. “Now I might be a little nervous about shooting you, but Bobby there … well, if I tell him to shoot, he’ll do it, no questions asked.”


More teeth were displayed as the crooked grin got even wider. “Now, you do believe me, don’t you?”


Jeff stared at the father and then past him to the son, whose rifle was still pointed at his head. He nodded. 


 “Good. Then we understand one another.”


The man took a step back, and his chest swelled. He took another look at the van.

 “Now I’m going to ask just one more time. Is there anyone else in there?”


Jeff took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it out slowly. He smiled, matching his opponent’s grin tooth for tooth. His confidence elevated slightly when he saw the brave façade on the other man’s face start to crack. Making his decision in that split second, he shook his head in denial.

 “You better not be fucking with me. You do realize that, don’t you?” 



Jeff continued to grin.


After another few seconds of staring at Jeff, Bobby’s father looked at the van again. He squinted at it, a curious look on his face.

 “So what’ve you got in there? Food? Water?”

 “Uh huh. Medicine too. All kinds of stuff.” 



Jeff’s head swiveled over to Megan, and his grin faltered. 


 “We could share it with you.” 



Now both men were looking at her, their eyes growing wide with surprise. 


 “Please, we could help each other out!” Megan sounded desperate and excited as Jeff silently fumed beside her. “If we give you some of our food and medicine, you could let us stay here tonight.” Suddenly, she was on a roll and seemed to forget all about the gun pointed at her. “I think we should stick together instead of fighting one another. We won’t cause you any trouble, I swear to God! We just want a place to rest and then we’ll move on. It’ll be like we were never here at all … except you’ll have a lot more food for you, your son, and whoever else is with you.”


Jeff watched their captor’s expression, and his hopes rose when he appeared to actually consider Megan’s offer. At least that seemed to be the case until she spoke her last few words. Then, it was as if a switch had been flipped, and his face contorted in rage.

 “Lady, my son and I are alone, and we intend to keep it that way. We don’t need anyone else screwing things up for us. We survived this long without any outsiders, and we sure as hell don’t need you hanging around causing us even more grief than we’ve already had.” He shook his head in contempt. “Shit, you probably drew enough attention with your goddamn van to wake up every one of those fucking bastards in a three-mile radius.” 


 “No! No! Listen, we-”


The man raised his voice, ignoring Megan’s protests. “So my son and I are going to let you deal with whatever shit you stirred up. That minivan of yours is our ticket out of here.”

 “No! You can’t take the van!”

 “Shut up, Megan!” Jeff jumped in before she could provoke the man toting the rifle any further. Jeff shook his head and glared at her, a rabid expression on his face. Megan’s mouth slammed shut and she took a step back. 


 “Look … can you please tell us your name at least?” Jeff turned back to the man, the words flying out of his mouth as he tried desperately to regain control of the situation. 


 “You don’t need to know what my name is, pal. Once my son and I leave, it’ll be the last you’ll ever see of us.”

 “So it shouldn’t matter, right? Look, I know your son’s name, and let’s face it; we’re not going to have an APB put out on you, are we? I just want to know who I’m dealing with.” Jeff had regained his composure enough to try another smile, this one a bit meeker than before. 



The man holding them prisoner stared hard at Jeff and started to say something but stopped himself. He rolled his eyes and lowered the gun slightly as he made a noise that sounded like a frustrated laugh. Jeff tried to inject even more warmth into his smile. 


 “Dad? What’re you doing?” 



Jeff could tell from Bobby’s voice that he was getting nervous, just like his father.

 “It’s under control, son, just relax and keep your pants on!” Dad said, his frustration starting to wear on him. 



He looked at Jeff again and sighed. “The name’s Fred, for all the good it’ll do ya.”


Jeff increased the wattage of his smile. “Well, Fred, my name’s Jeff. This is my wife, Megan.”


He held his breath and prayed Megan would play along. When she didn’t stare at him in surprise, Jeff relaxed slightly. All he knew was that he had to keep stalling and try to give Fred a reason to feel guilty about what he was doing.

 “I can’t believe we’ve made it this far. We somehow managed to get out of town after everything fell apart. Those things were all over us. Honestly, I’m just glad to be here.” Jeff looked over at Megan affectionately. She seemed a bit disoriented from his lie but smiled disjointedly back at him. He inched closer to her until the rifle began to elevate once again. Jeff held up his hands in appeasement and stopped.

 “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Fred remarked irritably. “I’m going to take a look at the van. We want to be out of the area by nightfall. You and your wife can jaw all you want about how you escaped the city after we’re gone.” He started toward the van.

 “Where’s your wife, Fred?”


When Fred stiffened and the color disappeared from his face, Jeff knew he had struck a nerve. He hadn’t had an idea what he was going to say until the words tumbled out of his mouth. Something had been gnawing at him since he had stepped out of the van, and now he realized what it was.

 “Is that her grave?” Jeff pointed to the marker they had noticed while driving up to the property: the makeshift cross and the freshly turned dirt. The disturbed earth was long and wide enough for an adult to be buried underneath it. 


 “Is that Bobby’s mother?”

 “Shut up.” It was a growled threat. 



Jeff kept pressing. “I’m just wondering, because we had to bury two children back in Milfield. They got bit, got the plague, and we had to watch them die, Fred. So I was just curious if you might understand what we’ve been dealing with.”

 “SHUT UP, GOD DAMMIT!” Fred screamed, his eyes closed as he pointed the rifle like a spear at Jeff’s chest.

 “Dad, what’s wrong?” 



Bobby was finally moving off the porch toward them. He was almost running and still trying to point the rifle at the two prisoners. He stopped a few feet away, but Jeff could see the agitation on his face. Like his father, he was taller than average, but he was still growing into his body. Back on the porch, he looked like he meant business. Up close, even with a rifle in his hands, he looked like nothing more than a confused kid.


Fred almost turned to face his son but held his position and glared at Jeff. “Get the hell back to the porch! NOW!” Bobby hovered for a couple of moments before reluctantly backing up.


Jeff kept the look of misery on his face. The bluff he was trying to pull off was far too close to the truth for him not to feel some of the pain he was projecting.

 “Fred, please. We’re just trying to survive here. We’ve already seen way too much death. Haven’t you?” He leaned forward as hate burned in the other man’s eyes. “Why don’t we help each other out so we can all get out of here together?” 



The butt of the rifle connected with his jaw so quickly that Jeff barely saw it coming. Fred had been moving closer ever since the other man started talking, but when Jeff leaned forward, he presented an irresistible target. There was no pain as he fell to the ground; the clipped scream of surprise from Megan was the first thing he noticed after nearly getting his jaw dislocated. 



The blow rattled his teeth and knocked him flat, but as Jeff moved his hand up to his jaw, he wasn’t quite sure what had happened. When the pain finally came a few seconds later, it started as a dull throb. 


 “Stay away from him, you asshole!” Megan scrambled to Jeff’s side, grabbing him around the shoulders and shielding him from any further attacks. Fred was done, though. He stepped back, his rage sated for the moment. He looked more confused than ever, and the reprimand from Megan seemed to give him pause.

 “Bastard.” 



The expletive was whispered as Megan examined Jeff’s jaw, touching the rising welt delicately. His head moved back quickly after her fingers hit the raw spot, and he sucked in air through his teeth. She relaxed a little when she realized his jaw wasn’t broken.


Megan looked up at Fred. Her eyes were hot flares that burned straight through him. He stepped back, giving her the chance to help Jeff, first to his knees and then to his feet. Jeff gingerly rubbed his jaw as he glared at Fred, who was too busy looking at the van again to care.

 “Where’s the keys? Give ‘em to me.” 


 “Fred-”

 “I’m tired of this shit! That IS my wife over there, and I was the one who had to put her down! Satisfied? Happy to know I had to deal with the same shit you did, you fucking prick?” Fred’s eyes were full of fire as he spoke. “In about two seconds, if you don’t hand over those keys, I swear to God I’ll be digging two more holes!” 



The rifle was in Jeff’s face again, but this time he could see no doubt on Fred’s visage. The ruse had backfired, and there was nothing else to do. Eyes darting quickly over to Bobby, Jeff saw that the boy’s rifle was pointed in their direction, but his eyes were glued to his father.

 “Keys are in the ignition.” Jeff grimaced at the pain that speaking brought. He leaned against Megan, still a bit woozy from the blow.

 “Stay here,” Fred commanded. “Bobby? Don’t let them out of your sight! I’m checking out the van.”

 “Okay, Dad.” Bobby sounded nervous, almost depressed, but the gun remained elevated and his eyes focused on the two clinging figures thirty feet in front of him. 



Jeff waited until Fred had walked away before he whispered in Megan’s ear, “Get ready.” 



She stiffened and looked him in the eyes. Nodding almost imperceptibly, Megan tensed. She knew George had her gun. 



Fred moved to the van. He glared at Jeff one last time, not bothering to say anything as he pointed his weapon at the vehicle. Moving in, he glanced quickly through the tinted windows behind the driver’s door. He looked closer for a moment. Satisfied, he inched up and stared inside. There were the keys, dangling from the ignition, just as Jeff had said. He did not see anyone, just a jumble of boxes and other crap strewn about, as if the minivan had been through an earthquake. 



Fred allowed himself a small grin as he moved the rifle to his left hand and pointed it skyward. Opening the door, he leaned in. The keys were pushed into the ignition completely, and the van started chirping in annoyance. He twisted the key and the engine turned over. The idle was a quiet purr, and the gas needle bounced from empty to almost full … a smidge below. His grin widened.


The thrill lasted less than a second before he heard a distinct click. 



Fred froze, his rifle pointed straight up and, inconveniently, still outside the vehicle, along with his left arm. His head, chest, and right arm were completely exposed. He slowly turned his head at a downward angle and confirmed the fact that there was a handgun pointed at his face.


George was sprawled on the floor, a blanket covering him except for the top of his head and the barrel of the gun, which was pointed at Fred. 


 “Drop the rifle. DON’T move your head or even twitch a muscle.” 



It came out in a hiss. The man above him was glaring down with a mixture of anger and resentment. George returned the look. 



Fred paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. He looked like he was thinking over George’s command when he saw a head pop up from behind the second row of seats. Jason was holding Jeff’s gore-stained baseball bat. 


 “You better do as he says.” 


 “Jason! Get down. NOW!” George commanded. The boy kept his eyes on Fred as he ducked down to where he could still peek over the seat. 



Fred dropped the rifle and raised his hands, leaning out of the van but moving slowly. He continued to stare at Jason as George spoke to him. 


 “Now call off your pal out there. Do it! I want our friends safe and sound back inside the van.” 



Fred stared down at the .357 Magnum. The look on his face made it clear he most definitely did not want to do as he was told. He began to turn away from the van but stopped quickly as the gun rose up and the boy in the back of the vehicle moved forward. Looking at both of them, Fred seemed to change his mind. 


 “Bobby! Go back in the house and lock the door. Do it now.” There was not much enthusiasm in the command. 


 “Daddy?” Bobby looked at his father, but his rifle never left Jeff and Megan. 



Fred looked at his son, his voice deflated. “Just do it, son. Get back in the house.” 



For a moment, Bobby goggled at his father, his mouth wide open and his eyes blinking rapidly. Then he started slowly moving off the porch.


Fred turned toward his son, forgetting the gun pointed at him for a moment as anger colored his face. “Robert Charles Harrington! Get your ass back in that house right this minute!” Bobby froze and stared for a moment before his eyes turned to Jeff and Megan. 



The hope Jeff had that things might actually turn out okay disappeared the instant he saw the look on Bobby’s face.


The kid moved toward him. The rifle was aimed at his head and didn’t waver. 



Jeff shoved Megan behind him as the boy moved closer. Bobby was within three feet, but almost all of the remaining distance was covered by the barrel of his rifle. Megan saw Jeff’s hands motioning for her to move away, to run, to do something. 



Fred continued to yell at his son from where he stood next to the van, but it was clear to Jeff that Bobby had decided to take things into his own hands.

 “Tell whoever’s in the van to let my father go.”


His voice was steady. Bobby kept ignoring his father and pointed the rifle at Jeff’s forehead. 



Suddenly, Fred stopped yelling. He was still gawking at his son, but his face had changed. He looked afraid.

 “Bobby.” Fred’s voice was as steady as he could make it, the anger gone. “Bobby, listen to me. I made a mistake, a big mistake. I … I’m sorry son.” Fred looked back into the van for a moment. “I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have done this. I didn’t want to hurt anybody. You know that. I just wanted … I just wanted to find a way out of here.”


The words got Bobby’s attention. He kept the rifle pointed at Jeff, but his eyes darted to his father. He was close enough to see the fear in his dad’s eyes. His head cocked sideways, and a look of confusion passed over his face.


Just then, the passenger door of the Odyssey opened. Bobby’s eyes moved away from his father and he saw the woman who had been creeping backwards getting into the van. 



The confusion was gone. Bobby shifted the rifle and moved slightly to gain a clear view of the van door behind which the woman was hiding. 



Megan heard the sound of the rifle firing and an immediate thunk. She dropped to her knees behind the van door as she tried desperately to shield herself. Looking up, she saw a small hole in the door. A second shot was fired, and she dove inside the van.


Jeff had heard the van door open too. He could see the expression on Bobby’s face and knew what the kid was going to do. When he moved the rifle, Jeff tried to react immediately but couldn’t. His feet felt stuck in place. The first shot jolted him, but it took seeing Bobby throw the bolt on the rifle and the empty cartridge flying free before he was able to lunge for the boy.


Bobby saw him coming and tried to level the rifle at him. The second shot went wild as they tumbled to the ground. Jeff grabbed for the weapon and got a single hand on it as Bobby’s knee came up. They landed awkwardly, with Jeff twisting to the side. The blow knocked the wind out of him, but he had avoided the knee intended for his crotch. Despite the pain of the attack, he managed to keep his hand tight on the rifle, even as the boy tried to wrench it free. 



*


When George heard the van door open behind him, he shifted, fearful it was the other gunman. That was all Fred needed. He ran toward his son as Bobby fired the first shot. George heard it as well and then saw Megan dive into the van directly above him. He was relieved it was her but was already in a panic at having lost sight of Fred. He began trying to dislodge himself from his cramped position between the two chairs. As he did, he heard the distinct sound of one of the minivan’s side doors opening in its slow, methodical way. Panic jarred him, and he began struggling even harder. He started to yell, but it was already too late. 


 “Jason! No!”


*


Fred wasn’t thinking about his lost rifle as he reached the spot where Jeff and Bobby were fighting. He lashed out with his foot and landed a grazing blow to the back of Jeff’s head, which snapped forward. Jeff crumpled to the ground. He was barely conscious as he let go of the rifle and put his hands over his skull to shield it from further blows. Bobby was pushing him away, and Fred helped drag the boy out from underneath the bleeding man. Jeff rolled over onto his back, a dazed look on his face. Bobby scooted back as his father grabbed the rifle away from him. 



Fred pointed the weapon down at Jeff. He had a sad look on his face.

 “Fred?” Jeff’s eyes were blurry, and he wasn’t sure who was standing over him. He tried to prop himself up on one elbow, but dizziness claimed him, and he couldn’t manage it. “Fred, is that you?” The words were slurred, as if he were drunk.


Fred put the rifle butt up against his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Jeff. But no one attacks my boy.” He lined up the sights and slipped his finger into the trigger guard as he took a deep breath.


The world exploded. Jeff was trying to say “no” to the man he thought might be Fred when the man’s entire left side disappeared. He bucked forward, and a gout of blood burst from his chest. There were a couple of screams—one filled with anguish, the other more pitiful. Suddenly the man was falling. 



*


George finally wrestled free of the captain’s chairs and was face to face with Megan. 


 “Give me the gun!” She shouted, and he tossed it to her as he moved out the door through which Jason had just left. He had not seen where the boy went, but he heard the shot ring out so close that it felt like his eardrums would burst. He went cold at the sound. 



George stepped out of the van and saw Jason standing there, the rifle Fred had dropped in his hands, the end of the barrel smoking. 


 “Jason? Jason, what happened?” George felt a sickening dread wash over him as he looked past the boy. When he saw Fred’s bleeding body, he stumbled backwards.

 “Oh my God, what have you done?”


He turned away from the gruesome image and looked at Jason again. The twelve year old was still staring in the direction of the man he had shot, but his eyes were blank. His legs began to wobble, and George rushed up to catch him as he let go of the rifle. Jason looked at him with dull eyes and did not seem to recognize the man with whom he had spent the last month. George suppressed a shiver and pulled the boy close, hugging him tightly as he pulled him toward the van. He heard someone starting to scream behind him.


*

 “Dad?” 



Bobby, who had been on the ground watching his father, crawled over to where Fred had fallen. The entry wound was small on his back, and he hoped it was minor. The bullet had pierced his father below the shoulder and plowed into his left lung. The teen touched the wound and pulled his fingers back as if stung. 


 “Daddy?” Frantically, he rolled his father over, only to discover a massive exit wound. It was hard to tell how big the hole was with all the blood pouring out. Bobby slapped his hand over it, desperately trying to staunch the flow, but Fred’s left lung had already collapsed. There were a few short wheezes as the last of the sticky liquid gushed out of his chest. 



Bobby’s scream coincided with his father’s final shuddering breath. He lifted Fred in his arms and wailed in agony. He raised his head and looked back at the van. In an instant, he was standing, his father’s blood smeared across his shirt and pants.

 “YOU! You fucking bastards! You murdered my daddy!”


He spotted George and Jason and saw his father’s rifle at their feet. He reached toward his belt and undid the snap holding his hunting knife. Pulling the large blade out, he walked toward them. As they moved into the van, he began to run, the knife clutched in his raised hand.

 “Bobby!” 



He barely heard his name as he picked up speed. He was almost to the van. 


 “Bobby, stop! I don’t want to shoot you!” 



He howled as he raised his weapon above his head. His eyes were trained on George’s back.


Megan’s first shot spun Bobby sideways, but he didn’t feel it. He staggered but righted himself, his eyes never leaving his target. Her second shot went wild, missing him by a foot. He began to move forward again when she pulled the trigger for the third time. Teeth and shards of bone disintegrated as the .357 slug tore through his jaw. Bobby’s head twisted sharply away from his body, and he collapsed to the ground. 



Shaking violently, Megan rounded the van and kept the gun pointed at the fallen boy. He had dropped his knife, and his face was buried in the dirt. He shuddered spasmodically and then went still. 



Megan stared down at Bobby, watching his blood form a distorted halo around his head. She stared at him for a few more seconds, wiping a bitter tear from her eye before she moved to where George was comforting Jason inside the van. 


 “Could you help me with Jeff? We need to get out of here.” 



George looked at her and nodded. The dullness in her eyes was far too familiar; it was the same look Jason had. 



He did his best to ignore the bodies, especially the young boy’s. He strode purposefully past the first corpse, his eyes locked on Jeff’s prone form. Fred’s torn body was next to him. The smell of coppery blood was overpowering, and George had to turn away and bend over to quell his rebellious stomach. 



When Megan spoke from directly behind him, George felt like jumping twenty feet straight up. “Can you get Jeff? He’s too heavy for me, and I’m going to get the rifles and any bullets they had.” Megan shoved the handgun into her pocket as George stared back at her with confusion in his eyes. 


 “George?” She touched him delicately on the shoulder, and he recoiled. Her dead-eyed stare had diminished, and Megan was registering concern for him, but he was still trying to comprehend what she had just done.

 “It’s … I’m okay. No, really, I am. I just … I just need a minute.” He stuttered and stumbled his way through the words. It appeared to placate her. 



Jeff came to much more easily than George thought he would. He had been clocked pretty good, but the bleeding had stopped. He asked about Megan, so George gave him a shorthand account of what had happened. Jeff was too dazed to react but seemed to understand. He got to his feet with George’s help, and they climbed into the back of the van, where Jason sat quietly. 



Megan forced herself to do a quick search of the two bodies. She did not move them, but patted their pockets and found a few rounds of ammunition but not much else. She looked over at the small house but decided not to bother with it.


She walked the perimeter of the van, shutting the doors and settling in behind the steering wheel. Everyone else was in the back seats. Megan glanced over at the bullet hole in the passenger door and studied it for a moment before looking out the window. 


 “I guess all that noise stirred up the neighbors.” 



George leaned over to look out the windows. Off in the distance, closing in from various directions, were several staggering figures. The shots had woken them from their slumber, or whatever it was that they did when no one was around to irritate them. 



Some were closer than others, coming from the direction of the houses and even through the dense woods to the north. Farther off, from the opposite direction, there were more making their slow and determined march toward the cottage. 


 “Should we bury the bodies?” Megan asked.


George shook his head. “It would be the decent thing to do, even though … but no, there’s no point. I think they could still smell them, and I wouldn’t put it past them to dig up a body, especially if it’s … fresh.” 



They watched the slowly approaching shapes for a few more seconds before George spoke again. 


 “Let’s just go.” 



Megan looked at him in the rearview mirror. “You want to sit next to me?” 



She could see the discomfort her question caused. “Nah, I think I’ll stay back here with these two and make sure they’re okay.” Megan nodded and shifted the van into drive. 


 “Sounds good.”


Megan didn’t look back as she drove past the arms reaching out for them and turned onto the main road. 



After a few moments, she felt relieved that George had rejected her invitation to sit up front as she wept silently. 


 


 




 


 



Chapter 21

 



Megan kept driving east. Sticking with the road they were on would lead them to Manchester, the next town on the map. She did not relish the idea of getting near another town of any size, so she began looking for another place they could hunker down for the night.


Her tears dried as rows of corn flowed by the van. There was a mix of gravel and asphalt routes leading off to obscure back roads between the crops. Manchester was straight ahead, less than five miles away and looming on the horizon.

 “Eeny, meeney, miney, mo …” she mumbled.


Taking a left down a random road, she didn’t bother looking at the sign that told her its name. They were surrounded by crops taller than the van with a thin strip of asphalt heading off into the distance. 



Megan saw a smaller gravel lane creeping up on them and slowed to study it. For no real reason, she turned right and headed down the rough path. On the passenger side, crops went on to the horizon, but on Megan’s side of the road, they cut off maybe a mile or less from where they were.

 “Where are we going?” Jeff asked from the back seat, his voice slightly slurred. 


 “Just trying to find us someplace for the night,” Megan tossed over her shoulder. 



As the corn stalks fell away, trees took their place. Split-rail fencing surrounding someone’s land popped up, and the trees continued behind it. After a hundred feet, there was a break, and a long driveway split off through a large yard. Megan stared down the path and saw a modest farmhouse. It was old and rustic looking with a grassy expanse of at least three or four acres surrounding it. The grass had grown wild, but it was obvious the place had been cared for. Large, mature trees populated the yard, and woodlands dropped off behind the house. The gravel drive hit the traditional two-story house at the attached garage. A tire swing was off to the left, and an above-ground pool was set back in the giant back yard.

 “So is this where we’re staying tonight?” George inquired. 



Megan looked back at him. He was sitting between Jeff and Jason, ostensibly to tend to both of them. “Not sure,” she said, and looked back at the house. “It looks okay, doesn’t it?” 


 “Looks fine to me. Let’s check it out.”


Megan kept staring at the house. It was far back from the road. The property line ran for a good distance. They were surrounded by farmland, and it was relatively remote. Still, she felt some doubt. 


 “Megan?” 



She ignored George as she kept scouring the landscape and house with her eyes, watching for movement. After a few seconds, she looked down at the fuel gauge. They had plenty of gas to keep moving, but where could they go that would be any better than this?


With a sigh, she moved the van forward until there were several large trees between it and the house before she shut off the engine. Reaching over, she grabbed her revolver, then she opened the door and stepped outside.


The cargo door was opening as well, and George stepped out holding one of the rifles. He looked toward the house as he spoke. “Let’s go have a look.”


Megan stepped in front of him. He stood over her, and sunlight beamed down from behind him, casting Megan in shadow. She shook her head as she shoved the handgun into the waistband of her pants. “I can do this by myself. I need you to stay here and watch those two.” She waved a hand at the open van door.


George looked indignant but had the decency to hide it behind a forced smile. He kept it there as he did his best to look confident and tough, but Megan could see how awkwardly the rifle sat in his hands.

 “Megan, you can’t do this alone. Come on! We can scope this place out, and if there’s trouble, we’ll back each other up.” His sickly grin got even wider, and he moved a step closer. “In fact, if anyone should be staying here, it’s you. I’ll go. You stay here to keep an eye out for any trouble.”


Megan stared up at him with a smile on her face that did not reach her eyes. George was nearly a foot taller than she, but she did not look intimidated. When she stepped closer, his smile faltered and he backed up slightly. 


 “George, I don’t think that’s a good idea. In fact, I think it’s a lousy idea.” Her smile disappeared, and her demeanor became stern.

 “I’m going up to that house, and I am going to make sure no one is there. If there are any of those things, I’ll shoot them. If there are any people, I’ll try to reason with them, but if that doesn’t work, I’ll do what I have to, whatever that may be. Is any of this unclear to you?”

 “Megan, I-”

 “No, George, I don’t want to hear it. There’s no time for any macho-man bullshit right now, okay? I’m tired, hungry, and can’t deal with your BS on top of everything else.”


The intensity in Megan’s eyes made George want to take another step back, but he rocked on his heels instead. 


 “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just that …” he sputtered.

 “Forget it, George. We can argue later about who should do what, but for right now, I don’t want to worry about hurt feelings, all right? I just want to get this over with, and the longer I stand here the grouchier I get.” She stomped past him, bumping his arm as she did. He staggered back slightly even though there was no way her slight frame could have moved him. George turned to watch her walk toward the entrance of the property, a look of stunned confusion on his face. 


 “Let her go.” 



George turned to look at Jeff, who had his seat reclined back and his arms behind his head. “She’s going to do whatever she wants, and I doubt there’s much you can do to stop her.”


George looked back at Megan and sighed. 



Jeff propped himself up on his elbows. “Megan was a basket case when I first met her. That was only yesterday.” 



George stared at him, his eyes narrowing in confusion at the comment. 


 “Yeah, I know. It doesn’t seem possible,” Jeff said with a knowing smile. “But as you can see, things have changed. Our little Megan has grown up fast.” He winced as he gingerly rubbed his jaw. “I bet her husband had fun dealing with her when she was angry.”


He shifted and put his hands behind his head again as he lay back on the seat.


George stared at him and then gritted his teeth in frustration and flopped down in the open doorway of the van. He glanced at Jason and saw that the boy was ignoring the conversation as he stared blankly out his window.


Turning back toward the house, he could no longer see Megan. The rifle felt strange in his hands, but he still wanted to jump up and go after her. His heart raced as he felt torn between taking off and guarding Jeff and Jason, who weren’t in the best shape at the moment.


After a couple of minutes that seemed like forever, George stood up. He had resisted interfering for as long as possible. With the rifle in hand, he began moving away from the van. He knew that Jeff and Jason had the other rifle with which to defend themselves. That along with the fact that he had heard nothing more ominous than the wind blowing was enough to convince him that he needed to help Megan whether she liked it or not.

 “I’m going to see what’s taking her so long,” he tossed behind him as he skirted the trees behind which they had parked. He came around them and stopped short.


Megan was standing on the porch with the front door open behind her, waving at him.


***


Megan had searched the inside of the house once she discovered the back door was unlocked. It looked like it had been abandoned weeks before, with many of the possessions of the family that had lived there gone. The garaged revealed only some dried oil spots where their vehicles once sat, but the pantry was stocked with all kinds of canned and dry goods. She didn’t attempt to open the refrigerator, knowing whatever was inside had gone bad long ago. The rest of the house looked to be in good order.


There were four bedrooms, which thrilled everyone to no end. Reasonably fresh sheets were in the linen closet, and George and Megan gleefully set to changing the beds. Jason snapped out of his daze a bit during this process and claimed one of the rooms that had obviously belonged to a teenager. 



Megan played nurse and tended to Jeff’s bruises. There was little she could do for his jaw with no ice, but she bandaged his scalp, stinging his cuts with peroxide. After a quick examination of George and Jason, Megan pronounced that they were all in good health with no outstanding wounds or infections with which to concern themselves. 



They agreed to have dinner together after checking out the barbeque grill and finding the propane tank half full. No steaks, of course, but George insisted he could do something interesting with the Spam and pork and beans they found on one of the shelves. 



They discovered with some surprise that there was still water pressure and realized that the property had its own well and a generator in the basement. None of them had the knowledge to get the dusty old machine running, but they did find several large containers and fill them with water. 



They pulled the van into the garage and loaded it up with the loot they had found in the house. Jeff was feeling less woozy and took charge of the task, dumping as much as he could into the rear of the van. 



There was no heat, so each of them took a quick and invigorating cold shower and then ransacked the place for clean clothes. They picked through a sizeable collection of books and packed up several in a small cardboard box. When they sat down to dinner on the deck a couple of hours later, they felt exhausted but happy.

 “It’s been a hell of a day, hasn’t it?” Jeff leaned back in his plastic lawn chair as he stretched out, lacing his fingers behind his bandaged head. 


 “Well, if that ain’t the understatement of the century.” Megan jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, and they all shared a quiet laugh. 


 “So now what?” 



The survivors stared off into space as Jeff’s question hung in the air. 


 “I’m not asking for a big picture answer, guys, just asking what we should do next.” Jeff paused, staring at his empty plate. 


 “I mean, you know what I want to do.” The pause became awkward as Jeff, then Megan, and finally Jason looked at George. He could feel their eyes burning into him as he looked down at his hands. 


 “I can’t ask you to help me get to my family. I know it’ll be dangerous. But I need to get back to them. I think … I think I want to find a car and head back home on my own.” 



There was defiance on George’s face as he looked up. His eyes moved to Megan as she leaned over the table toward him. 



She tried to smile but couldn’t. “We understand, George. We won’t try to stop you when you decide to go.” 



Her smile did come then, but it was not confident or strong. She held her hand out to George, and he stared at it. His face was full of relief as he blinked slowly and took her tiny hand in his oversized paw. When George looked over at Jeff, he was nodding in agreement. There was a hint of regret in his eyes, but it disappeared quickly. 



George’s smile faltered when he glanced at Jason. The boy was trying his hardest to look disinterested in the conversation as he picked at the food remaining on his plate. 



Jason had always been hard for George to read. From the time they were thrust together in the high school gymnasium, alongside hundreds of other refugees, to their endless days stuck inside the church, the kid had shared little about himself. Their isolation had nearly driven George mad as he thought about and prayed for his family constantly. Jason, on the other hand, remained stoic and distant and didn’t seem to mind that they were trapped. All George knew about him was that he had lost his mother, a single parent, during the first few days of the plague. That was it. The rest of Jason’s story remained a mystery. That seemed to be the way the kid liked it.


The quartet fell into silence, the burning question of the moment answered. They sat back and relaxed, enjoying the sound of the slight breeze whispering through the trees and the crickets off in the distance. 



After a while, Jeff sat up in his chair and clapped his hands together. Everyone looked at him.

 “Well, enough of this lounging around and doing nothing crap. Let’s see if we can find a deck of cards or a board game in this mausoleum and have some fun.”


Megan grinned and went into the house. A few minutes later, she was back with a stack of games she had found in a closet. They decided on Monopoly, and for the next hour or so, until the sun started dipping down in the west, they rolled the dice and laughed with one other.


***


They moved a couple of sofas from the family room in front of the French doors at the back of the house and stacked the dining room table and chairs were in front of the main entrance. They knew that neither of the makeshift barriers would hold up if they came under assault, but they would decide in the morning whether they should make the defenses more permanent or just move on.


They climbed the steps to the bedrooms, Megan fretting about Jeff’s head injuries, fearing he had a concussion. He laughed it off, but she insisted that it wasn’t safe for him to fall asleep if that was the case. Exhausted, he was prepared to argue with her until George stepped in and offered to stay up with Jeff. They would stand watch from up in one of the bedrooms. When he winked at Jeff as Megan was looking elsewhere, Jeff agreed quickly and the matter was settled.


The two men took the rifles and chose a bedroom with a view of the front lawn. They scrounged up a card table and chairs and settled in for a moonlit game.

 “I’m okay, George, really,” Jeff said. 



George nodded. “I know.” He smiled as he looked over at the other man. “I saw plenty of concussions back in my football days, and you don’t have any of the symptoms.”


He leaned forward and gave Jeff a conspiratorial look. “But as you said, Megan is going to do whatever she wants, and there’s not much you can do to stop her.”


He winked and a grin cracked Jeff’s face as he snorted with laughter. 


 “You got that right,” he agreed.

 “So I figured we would play some cards, shoot the bull, and then take turns sleeping.”


Jeff nodded. “Setting up watch ain’t such a bad idea anyway.” 



George just smiled as he shuffled the deck. 



As they played, they chatted about their lives. George was happy to talk about his wife, Helen, and two daughters, Roxanne, who was twelve, and Debra, eight. They had lived in Wildwood, a suburb of Dayton, for the last ten years, ever since George had gone back to college to get a degree after being laid off by Ford. He was a programmer and worked on special projects all over the region.

 “I was on a short one in Gallatin, only about three days’ worth of work, when they began quarantining the area.” He shook his head in frustration. “It was an intense project: sixteen-hour days so they can get you out of there quick. So I stayed in a hotel even though I was less than an hour from home ...” He trailed off as he stared out the window at nothing.


After a few seconds of silence, George realized he had stopped talking and looked down at his cards again. “Anyway, I got hijacked by Guardsmen out of my hotel room and tossed into that pit.” His lips puckered with distaste. “They packed us like sardines in that gym, and when they ran out of space there, they started cramming more people into the other schools.

 “I tried to keep in touch with Helen, but cell phone coverage was for shit and then died altogether.” 



Jeff nodded, recalling a conversation with his sister that had blinked out. It was just as she was telling him about some island off the coast of Washington state, where she lived, where she and her husband were going to try to wait things out. 


 “The last time we spoke was when she agreed they would stay in the house. We have plenty of food and water in the basement.” George looked at Jeff and smiled ruefully. “I like shopping in bulk at Sam’s.” Jeff returned the smile and nodded. The far-off look came back into George’s eyes. “So we agreed they would stay there. Cover the windows, put some boards over the doors, and wait for me to get back.”

 “So … what happened at the gym?” Jeff gently nudged George to continue. 


 “It was a massacre.” 



George relayed his story in short, choppy sentences. He had met Jason and a young married couple in the high school gym, and they had clung to each other as everyone around them started going crazy. Rumors were rampant about what was happening in local cities like Cincinnati and Dayton and how everything was falling apart. It was falling apart inside the gym as well, and it took everything the soldiers had to keep everyone under control. Stories abounded of death squads shooting everyone on sight out on the streets and dump trucks stacked to capacity with bodies slated for huge burial pits. Everyone was on edge, and it did not help that the gunfire they heard outside was getting more constant as the days went on. 



One night, the gunfire never stopped. A young lieutenant came into the gym and pleaded with everyone to remain calm, telling them that the situation was under control. Not long after his speech, the lieutenant and the rest of the soldiers were rushed by several hundred occupants of the gym, who had grown tired of hearing the same reassurances day in and day out. As the soldiers and citizens fought and George could hear the cries of the infected out on the streets, he knew it was time to flee.


He grabbed his partners: Al and Jennifer, the married couple, and Jason, who had grown particularly attached to Jennifer during their time imprisoned there. As most of the refugees ran out onto the streets, the foursome moved deeper into the high school. The plan was to get to the back parking lot, away from the soldiers and the infected attackers on the street. Other refugees followed their path, but they lost track of everyone else as they roamed the halls of the darkened building. Shots rang out and echoed down the locker-lined hallways. George had no idea if it was soldiers firing on the refugees or if the infected had already breeched the high school, but he had no intention of sticking around to find out.


They finally found their way to the parking lot, and that was when they realized they were in as much trouble as the people on the other side of the building. 



There were hundreds of plague victims coming through the woods toward the school. They were already in the parking lot, and some of the other refugees had made it there before George’s quartet. The survivors were struggling to get into the cars crammed in the lot, but some were already screaming and being pulled to the ground as the ghouls swarmed them.

 “We started running. I’m not quite sure what happened … it gets kind of fuzzy. I just remember seeing those infected people and wondering how they could still be standing. Their guts were hanging out, and their arms and legs were missing. I don’t really understand it.”


George’s mouth remained open, but he was at a loss for further words. He shook his head several times, and Jeff reached over and gripped his shoulder to reassure him that it was okay, that he didn’t have to say any more. 



George was silent for a while, and just as Jeff thought his tale was through, George spoke again, his voice distant and puzzled.

 “I’m not really sure how Jason and I made it to that church, how we got back around to the front of the building and crossed the street. I know Al was attacked in the parking lot. Jennifer was trying to help him. I think I was too, but I know that Jason and I ran … I’m just not sure how it all went down.” He looked at his hands and turned them so his palms were facing up. “I think I killed someone that night … or maybe it was more than just one. Jason did too … I think we both killed some of those … those …” He waved his hands, trying to come up with the right word.

 “Those things?” Jeff interrupted. He leaned forward. “People who had been infected?”


George’s eyes darted over to Jeff and he put his hands down on top of his cards. He looked confused as he considered what Jeff had said and then nodded.


Jeff shrugged and shook his head. “Then you shouldn’t feel all that guilty, George.” He shifted in his chair and leaned back. “You did what you had to. I doubt most people in the same situation would have acted differently … at least none who wanted to survive.”

 “I did what I had to, but Jason …” George’s eyes widened as he remembered more details. “I watched him beat one of them to death with some piece of metal he picked up off the ground. He did it without any remorse.”

 “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


George’s eyes went wide with surprise. His expression changed. It was hard to see in the moonlight, but Jeff could tell that he had struck a nerve.

 “Well, you tell me how it can be a good thing that a kid his age … hell, that anyone shouldn’t give a rip that they just killed someone.” George’s hand slammed down on the table. 



Jeff barked out a harsh laugh. He peered into George’s eyes to make sure the other man could make out his expression in the dim light. “Reality check, George old pal. Those things are already dead. You can’t kill what’s already dead.” He leaned back. “You and Jason were doing those pricks a favor by putting them down for good.”

 “I’m not so sure about that.” 


 “What?” Jeff cringed at his own volume. “What?” he repeated, whispering. “Uh, you’re not sure those things are already dead or you’re not sure you’re doing them a favor by putting them out of their misery?”


George stood up and walked across the room, out of the light. “I don’t know. Hell, I’m not sure of much of anything anymore.”


Jeff shook his head in frustration. “Well, George, I am sure. Those things aren’t human anymore. Once I figured that out, it got real simple: slaughter them before they slaughter me and maybe I get lucky and live to see another day.”


George looked at Jeff from across the room. The younger man’s face was pale in the moonlight. 


 “I’ll do what I need to survive, and you know that, Jeff. I already have. But that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it. This isn’t some sort of game for me.”


Jeff’s laughter was bitter this time. “So it bugs you that I might be enjoying myself when I take a few of those things out, huh?” 


 “Yes, yes it does. Self-defense is one thing, but enjoying it and killing anyone … or anything, if that’s how you prefer to think of it, is a sin.”


Jeff waved his hand disdainfully. “Let’s not bring God into this.”


George looked at Jeff as if he were a child. “How would it be possible, given all that has occurred, not to bring God into this? Or do you think that he has just been sitting on the sidelines this whole time, not paying a bit of attention to what’s been going on?”


Jeff held his hands up in a sign of surrender. He was not in the mood for a religious debate, especially with someone who looked raring to go. The apologetic look on his face placated George enough to let it pass. The big man came back to the table, and they sat quietly for a few moments, until George, who still had a look of great concentration on his face, spoke up again.

 “I don’t know, Jeff. I do know that murder is a sin. So I’ll do what I can to survive and get to my family intact, including defending myself, but I will NOT go out of my way to attack those creatures. You can’t tell me that you know for certain, without any doubt at all, that there isn’t still a spark of humanity left inside them.”

 “Yes I can.”


Jeff had a hard expression on his face, with a tightened jaw and a stern gaze. 


 “Well, if you’re so sure, enlighten me. Please.” George spread his hands and waited for an explanation. 



Jeff’s face darkened, and George realized his newfound friend was getting angry. Jeff leaned forward, his eyes flashing with rage. “Have you had to face off against someone you knew, someone who had turned into one of those things?”


The question took George by surprise, and he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He didn’t say a word, but Jeff already knew his answer.

 “Unless you’ve looked into the eyes of someone you love who’s been bitten and turned into one of those things, you have no idea. Until you look into their eyes and see that there is absolutely no recognition or comprehension of who you are anymore, you wouldn’t understand.”


Jeff continued staring until George had to turn away, uncomfortable with the look in the other man’s eyes. Jeff stood and paced the room.

 “I’m sorry, Jeff.” It was lame, but it was all he had. George didn’t look up to see if the other man had acknowledged his apology, and he received no response. He looked down at the cards scattered in front of him.


A few minutes later, Jeff sat back down across from him, staring out the window. The two sat in silence for a while longer, until it became awkward. 


 “So what happened? If you want to tell me …”


Jeff rubbed his eyes. He looked across at George and felt profoundly exhausted. 



There were no sounds except that of the crickets outside, no movement except when a slight breeze moved a branch on one of the trees. Slowly, Jeff began to tell his story.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 22

 



Jason was lying in bed on his stomach the next morning when he felt the fingers on his back. He had his pillow wrapped around his head and tried to ignore them as they gently rubbed, coaxing him to get up. He moaned and mumbled something about letting him sleep for just a few more minutes and pulled the pillow tighter.

 “Come on, Jason, it’s time for breakfast,” the voice implored. It was muffled, and he tried to ignore it, his eyes clenched shut.

 “I made your favorite …” The words were soothing, tempting him to get out of the bed. The fingers began scratching his back the way he loved. 


 “Momma, no! I don’t want to get up. Let me sleep for a little while longer,” he whined and shook the hand off.


He heard the clicking sound of disapproval and could imagine his mother’s head shaking as well, her hands on her hips, like she always did when she was irritated with him.


When she pulled his pillow away, he shifted onto his back and slowly let his eyes adjust to the morning light. 


 “Now get up, boy. It’s time for my breakfast too.”


Jason opened his eyes and saw his mother standing in front of him. She was dressed in the blue scrubs she wore for her job as a nurse in one of the big downtown Cincinnati hospitals. They were splattered with blood. Her braided hair had come loose and disheveled, floating around her head. As he looked at her face, he saw that her eyes were cloudy. Her teeth were smashed and blackened as she grinned at him. Bits and pieces of her ashy skin were flaking off. 



She touched his face with her hands, which were desiccated and missing much of their skin. As she caressed his cheek, she leaned over, her hand slipping behind his neck.

 “You better get up now, boy. ‘Cause momma’s hungry.”


*


When Jason sat bolt upright, he was staring into the startled face of Megan, who had just tapped him lightly on the shoulder. 



Megan stumbled back and nearly fell at Jason’s reaction. As she clamped her hand to her chest, he slid back on his bed toward the wall, his eyes wide with fear. 


 “Jesus, Jason! You scared the heck out of me!” Megan laughed as her heart pounded fiercely. Shaking her head, she smiled at him. 



As she looked on, Megan realized Jason’s expression was not gradually relaxing, like hers was. His eyes were still wide with fear as he stared at her and shivered.

 “Jason?” The word was hesitant. Megan took a step forward and stopped when the twelve year old scooted farther away from her on the bed. “Are you okay, honey?”


Megan gave him a smile that was as bland and nonthreatening as she could manage, but Jason remained backed up against the wall, in the corner of the bed. 



A few moments later, as she stood waiting, Jason began to regain his composure. He rubbed his eyes and hid the wetness at their rims.

 “I’m okay. Could you just leave me alone, please?” Jason forced the words out slowly to hide any trace of emotion in his voice as he covered his face with his hands. When he pulled them away, Megan was still standing in front of him, the look of concern on her face even greater.


She moved closer to the bed, and Jason pressed himself against the wall, shying away like a skittish horse in its pen. Megan hesitated for a moment and then moved forward until she was at the edge of the bed. She sat down at the foot of it, as far from Jason as she could.

 “Please don’t.” Jason said as he scrunched his body up into a tight ball. 


 “Jason, what is it? Please tell me, maybe I can …” He was shaking his head and shivering again. Megan stopped, frozen where she was and said nothing, just continued to stare at him.


The boy wrapped his arms around his legs and buried his face behind them, hiding himself as much as possible from her prying eyes. 


 “Please go. Just go.”


Megan continued to stare at him without moving. 



Jason looked over his knees and saw that she was still there, still looking at him. “Why haven’t you left? Get out now!” His voice was ragged. There was resentment there, but the tremulous anger was a cheap façade covering up something else, and Megan saw through it immediately. Jason was afraid of her.


The confusion snapped her out of her frozen state, and she crept closer to the boy, unable to stop herself. “No! Get away!” Jason said and looked like he was trying to burrow into the wall. Megan could see the terror on his face as his eyes grew to the size of saucers, as if she were some boogeyman or evil troll come to swallow his soul. 



She stopped momentarily and stared at him. Jason hid his face behind his knees again, and his chest rose and sank rapidly, as if he were desperately trying to catch his breath. He spoke quietly, whispering between rough sobs, and she could barely decipher any of it. “Please no … God please no, no momma no, leave me alone, momma, please!” 



Megan reached out and moved her hand toward the top of his head, hesitating at the last moment. Swallowing hard, she let her hand rest on the boy’s head. He jerked away from her touch, a look of terror on his face that curdled her blood. 



When the look disappeared, Megan tried for a warm smile and moved her hand slowly toward Jason again. His face was filled with dread, but he did not try to move away this time.


A single tear rolled down his cheek as the gentle woman touched his face. Jason tensed but did not squirm anymore. She delicately rubbed the tear away and moved her hand across his cheek. He faintly remembered the sensation of the bony fingers caressing him in his nightmare and held back a scream. Megan’s fingers felt warm and human, though, and the memory began to fade. 


 “It’s okay, Jason. I promise it’ll be okay,” Megan repeated slowly, gently, as he closed his eyes and let her wrap her arms around him. She felt relieved when the twelve year old finally relax and his arms slipped around her. When she felt the warmth of his tears on her shoulder, she began to rock him and felt her own tears coming in response. 



They didn’t say anything else as they held one other. 



*


Jeff burst in a few minutes later holding one of the rifles. The woman and the boy jumped apart, startled by the interruption. Jeff did not blink at seeing them comforting one another. He was dressed, and the bandages on his head were covered with a baseball cap. He had a tense look on his face.

 “It’s time to go. Grab everything you can; we’re leaving now!”


With that, he left. Megan and Jason stared at each other, sheepish smiles crossing their faces. 



They were still lost in their own thoughts when they heard a loud thump below. It sounded like it came from outside the house. Before they could react, they heard several more loud thuds. A sliver of fear set Megan’s hands and feet on pins and needles, and she looked at Jason. He looked as frightened as she felt. 



She moved to a window and bent two slats on the blinds to stare out at the front yard.


There were at least twenty rotting shapes making their ponderous way toward the house. 


 “How in the hell did they find us already?” Megan cursed.


Several more thumps rattled the outside of the house, and they heard glass breaking downstairs. 


 “Let’s move it, people! Come on!” Jeff yelled up the steps as Jason scrambled to pull on a shirt he had found in the dresser. He had slept in his jeans.

 “Grab what you can, and I’ll meet you downstairs!” Megan repeated Jeff’s orders and turned to run out the door.


Jason left the room a minute later with a pillowcase filled with a few things he had collected from the bedroom. As he hit the stairs, the thunder of a rifle shot made him stumble. He took off toward the kitchen and met George coming the other way. 


 “Get to the garage, now!” He pushed the boy in front of him as they raced in opposite directions. George was carrying the other rifle, and it still looked awkward in his hands. 



Another shot rang out from behind them as Megan tore down the steps. George motioned her toward the garage, and they sped in that direction.

 “Jeff, get to the van now or we’re leavin’ your ass!” Jason almost laughed when Megan tossed the remark behind her. 



They hit the garage, and Megan ushered them into the back of the van. George made a halfhearted attempt to get behind the wheel, but Megan was having none of it. The keys had been left in the ignition, and the engine turned over immediately. Several fists slammed into the wooden garage door in response. 


 “How in the hell did they find us?” George’s question echoed Megan’s earlier inquiry. “I mean, there were none of them around last night. Not a single one. Now there’s a whole goddamn platoon? What the hell?”

 “They were probably around the area, and the noise we made coming here stirred them up. It was only a matter of time before they found us.”

 “Yeah, but once we got here and settled in, there wasn’t much noise for them to pick up on. We don’t have any electricity going, we hid the van-”

 “I don’t know, George. No idea.” With a shrug, Megan dismissed the conversation as she stared at the door leading to the house and squeezed the steering wheel impatiently. Several more fists joined in with the others at the big door behind them and thuds sounded against the plywood they had quickly nailed over the side door window the night before. It would hold, but not for long.


The next minute felt like an eternity as they waited for Jeff. The monotonous thudding was punctuated by another rifle shot inside the house that made everyone jump. 



Relief showed on all their faces when the door opened and Jeff ran up to the van. When he heard the big, heavy garage door vibrate behind them, he twisted around and pointed the rifle in its direction. 


 “Come on, get in!” Megan demanded as Jeff swiveled again at hearing other fists slamming into the side door. 


 “How the hell are we supposed to get out of the garage?” Jeff asked as he looked from door to door, not sure which was going to break first.

 “I’ll smash down the door,” Megan yelled out at him, exasperation filling her voice.


Jeff shook his head. “You’ll do more damage to the van than the door. It’s not some cheap aluminum job; it’s reinforced wood.”


Grinding her teeth impatiently, Megan glared at Jeff. “You have a better idea?”


He ignored the sarcasm and looked at the side door again. He studied it for a moment, and Megan saw his face shift and knew he had come to some sort of decision. He turned to her and smiled. 


 “Give me five minutes and then lift the door.”


Before she could protest, he moved over to the side door and unlocked it. Megan’s jaw dropped as she watched him.

 “Is he insane?” George inquired, horror filling his voice. 



She sighed. “George, that’s about the only thing I’m certain of anymore.” 



After a few moments, the side door flew open and two rotters burst in, falling forward. Jeff was on them quickly, using the rifle butt to smash in the back of an old man’s head. His skin was a dusky gray, and the rifle shattered the back of his skull. He toppled over, the force of his landing driving his jaw up into his sinus cavity. All of his bodily fluids had dried up long ago, and there was no backsplash of blood or gristle as Jeff finished him off with a swift heel to the back of the head. 



The other creature wrapped its hand around one of Jeff’s hiking boots. It was probably a woman, its long stringy hair still hanging in clumps from its skull. Leaves and dirt made it impossible to determine her true hair color, and weeks out in the elements had burnt most of the exposed skin to a leathery brown. He didn’t panic as she lifted her head and dragged herself toward his leg. He whipped around and slammed his other foot on top of her head, pushing it to the ground. He had not used tremendous force, fearing he would topple over with the effort. She continued to struggle, her hands trying to scratch and claw at him.


Jeff shrugged her grasping hand off of his shoe. He maintained his balance and shot a quick look over to the open door. Seeing no one else coming, he put his full weight down on the woman’s head. A snap echoed in the garage, and he stomped her again. Feeling no more movement underneath his foot, he stepped off the corpse and moved to the door. Peering out, Jeff turned and waved at Megan before moving outside and pulling the door shut behind him. 



Megan glanced over at George and back at Jason. They looked as stunned as she felt at Jeff’s insane actions. 


 “I guess all we can do is wait to see if he can pull this one off,” she offered weakly and shrugged. They sat and listened as the volume of the moans outside rose as Jeff let out a muffled war cry. Suddenly, the banging on the garage door lessened and they heard sounds of dragging footsteps moving away from it.


Megan listened to Jeff’s taunts that mingled with the moaning replies of the infected as he moved farther away. She turned to George. 


 “Okay. Well, the maniac has gotten them away from the door, I guess. I’m going to open it so we can get the hell out of here. George? Can you cover me?” She stared at the big man and saw the nervous look on his face. Sweat was coming off of him in buckets as the rifle sat propped across his legs. His already pale complexion was practically glowing in the semi-darkness of the van’s interior. He looked over at her, swallowed hard, and nodded. Jason looked more assured than George. For an instant, she was tempted to suggest that he take the rifle but dismissed the idea quickly.


Megan tried to focus on the garage’s interior. Lifting the heavy door would only take a second or two; then she would be back in the van and safe. It would be easy. 



She took a deep breath and made the sign of the cross as she pulled on the door handle and slid out of the van.


Moving backwards, she kept one eye on the side door and the two bodies on the floor. They exuded a foul stench that was potent in the enclosed space. George opened the sliding door on the van and pointed the barrel of the rifle toward the door Jeff had left. Megan turned to examine the garage door’s lock. 



As she grasped the handle, there was a sound of wood shattering behind her and then a loud hissing noise. Megan jumped as a rifle blast echoed through the enclosed room. She turned to see four bodies spilling into the garage from the house. Cursing, she realized that they had forgotten all about the infected chasing Jeff across the interior of the home.


Megan fumbled for the revolver jammed in her waistband as George stepped out of the van and lined up another shot. She tugged at the gun as the second blast rang out. She was struggling with the .357’s hammer, which was snagged on her shirt.


Wrestling it free, she moved next to George. All four rotters were still closing in, and she aimed at the closest. 



A puff of smoke came out of the barrel as the bullet punched a hole in its chest. A spray of black mist came out its back and drenched the next stiff in line. Though stumbling slightly, it kept moving forward. Megan saw its mouth move, but the ringing in her ears blotted out its cries of rage. 



George awkwardly rammed another cartridge in place on the bolt-action rifle and fired his third shot. Megan saw a puff of dust as the bullet went wild, striking drywall two feet from any of the targets. 


 “Get the bat!” she screamed as she tried to steady her hand and take aim once again.


Her next shot passed through the upper cheek of her closest enemy, which was less than ten feet in front of her. It moved a half step forward as its head rocked backwards, and then it folded up like a lawn chair as it landed on its back. The others were unfazed and continued coming. Megan took a breath and fired at the next, puckering its nasal cavity. A dangling piece of cartilage broke free from its nose as the body crumpled to the cement.


The last two were almost on top of her. Fighting rising panic and her shaking hands, she fired wide, blowing a hole in the third monster’s shoulder. Its arms were extended, reaching for her, and the fourth was beside it, ready to pull her down.


Megan could finally hear their excited moans as they got close. Eyes wide, she took aim as a clammy hand gripped her arm. She felt the dry, cold skin as the bony fingers wrapped tightly around her elbow, yanking the weapon off target. 



Pulling the trigger, she felt a bolt of pain that was a combination of the recoil and the sensation of her arm being nearly yanked out of its socket. Suddenly, hands that had been reaching for Megan’s neck fell away and there was a white-hot burst of pain as she was knocked to the ground. 



Tumbling sideways, she could feel the cold grip on her arm release as she was slammed to the garage floor. Doing her best to ignore the pain flaring through her shoulder, she rolled over and tried to raise the gun again.


As things came into focus, she saw George slamming the last of the infected up against the garage wall. Megan tried to take aim, but George was already charging at it like a lineman, a bellow of rage bursting free from his lips.


He connected, driving the monster into the drywall and creating a crater in it. George quickly backed up a few feet but continued bellowing taunts at the obscenity slumped before him. 



Megan did not blink as she watched the madman encourage the rather rotund rotter to pull itself out of the new wall niche and stagger toward him. The first kick connected with its chest, driving it back into the hole. The second sent it to the ground, where George unleashed a flurry of blows to its head while it tried to grab at him. It obsessively scratched and pawed at the man looming above it until Megan heard a distinctive pop and saw its arms convulse and flop to the ground. George stomped on its head a few more times for good measure.


The battle over, he leaned against the wall above his handiwork, panting heavily. Megan let the hand holding the gun drop to her lap as she took a deep breath herself. The other stiff, the one George had pulled off of her, lay nearby, its neck bent awkwardly where it had been brutally snapped.


A moment later, her guardian loomed over Megan, his arm extended. He no longer looked frightened, as he did when he was wielding the rifle. His jaw was set, and she could see the determined look in his eyes. 


 “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


Megan nodded and took his hand. George pulled her up like she weighed nothing. She looked into the van and saw Jason in the doorway, staring out at them. The rifle George had discarded was in his hands, and his eyes held a tinge of fear. 



Megan gave him a wink, and Jason responded with a nervous smile. She stuffed the revolver into her pants and moved toward the garage door. George stood watch, tensed for more action as he peered through the shattered doorway leading into the house.


She pressed her ear to the wood and listened. There was a great deal of moaning, but none from nearby as far as she could tell. Jeff was still keeping the infected at bay. As Megan leaned down to pull the heavy door up by its handle, she was certain that sooner or later one of his crazy stunts was going to end up getting him killed.

 “If he isn’t dead already,” she mumbled under her breath.


***


Jeff spotted the van after it pulled out of the garage. Megan spun the wheel in a one-eighty so it faced the road and caught sight of him as he waved her forward. The infected were all over the yard, most falling all over one another in an effort to close on him as he pranced around and taunted them. He had taken the occasional pot shot with the rifle, but the yard was a wide expanse and had given him plenty of room to maneuver and avoid the threatening embrace of the infected. 



Megan drove in his direction, knocking aside a few stiff bodies attracted by the growling engine. As she drew closer, Jeff waved again, relief painted on his face. 



The van skidded to a halt on the grass, and the sliding door opened. Jeff ran for it, and George’s beefy arm shot out, grabbed hold of his shirt and yanked him in. Megan floored it, and they shot down the gravel drive, spraying rocks and dust behind them. 



Jeff let out a cheer and pumped his fist as George glared at him. “Woo hoo! We made it!”

 “You’re fucking nuts! Do you know that?” George said as he shook his head. 



Jeff let out a wild, breathless laugh. His face was red with exhaustion, but he felt invigorated.

 “Yep, but I’m still alive,” he said as he slapped George on the back. “We’re all still alive!”


George just gave him another sour look as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. 



Megan pulled them out onto the road, and her eyes widened as she saw how many ghouls were stomping through the cornfields, moving toward the house. Jeff slid into the passenger seat beside her, the grin still on his face. When he looked up and saw the crowd of stiffened bodies, his smile faltered.

 “This is never going to end, is it?” she asked quietly. 



Jeff stared at a boy in a pair of overalls hobbling toward the van, his stiff legs betraying him as the vehicle passed. As he tumbled to the ground, he raised his arm again, still reaching for them.


Jeff had no answer for Megan. His smile faded as he let his head touch the window. He didn’t say a word as the endless rows of corn flew by.

 


 




 


 



Chapter 23

 



Megan drove slowly, staring out at the flat expanse ahead. The debate over where to go had been short, and she had been in the minority. Manchester was the logical place for them to look for other survivors and a car for George. Even after having lived through Milfield and Gallatin, Jeff was the biggest proponent of checking out the town. 



As she glanced off into the distance, she saw the occasional stiff body moving in their direction but none close to the road. Many of the buildings and houses looked normal. It took a discerning eye to see the occasional broken window, door hanging ajar, or splash of blood on a sidewalk that broke up the monotony. 



As they rolled on, there were no abrupt changes to the landscape, but it was clear they were getting close to Manchester. The houses, previously spread out, were starting to bunch up again. The telephone poles, always a constant alongside the road, were becoming more prolific. 



A speed limit sign told them they needed to slow down to forty-five. It was an indication that they were getting close to the town. Beyond the sign were several abandoned vehicles that had been tossed around like matchbox cars. None was in good shape, and many were turned on their sides or flipped entirely. 



Up ahead, the road curved out of sight. Before that, it narrowed slightly where a train bridge ran across it. A bright yellow sign hung on the overpass indicating the maximum height at which a vehicle could safely pass underneath. The cheery note stood out against a drab brown backdrop of rusted metal. Megan stared at the opening apprehensively as they moved closer.


No vehicles blocked their passage, but there was a pickup truck that had slammed into the guard rail. The back of the Tundra still peeked out of the ditch on the right side of the road. 


 “Here we go. Manchester straight ahead,” Jeff announced. 



George was behind Megan, and she could almost feel his breath on her neck as he gawked at the damaged vehicles. She heard a grunt of frustration as he saw that none was in driving condition. 



As they emerged from beneath the bridge, nothing in the scenery changed. The van glided around a curve in the road that moved them southeast. Four sets of eyes scanning the immediate area for signs of activity saw none. There was no indication of military presence: no barricades, no razor wire, and no corpses. 



The road continued to serpentine, now to the north as they moved closer to Manchester. To the left, they saw a plain, squared-off cinderblock building that looked like a bomb had gone off in it. A gaping hole on its front allowed them to see that the inside looked as bad as the exterior. There was a ragged stump of a lamppost in the parking lot. The metal shaft had snapped in several places and was spread across the roadway. The cement base was still intact, and the metal shards sprouting out of it vomited corroded wires. Only the free-standing awning over four gas pumps and a darkened outline of the letters M-A-R-T on the side of the structure gave any hint as to what purpose the building had once served. 



A road cut north before the gas station. A sign, badly damaged, pointed travelers down the path, but it was hard to tell what the name of the road was. The sign was bent sideways and caked with layers of clay or mud. As Megan looked closer, her stomach roiled. Some of the filth on the sign was ropy and viscous. 


 “That’s Route One-Twenty-Three.” Megan glanced over at Jeff, glad for the distraction of his voice as he pointed at the road in question. “It splits to the north here but merges with the main drag ahead of us. We’ll have to go a bit farther into town and then maybe we can turn south.”


That had been the plan. They would find a car for George, wish him luck, and then find some road that wasn’t too clogged, which would hopefully lead them farther from more clots of infected population.


Megan slowed the van and scanned the gas station. Nothing stirred inside as they rolled along. Beyond it, the roadway looked almost normal, like it would in any sleepy Midwestern town. She gave the building another glance as they passed and noticed more signs facing away from them on the left side of the road. As they went by, she glanced back at them. One welcomed drivers to Harris Township while another informed them they were entering Warren and leaving Clinton County. The other two narrow green signs gave distance markers for towns that were north on Route 123.


George tightened his grip on the back of Megan’s chair as he stared at the last two signs. The words on them were: Morris 10 and Liston 19. 



He felt a hand on his shoulder and his eyes darted over to Jeff. “How far is Wildwood from here?” 



George looked back at the sign again, his eyes distant as he thought about the question. “Thirty, maybe thirty-five miles north.”


Jeff grunted his acknowledgement before turning to stare out the window again. 



There were more buildings on both sides of the street past the convenience store. They were widely spaced with ample grassy areas between them. Gravel parking lots were shared by simple, drab tin buildings. There were no streets behind the businesses, just farmland … flat open fields interspersed with small wooded areas. The buildings looked tired and worn down, sporting faded paint and dirty façades. Some looked like they had been abandoned long ago. There were a few boarded-up windows, but it looked like this part of Manchester had been a ghost town long before the infected came. A couple of small billboards for McDonald’s and a new subdivision from Vancouver Builders were ripped and tattered but did their best to dispel the image of a town that had been slowly dying for years. The wood and corrugated tin buildings that stretched along the road looked dated. “Scrubbing Bubbles” Car Wash and Laundromat, Cockrell’s Family Dining, and a Bridgestone Tire Store were just a few of the businesses that welcomed the foursome to the remains of Manchester.


The unnatural stillness outside was a good match for the silence inside the van. The engine noise of the Odyssey only had to compete with the chirping of a few birds and insects. 



The road straightened out and they were moving southeast. They saw cars and trucks lined up on both sides of the road in front of even more commercial structures. Some were parked normally while others looked like they had been pushed aside by something huge. 



Looking ahead toward the crowd of vehicles, Jeff assessed the situation. “Well, George, we should be able to find you a car in no time.” 



Jeff was hunched over, rifle in hand as he stared ahead, looking inside each vehicle for signs of movement. There wasn’t any, and he glanced over at yet another sign that dotted the entrance of the town. It was tattooed with emblems of all the civic organizations that had chapters in Manchester: the Rotarians, the Jaycees, etc. A few of the churches had also joined in with placards encouraging folks to attend the Church of Christ or United Methodist. Like everything else in the town, the sign had seen better days and leaned precariously to one side. A message in the bottom right corner stated that the sign appeared courtesy of McDonald’s. 



Jeff saw no bodies, living or dead, anywhere. Sweat rose on his brow as he scanned the area once again for movement. 



Near the wooden sign and closer to the van were more buildings. There was a sizeable gap between two of the drab one-story structures at which he was staring. Railroad tracks ran behind it with farmland even farther back. Jeff spied a house off in the distance about a half-mile away with some dense woodland beyond. Nothing moved as he scrutinized the landscape.


On the opposite side of the road, several businesses crowded close to the street for a stretch. More billboards vied for attention along with a bright yellow Dollar General sign close to the road. Small parking lots that were mostly empty provided a gap between the road and darkened buildings. On the other side, the nondescript boxy brown shops were even closer to the road, no farther back than ten or fifteen feet. A row of vehicles served as a buffer between the shops and the van.


They started moving between the two lines of cars, which appeared to stretch about a quarter of a mile down the straightaway. The path between them was tight but gave the van enough room to maneuver. At the beginning of the line, a car was angled sideways on the right side of the road. Jeff stared down at it and nodded to himself.

 “Let’s check out all of these cars, but I think that first one might be your best bet.” He gestured with his head as George looked out the window to examine the vehicle. 



His eyes grew wide as they drove past the car. It looked good, and so did several others. Megan and Jeff were studying them as well and didn’t notice Jason peering out the rear of the van, even when he moved back to the third row of seats. 


 “Guys, I think you better look behind us.”


The van slowed as everyone turned to look at whatever it was that had caught the boy’s eye. 



Jason had not been too concerned about finding a car for George. The close encounters he’d had with both the infected and the living over the past few days had him on edge. So when he saw the shadow shift near one of the cars, he immediately assumed it was a ghoul. When a head popped up from behind the vehicle, and whoever it was started running, he did a double take. It certainly didn’t look like one of the infected. 


 “What the-?”


Jeff moved next to Jason, wading past the seats and piles of supplies they had collected. When he looked out the window, he could not believe what he was seeing.


The van came to a stop as Megan turned to see what was up. Now George was in the back as well, and the three were blocking her view.

 “Well, what is it?” 



One of the cars was moving. The very first one they had seen. The one that had been perpendicular to the others. It had quietly rolled into the middle of the road. Jeff and George shared a glance, confusion etched on their faces. 



It was Jeff who realized what was happening first and turned to face Megan, whose look of exasperation at a lack of explanation quickly changed. “Get out of here! Now!”


Megan swallowed another question as she turned around. Her foot moved to the gas, but before she could touch it, her eyes widened at what she saw through the windshield. 



It was already too late. 



While they had been busy studying what was going on behind them, another car had pulled onto the road up front, at the end of the quarter-mile-long stretch of vehicles. They were cut off.


Megan saw a figure pop up over the hood of a Nissan Maxima nearby. It pointed a semiautomatic pistol directly at her head. Another stranger, this one holding a rifle, sheltered behind a Volvo station wagon on the other side of the street.


Jeff rushed back to the front of the van just in time to see another man popping up between the cars outside. Jeff froze between the seats, his breathing harsh. He spied Megan out of the corner of his eye and saw that she had gone rigid as well. In that moment, he wished he could will himself invisible as he saw the man outside taking aim at him with an M16.

 “Shit! There are two guys pointing shotguns at us!” 



When George heard no response to his comment, he turned and saw that Jeff was not moving. Jason was bent over in his seat, his hands covering his head. Most important, in George’s mind, was the fact that they were not flying down the road to escape the impending attack from behind. 


 “You, in the van. Show your hands now! Make a move toward any weapons and we start shooting!”


Fear sliced through the four survivors’ minds like a razor as they heard the voice shouting from outside. Slowly, Jeff, Megan, and George raised their hands. Jason, realizing they were not going to be fired on—at least not immediately—sat up carefully and slowly raised his hands as well as he stared out the back window. 



As the men outside inched closer to the minivan, Jeff’s mind raced over the events of the last few days. He had not cared whether he lived or died when he fled his house, but there were others relying on him now, and he had more than enough reasons to want to stay alive.


But as he stared down the barrel of a rifle for the second time in as many days, he was beginning to doubt that he was going to last much longer.

 


 




 


 


 



Into the Dark

 



INTRODUCTION

 



I still remember the first time I saw the name Patrick D'Orazio. I was looking for good zombie stories. Pat's name was on one review after another of the zompocalypse novels listed on Amazon. Each review was not only fair, but detailed and gave me a good idea whether to read the book.


 So one thing I did know was that he was a skilled book reviewer. Turns out that he is also a talented writer. Not sure at this moment where we officially met, but I'm pretty sure it was over on the Library of the Living Dead's forum. On that forum, Pat was offering a sample chapter from his book at least once a week. Each chapter's end would leave me wishing I had the complete book in my hands. Pat knows how to craft a story and keep you chained to it. 



 I actually asked him to stop. He was killing me. I wanted to read the whole thing in one fell swoop. Dribs and drabs of a gripping story are okay for some people, maybe, but not me. One lucky day, Pat asked me to read the whole story, and emailed it to me. I'm not a big fan of reading entire novels on the computer, but this one made me forget about personal comfort. Pat's story grabbed me and didn't let go until the end. 



 What I found were tense situations with Romero-style zombies, great characters, a fast pace, and an unblinking eye for gore and detail. If you bought this book, know that you are in good hands. If you are still thinking about it, roll the dice, take a chance. None of us is coming out alive.

 



Stephen A. North 



Author of Dead Tide and Dead Tide Rising

 


 


 




 


 



Wild shrieks have issued from the hollow tombs;


Dead men have come again, and walk’d about;


And the great bell has toll’d, unrung, untouch’d


From “The Grave” by Robert Blair

 



Chapter 1

 



There was a blur of activity outside the van. The meager hope that the men outside were military was dashed when Jeff saw their captors' civilian attire. They were marched out of the vehicle and ordered to lie flat on the road in front of the van. 


 “Do any of you have weapons on you? Answer me!” It was a different voice than the one they had heard earlier from inside their vehicle. 



George could feel the rounded metal point of a shotgun as it pressed down on the back of his skull. It pushed him flat to the pavement, and he thought he could hear the shallow breathing of the person holding it on him. “What about you, big man? You got a hog leg tucked up next to your prick?” 



Sweat dripped down George’s face as heat from the asphalt competed with the blazing sun at his back. He attempted to lift his head to give a negative response, fearing that speaking might exacerbate things, but the shotgun forced him to remain motionless. 



When George did attempt to speak, he discovered that his throat had closed up and saliva was pooling in it. He coughed uncontrollably, hacking and spitting, still trying to remain stationary as the man hovered above him.

 “You gonna answer me or you gonna puke yer guts out, Nancy?” 



George felt the edge of the sharp metal press down harder. 


 “No. NO! I don’t … have any … guns on me. I swear!” He hacked his way through the words, feeling like his mouth and throat were buried in six inches of water. 



George heard the sound of something skipping over the pavement. The pressure from the shotgun disappeared in an instant. Even with it gone, his nerves continued to sing with terror, fear gluing him in place.

 “There, now leave him alone! I’m the only one with a weapon, you asshole! No one else has anything on them!”


The feet of the man who had been next to George moved away, toward Megan. There were more footsteps. In the background, George thought he could hear someone rooting through the van. 


 “Well, well. Looks like we got ourselves Dirty Harriet here.” 



Someone else snickered at the lame joke, and George discovered he could breathe again. The tone of the voice sounded casual. He tensed as he waited to hear what would happen next.


Megan saw a shadow block out the blinding sunlight from above. An old work boot splattered with dirt and grass stains moved near her face until it blotted out everything except the shifting shadows at the periphery of her vision. She could feel more than see the man crouching directly above her and smelled the stale reek of liquor on his breath.

 “So, honey, you the leader of this little gang here? You the one callin’ the shots? That gun of yours looks a mite big for such a petite thing.” 



The voice was quiet and kept creeping closer to her ear as the man spoke. When his hand touched her back, it was as cold as ice. She squirmed beneath it, but found she could not move. One of the man’s knees was right above her butt and had her locked down. Stale Breath laughed at her predicament and continued to hover over her.

 “So none of you boys have any weapons, huh? You let your woman take care of things for you, right?” 



The comment hung in the air, unanswered. 


 “Hey, Frank! It looks like we found the rest of their weapons.” 



The voice came from behind them, and they heard a pair of rubber soles hit the ground. Megan felt the hand and knee leave her back as the man moved away. She relaxed somewhat but focused mostly on controlling the shivering that threatened to jar the teeth from her mouth. 


 “Nice!” 



Their voices dropped as they continued ransacking the van. Jeff shifted on the ground, attempting to push his twenty-five-caliber pistol deeper in his pocket with a turn of his hip, hoping the small weapon would not be found.


After several endless minutes of waiting on the ground while listening to Frank and the other man hoot and holler over their newfound treasures, they heard another voice. 


 “Gentlemen … and lady. I apologize for this treatment. I know it doesn’t look like we’re all that friendly, but given current conditions, I hope you’ll understand our reason for taking a few precautions.” The voice was cool and commanding, the speaker confident of himself.


No one moved. Jeff did a mental count of what they were up against. He remembered seeing two men in front of the van and two in back. At least two others were drivers of the blocking cars. They were armed with rifles, shotguns, and handguns … and now they had the rifles from the van as well. He rolled his forehead against the hot asphalt and cursed their luck.

 “You can get up now. I think we’re sure nothing … unfortunate is going to happen.” The voice was cheery, as if the man were welcoming guests into his home. 



When Jeff lifted his head, he saw six of them, as he had calculated. As his gaze circulated around the group, it locked on the man who was clearly the leader. Unlike the rest of his small troop, he was decked out in camouflage. It looked more like surplus than standard military issue, but the man wore it well. Rugged black boots completed his forest-green ensemble. 



He cut an impressive figure. He was about the same height as George, but slender, not stocky. Fit and muscular, he looked young, perhaps in his late twenties. His dark hair was neatly groomed, and he was clean shaven, unlike the rest of the group. He was handsome, with a strong jaw, well-defined cheekbones, and a twinkle in his eyes. Jeff could see no scars or defects and, more importantly, the leader of the other group did not have the hollowed-out look everyone seemed to acquire as a fringe benefit of being a survivor.


For all the physical traits that distinguished him from the others, it was something else about him that drew the eye. He was the one carrying the M16 that had been pointed at them earlier. Currently, it was slung across his back. 



The man raised his hand in greeting, a smile creasing his face as he looked over the little ragtag quartet. “The name’s Michael. I’m the leader here.” He spoke with confidence as he turned to the others surrounding him. “Let me introduce you to my men.”


Frank and Marcus were good ol’ country boys, toting shotguns and spitting tobacco in a constant brown stream that stuck to their ragged beards, and both were leaning against the van they had just ransacked. A looked passed between Michael and his two henchmen, and the duo forced smiles onto their faces, though their eyes were filled with mistrust for the newcomers. 



They wore dirty jeans and ripped t-shirts that looked like they had been worn for years. Their hair and beards were a wooly mess. Frank had a sizeable beer gut while Marcus, the shorter of the two, was reedy with a darker complexion. They mumbled and laughed at each other as Michael introduced the rest of his crew.


Ray and Teddy, the two teenagers, had their weapons aimed in Jeff and George’s direction. They ignored Jason and Megan, despite the fact that she had been the one with the .357 Magnum. Their guns were pointed at the ground, but it was clear they were still nervous about the newcomers. 



Ray carried a 9mm Beretta and seemed less than comfortable with it. The hand holding the gun bounced against his leg constantly. He was a pimply-faced kid who was perhaps sixteen. His feeble attempt at growing a beard had resulted in swirls of hairs sticking out of red welts at random spots along his jaw line. His flat, dull brown mop of hair was thick and covered his ears. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses poked out of the mess and kept sliding down the bridge of his nose. He absently pushed them up repeatedly and wiped away the sweat glistening on his face in between each attempt. His poorly chosen wardrobe was responsible for the excessive moisture. An oversized pea-green jacket covered his chubby frame. His choice of bright red sneakers made it clear he had not been going for the camouflaged look.


Teddy was slightly less agitated, but perhaps it was because his weapon, a rifle, was too heavy for him to maneuver easily. He grasped it awkwardly, holding it as if he were standing at attention. His arms would slump downward as they grew weary, and after a few seconds of rest, he would stand at attention once again. He was smaller and perhaps younger than Ray, but it was hard to tell. He was maybe an inch or two less than five and a half feet tall and could not weigh more than a hundred pounds. Like a lot of smaller kids his age, he seemed to have energy to burn, and one of his legs performed a spastic dance as if he were waiting for a starter gun to go off. Though he was hyped up, his eyes were steady. Ray’s eyes darted back and forth between the two men in front of him, but Teddy’s gaze never left George, his target. 



That left Ben. Even George couldn’t compare to “Big” Ben for sheer bulk. He appeared to be the one least concerned about the new group. Michael ordered him to sort through the van and do an inventory. He quietly went about the assigned task without complaint. The van groaned in protest and dipped a couple of inches closer to the ground every time he slid inside.


Ben was a giant of a man, likely tipping the scales at well over three hundred pounds of what looked like mostly muscle, and was more than six and a half feet tall. He had a sizeable gut, but even that looked intimidating. He was also quiet. As Michael introduced him, he nodded but did not speak. Once the introductions were made, he went back to the business of cataloguing the goods in the van. 


 “It’s regrettable that we had to be so rough, but desperate times …” Michael gave a little shrug, which made it clear that Jeff and the others should expect no more of an apology. The two rifles Jeff’s group had commandeered from Fred and Bobby were slung on the backs of Frank and Marcus, and Frank also had Megan’s .357 tucked into his belt. 



They heard a sound from the van and saw that Ben was pulling the removable middle row of seats out and tossing them to the pavement. The inventory of the van continued as Michael waited, smiling.


His eyes moved smoothly from Jeff to George and then to Megan. They lingered there, and he gave her a smile. She responded with a dark glare. Michael broke eye contact with her, and his gaze traveled back to George, where it hovered expectantly. Jeff glanced at his friend and saw he looked almost ill, as if the stare of the other man were causing him physical distress. George’s eyes dropped quickly.

 “Well, I guess we can understand the need to make sure we’re not psychos or maniacs. No worries on that account,” Jeff piped up. He smiled as Michael’s eyes moved over to him. 



The chisel-jawed man scanned Jeff up and down. After a moment, his smile grew brighter than ever as he nodded, recognizing Jeff as the official spokesman for his group. 


 “Well, why don’t you introduce yourselves, and then let’s get off this road to a safer area. We have a camp about a mile south of here in the woods.” Michael stared at Jeff expectantly, and suddenly all eyes were upon him.


George and Megan did not protest when Jeff started the introductions with Jason, who nodded shyly at Michael. He looked less nervous than the two teenagers, but when Michael grinned and shook his hand, appreciation bloomed on the kid’s face. It was obvious he liked being treated like an adult. 



Jeff introduced George next. A dark expression that might have been contempt passed over Michael’s face as he moved closer to the group’s oldest member. It was gone in an instant, but Jeff thought he had seen it. Michael’s dazzling smile was back in place too quickly to be sure. 



He saved Megan for last. Seeing the expression on her face, Jeff tensed as he made the introduction.

 “And this is Megan.”


Michael’s hand came out, and his killer smile shone down on the diminutive woman. 


 “It’s a privilege, ma’am. Please accept my sincerest apology for how my men acted. I especially regret how you were treated.”


The slap sounded like a small firecracker going off. Michael’s face twisted to the side, and his hand flew up to touch the spot where he had been hit. He stared at Megan in shock. 



Frank hooted with laughter, but the short braying sound cut off as Michael glared at him. No one else spoke, and expressions ran the gamut of shocked disbelief to chagrin. 



Megan moved in for the kill. 


 “Fuck you and your apology. You drag us out of our car and take our things, and you’re sorry? Your limp-wristed stooge shoves a shotgun to the back of my friend’s head and does his best to humiliate us, and you’re goddamned sorry? Screw you!”


Frank made a move toward Megan, his anger instantaneous. 


 “You little skank! I’m gonna beat the shit outta you.” Before Jeff or George could move to protect Megan, Michael reacted.


The punch was quick and efficient, connecting with Frank’s nose. Michael kept his palm flat and drove it upwards. Frank’s head rocked back, and blood poured from his face. He slumped to his knees, his hands grasping at the damage.

 “Jesus Christ! I think you broke my nose, man! What the hell? I wasn’t gonna hurt her, Michael. I was just gonna scare the shit out of that little bitch.” The words were pinched, painful and honking. 



Michael’s punch had been on a pivot, but now he faced the other man. Frank was busy squeezing his nose and didn’t see the foot before it drove into his shoulder, knocking him flat. In an instant, Michael was on top of him, a large knife that seemed to come out of nowhere at Frank’s throat. The nose forgotten, Frank’s eyes bugged out, and his hands dropped to his sides in a supplicating gesture. 


 “If you threaten her or anyone else like that again, I’m going to feed you to one of the stiffs.” 



Michael pressed the razor-sharp knife down on Frank’s throat. A trickle of blood, a small echo of the one coming from his nose, formed a line where the knife pressed against his skin. The fat man looked as if he wanted to melt into the pavement as his eyes remained glued to the maniac on top of him. He blinked away the tears and gagged. He nodded, careful not to move the knife still pressed to his flesh.


Jeff gaped, dumbstruck. Megan backed up and bumped up against him. He put his hands on her shoulders to hold her steady. 



Michael, apparently satisfied, got to his feet and extended a hand to Frank. Like a dog that had been whipped too many times, Frank flinched at first. When nothing happened, he reached out and got to his feet with Michael’s assistance. He turned from the others, moving toward the far side of the van. Michael slapped him on the back as he left. The other man stiffened for a moment, his expression hidden and his back ramrod straight. Then he started moving again.


Michael shrugged. Everyone was staring at him like he was some sort of alien, especially Megan. He smiled at her as he pulled a small cloth from his pants pocket to wipe his blade clean of Frank’s blood. Afterwards, the knife found its way into a sheath attached to his left wrist hidden by the long-sleeved shirt he wore. 



He moved forward slowly, carefully. 


 “As you can see, I don’t tolerate insubordination.” 



Michael’s eyes were stern as he glanced meaningfully at Jeff and then down toward Megan. They softened slightly. 


 “I feel as if all I’m doing is apologizing. Now for Frank’s actions. He’s a loyal man. I’m sure you’ll find this hard to believe, but he’s a good man as well.” His smile widened even as the look of trepidation on Megan’s face grew.


She detached herself from Jeff, regaining some of her composure. He tried to hold her back, but she wriggled free, her eyes flashing angrily as she did. Sullenly, she faced Michael.

 “Well I don’t like him and I don’t know that I like you much either.” She stared him down. “And I’m not apologizing for slapping you.” Megan stood with her hands on her hips, daring him to challenge her.


Michael continued to smile, unfazed by the terse statements. “I wouldn’t expect you to. All I can ask is that you give us a chance to prove our hospitality.” His gaze encompassed all four of them. “I think you’ll find we’re a bit rough around the edges, but we’re not really all that bad.”


They stood waiting. Jeff noticed Ben leaning against the back of the van. Jeff was not sure how long he had been watching, but the smirk on the brute’s face indicated that he had probably seen everything. Ben caught Jeff looking his way and, without hesitation, winked at him. Jeff did a double take and tried to smile at the huge man, but he was already looking elsewhere.

 “Okay! Let’s get moving! Boys, you’re on foot. Ben, you drive. Marcus and Frank! Move the cars out of the way so we can get rolling.”


Jeff gritted his teeth. Whether he liked it or not, they were headed to the lair of this small group of survivalists. And as he looked over at Megan and George, he knew he wasn’t the only one who was nervous about the idea.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 2

 



Everyone jumped into action. Michael ushered the newcomers toward the minivan, and Jeff felt a simmering of resentment at the loss of the vehicle, but forced it down. As they climbed on board, he noticed Ray and Teddy running in the flat field behind the gap between the buildings. They were south of the railroad tracks already and making good time as they scanned the area. Jeff did as well and was surprised to see no infected anywhere.


With the second row of seats removed and the back row folded down, the vehicle resembled a cargo van. All the supplies they had collected were stacked to the roof in the very back. Michael took the passenger seat, which forced Jeff, George, Jason, and Megan to sit on the floor behind him. Frank and Marcus took off to move the car in front of them out of the way. 



Ben started the van, and soon they were heading in the direction of one of the gravel parking lots on the south side of the road, out of the corridor of vehicles. They avoided several other abandoned cars and moved toward the flat grassy space behind the buildings. Ahead was a set of train tracks elevated by a patch of gravel. Ben carefully drove the van over the tracks and followed a makeshift road that had been carved into the dry earth of the barren field beyond. Rocks and other debris had been cleared away, and two barely visible ruts gave the van a runway down which to roll. Ben pointed the van in the direction of a wooded area about a mile from the road, and it looked like they would run right into it if they stayed the course. There were no visible breaks in the tree line, and Jeff wondered whether they were going to have to get out and walk before they got to whatever hideout Michael had set up. 



At the last moment, Ben turned the van at an angle as he brushed up against the stand of trees. At first, the view remained the same, with trees to their left and an open field to the right. After a few moments, Jeff saw a gap in the woods that seemed to sprout up out of nowhere. It was more than wide enough to accommodate the van, and he saw the tire ruts making up the “road” they were following merge into the opening. 



As they made their way down the narrow tunnel of trees, he wondered out loud about something that had been bothering him for a while.

 “How come there aren’t any of those infected bastards around here?” 



Michael turned and looked at Jeff. “Oh, they’re around all right. They’re in town, to the south, to the north ...” He grinned as he waved his hand in every direction. “We’re completely surrounded.”


Jeff stared at him, but before Michael could elaborate, the van came to a stop.

 “Welcome to our humble abode.” 



Michael’s smile took them all in, but his eyes focused on Megan as he said it. She felt uncomfortable with the attention and looked away. 



Michael and Ben opened the doors, and they all piled out.


Before them was a clearing. There were trees at a distance, but where they stood past the wooded entryway were several acres of clear-cut space. It was squared off and took Jeff and the others completely by surprise. A large wooden sign stood nearby, but everyone was too busy taking in everything else to pay it much attention. Instead, their eyes were drawn to the huge recreational vehicles parked before them. Off to the left were a bulldozer and backhoe, situated near the wall of trees. Jeff walked forward, trying to absorb what he was seeing.

 “It was going to be a new subdivision,” Michael explained as he gestured at the sign. “An exclusive neighborhood, I’m guessing, or at least the perception of one. It’s totally surrounded by pine trees. Secluded, quiet, and-”

 “Not visible from the road,” Jeff interrupted, and Michael smiled, nodding. Jeff peered at the sign, which looked brand new. It listed details about the small community: custom homes, the name of the private builder, the acreage of each lot, etc. The neighborhood would have been called “Hidden Pines.” A map with a layout of all the lots had its place on the board as well. 


 “They had just started clear cutting. I’m guessing they were planning on going deeper into the woods, because currently there’s only enough room for a few lots.”


Jeff was still scanning the open space when the two teenagers arrived on foot. Without hesitation, Ray and Teddy moved toward the RVs and began climbing up the ladder that extended down the rear of the closest one. 



Jeff’s eyes gravitated toward the monstrous Winnebagos. He could not see all of them, but the ones he could see were parked in a rough circle. They were brand new, with shiny finishes of silver and white. As he scanned back and forth, he saw that they were all close to forty feet in length and over twelve feet high. They were parked right next to one another, with the front right corner of one touching the rear right corner of the next. They were too close together to let anything squeeze in between them. 


 “They’re brand new, and they’re all identical. All five of them.” 



Jeff glanced over at Michael, who moved up next to him as he spoke. “They’re the biggest ones they make. All the comforts of home.”


Jeff studied them a bit more closely and noticed that part of the walls stuck out. He knew next to nothing about recreational vehicles, but recognized the slideout, which expanded the size of the beasts even more. More importantly, he noticed that there were no visible doors. The entrances to the big rigs must all be on the inside of the pentagonal arrangement. There were windows, but they were up out of reach. There was barely any ground clearance either; the soft earth allowed the tires to sink down enough that nothing as large as a human could crawl underneath.

 “It looks like you got yourself a nice fortress here, Michael,” Jeff said with grudging respect.


George was taking it all in as well, only half listening to what the other two men were saying. As he looked at the configuration of the RVs, he smiled, his expression distant. 


 “I’ll be damned.” He moved forward, getting a closer look. He snorted and did his best John Wayne. “Round up the wagons, boys!”


Michael laughed and walked up beside him, slapping him on the shoulder. “Exactly!”


He turned to the others. “Well, let’s start hauling the supplies up and over and get you all settled in.” 



His hand grazed the side of the closest RV. His eyes sparkled with pride as he patted the metal beast like a faithful pet. 


 “They aren’t much, but they do us just fine.”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 3

 



Less than an hour later, everything from the van was inside the walls of the RV fortress. They got it all in with a makeshift bucket brigade. Afterwards, the newcomers were introduced to the rest of the camp’s residents.


Cindy was in her early twenties with hair that had been bleached and then dyed black in various areas, repeatedly. Her ears were adorned with multiple piercings, and she had several prominent tattoos on her arms and neck that traveled well beneath her tank top. 



As Michael introduced their guests, she did not try to hide her contempt for them. Her lip curled up in a silent snarl as she moved closer to Michael. She barely paid attention as the men and boy were introduced, but her eyes narrowed when Michael came to Megan. Staring at her, Cindy slid a hand up Michael’s back until it reached his hair, then dragged her fingers through it. He tried to shake her off, but she gripped him tighter and yanked his head down to hers to give him a forceful kiss. He seized her shoulders and pushed her back, his face red with embarrassment. Cindy laughed as she turned to walk away. As she casually strolled over to one of the RVs, everyone’s eyes were on her. She reached for the door and turned and looked back at the group, her eyes finding Megan once again.


Michael cleared his throat, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. 


 “My apologies for Cindy. She’s …” He shook his head as he searched for the appropriate words. “She’s had it pretty rough, I guess, like most of us.” 



The explanation didn’t sit well with Jeff, who slid his hand onto Megan’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. She turned, and he saw the fear in her eyes. She relaxed as he smiled, but traces of nervousness remained. 



Michael shifted gears, his eyes brightening as he introduced Lydia Olverson. She smiled at them with genuine warmth and surprised them all with hugs. It was clear she was the graying matriarch of the community as she grasped their hands and welcomed them. 



When Michael presented her with the food he had commandeered from Jeff’s van, her eyes lit up. She thanked them all profusely until even Megan looked embarrassed at their earlier reactions. Lydia shooed everyone away from the large grill set up in the middle of the communal area and told them lunch would be ready in an hour. 



The last citizens of the RV community to whom they were introduced were three small children. As Michael provided everyone with their names, the trio waved timidly at the new acquaintances. 



Sadie was a tow-headed girl of five. Though she seemed shy, her eyes sparkled as her gaze took in the latest members of the camp. Moments after being introduced, she walked over to where Ben was sitting in the doorway of one of the RVs, stretching his extensive frame. He had a knife out and was whittling on a slender piece of wood. He never made a sound as the little girl began climbing him, striving to reach his shoulders. He adjusted his arms to accommodate her, making sure she did not slip or fall. When she was in the piggyback position, she hunched over and watched as Ben shaped the wood, apparently mesmerized.


Nathan was eight, and Joey was nine. It was clear from the moment Jeff saw them that they were inseparable. Nathan clung to the older boy even when Joey shrugged him off. Immediately, the two of them glommed onto Jason, peppering him with questions. He did not seem to mind at first, but as they began dragging him back to their RV, he gave a look of desperation to George and Megan, who both smiled and waved at him as he was pulled inside to play with the boys’ Power Ranger action figures. 



Jeff took in the thriving little community into which they had been sucked. It was not huge, but with the towering motor homes surrounding them, it felt as if they were in some sort of citadel. The slideouts were all opened, and each RV had an awning extended, giving them an even homier feel. Most of the grass had been worn down in the “courtyard,” as Michael called it. Several picnic tables and lawn chairs were set up, along with a few large umbrellas to provide shade. 



Jeff’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at Frank and Marcus, who were standing next to one another by the entrance of the RV they shared. Thus far, Marcus had barely spoken, and Jeff trusted him no more than he did Frank. 



Michael led them to an RV out of which the teenagers were clearing their meager gear. It would serve as shelter for the newcomers, and Ray and Teddy would move in with Ben, who had been on his own previously. Michael did his best to sound like a gracious host and ignored the glares of resentment from Jeff, George, and especially Megan. When they stepped inside their new home, however, the three momentarily forgot their anger at being ambushed. 



The recreational vehicle had a king bed, sofa, chairs, dining table, refrigerator, shower, TV, and a stove. Michael gave them a brief tour and explained how everything worked. While there was no external power, the big beast had a generator that used diesel fuel to provide needed electricity, though he stressed that they wanted the precious resource conserved. The camp used only the leader’s refrigerator to store items that needed to remain cold, although they were free to use the stove, which ran on propane. Michael’s eyes twinkled mischievously as he told them they could take hot showers but if they used the toilets, they would have to empty the black water tank themselves. 



He stepped to the door and looked at all of them, smiling. “I know we didn’t start off on the best foot, but I am certain you’ll like it here once you get to know us.” He paused as he stared fiercely at them. “It took a lot of work for us to set this place up, and we intend on surviving here, no matter what it takes.”


A chill went through the room as Michael turned to the door and opened it. “Don’t forget about lunch,” he said cheerfully as the door shut behind him.


Jeff blew out a breath as he slumped into one of the chairs. “Sounds like Michael wants us to stay for a while.”


Megan and George were quiet, the face of each painted with different emotions. George looked as if someone had dropped a bag of cement on his head, while Megan’s rage, which had subsided as they entered the camp, was back in full force.


A few moments later, Jeff slammed his hands against the armrests on the chair and stood back up, startling the other two. 


 “Well, that’s that.” 


 “What are we going to do, Jeff?” Megan asked as he walked toward the back of the RV. 


 “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m going to take a hot shower and have some lunch.”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 4

 



An hour later, they were sitting around tables that had been pushed together for their meal out in the courtyard. Jeff was surprised to discover that meat was on the menu. Steaks were piled high, and the smell had his mouth watering. Michael announced that it was a special occasion in honor of the newest members of the community. Ben had been hunting. Although the infected had torn through the domestic animal population, deer appeared to be thriving in the new desolation created by the virus. The survivors drank lukewarm bottled water and ate canned vegetables and bread Lydia had made from scratch. It was the best meal any of them had tasted for as long as they could remember.

 “Your attention, please! Everyone!” Michael stood and tapped his steak knife against the plastic table as the meal wound down.

 “I know things have been difficult for us. For all of us.” 



He walked around behind Jeff and the other newcomers, forcing them to twist in their chairs to look up at him. 


 “But we’ve made it this far. It’s my hope that we’ll be able to go a lot farther, now that there are more of us.” He smiled and put his hands on Jason’s shoulders, squeezing them. The boy puffed up a bit and smiled shyly at the attention. 



Michael glanced at each newcomer in turn until his eyes found Megan and hovered there. She looked away, but Michael’s gaze stayed on her. As Megan glanced down at her paper plate, she did not see Cindy staring daggers at her, but Jeff did. Michael finally looked away and began moving again. 


 “It’s my hope,” he said, stopping as he reconsidered his word choice. “No, it’s my vision that we can grow strong enough to someday take back the world from those who have stolen it from us.”


Michael’s smile broadened as he looked out over everyone. “We need to stick together so we can make things like they used to be ...” His smile grew even wider as he corrected himself. “To make them better than what they used to be.” 



Lydia immediately stood and started lightly clapping. Michael peered at everyone else, and slowly the others joined in. Soon even the children were applauding. 



As they did, Jeff looked around quizzically. The clapping was barely audible, though the enthusiasm on everyone’s face painted a different picture. 



A little later, Jeff was smiling and doing his best to look grateful for the hospitality as he resisted the urge to make any sharp comments about all the chips and other snacks he had acquired from the drug store back in Milfield that were now being passed around freely. George sat next to him, watching everyone with distant eyes. Frank gave the middle-aged man a sour look when their eyes met, and George stared down at his hands. 



For some time, polite discussions about everyone’s experiences dominated the conversation. After a while, people dispersed and the tables were cleared. Megan insisted on helping Lydia clean up. As she stood, she nudged Jeff with her elbow. He glanced up at her from his chair. With her eyes, she indicated Michael and then looked meaningfully at Jeff. He groaned inwardly, but nodded. Megan smiled and moved away from the table, grabbing up plates, plastic knives, and forks as she went.

 “Michael. Could I have a word with you?” 


 “Certainly, Jeff. It’d be my pleasure.”


The two of them walked away from the tables, toward the RV Michael and Cindy shared. “Step into my office.” With a flourish, Michael waved Jeff ahead of him.


The RVs were top-of-the-line vehicles, and Jeff could only imagine how much one would cost. There had been no need to scrimp when Michael and his crew acquired them at a dealership in the area several weeks before. 



Even though Michael’s looked pretty much the same as the one Jeff was sharing with his companions, there were some elements that made it unique—smaller details, like more expensive wood trim and thicker carpeting. 



A laptop was jacked into a power outlet above a large dining table, and stacks of DVDs were arrayed around it. With the slideouts fully deployed, it was hard to differentiate the RV from a small house. Jeff noticed there was nothing covering the windows. They were exposed to the outside world, the same as with his RV. The shades were not drawn. 


 “Nothing but movies now.” 



Jeff’s eyes moved back to the table beside which Michael stood. He noticed the sizeable flat-screen TV situated on the wall above it. 


 “No more cable TV, no more news, and no more BS.” Michael grinned. He nodded at the laptop. “I have a Wi-Fi connection, but there isn’t anything left to connect to, is there?” 



He gestured to one of the chairs at the table and walked over to the refrigerator. 


 “Would you like a Coke?”


Jeff slid into the seat and nodded. Michael pulled out an instantly recognizable red can and handed it to Jeff. The cold sensation was a pleasant surprise. As he cracked open the can, the carbonation sounded like an old friend welcoming him home. The first sip was pure bliss as the liquid rolled down Jeff’s throat. 



Michael cleared his computer off the table and leaned back. 


 “So, I’m all ears. What can I do for you?”


Jeff set down his Coke and shifted in his chair. 


 “Well, you sort of took us off guard with that little stunt back out on the road.” 



He raised his hand before Michael could offer a retort. 


 “Don’t get me wrong. We appreciate your hospitality, and I know as well as anyone how shitty things have been the past few weeks. It doesn’t pay to take chances.”

 “You’re not kidding.” Michael raised his can of Mountain Dew in salute and gulped it down. 


 “It’s just that … well …” Jeff paused for a moment and then forged ahead. “Well … George is trying to get back to his family. We all sort of agreed to help him find a vehicle that was still running and let him take off to find them.”

 “His family is still alive?”

 “Well, he seems to think so, that’s for sure.”

 “Where are they?”

 “Wildwood. Up near Dayton.”


Michael thought about it for a moment, holding his breath. As he stroked his jaw, he let a slow hiss of air come through his teeth. 


 “So what do you think? What are the odds his family is still alive in a town of that size?” 



Jeff shrugged. “I have no idea. But the man wants to find his family, and I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that.”


Michael’s response was quick. 


 “Even if there’s about a ninety-nine percent chance that they’re dead? Come on, Jeff. I can tell you’re a realist. Let’s not bullshit each other any more than we need to. George’s family is dead, and he’s going to end up dead too if he goes after them.” 



Michael sat back and crossed his arms as a smug smile appeared on his face. “Don’t tell me that you and Megan haven’t tried convincing him to stay with you.”


Jeff nodded in agreement. “We have. But his mind’s made up.” He shrugged again, as if that were all there was to it.


Michael narrowed his eyes, his smile becoming slyer. “So you’re telling me you would gladly let him go off on some wild goose chase that’s going to get him killed? You have no desire to stop him?”


Jeff paused as he gritted his teeth and forced a smile onto his face. “I guess I just don’t see it as my place to tell a man he can’t try to save his family.” He glared at Michael. “Even if I do think it’s a suicide mission.”

 “Well, that’s where you and I differ, Jeff.” Michael scooped up his drink and downed it. Standing, he began pacing around the RV.

 “I haven’t … no, strike that, we haven’t come this far without stepping on a few toes. Some people don’t realize what it’s going to take to stay alive out here. I do. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let another fool run off and get himself killed because he wants to be some kind of hero or has some sort of delusions about his wife, kids or even his best bud from college still being alive somewhere out there.” 



Michael turned and slammed his hands down on the table. “I won’t do it, Jeff! Not again.” 



Jeff inched back in his chair as Michael’s jaw twitched and his eyes burned with fury. His knuckles grew white as he gripped the edge of the table. 



Suddenly, a change came over Michael’s face and his eyes widened in desperation. Jeff watched the transition in silence. 


 “You don’t understand. We need you. All of you. There aren’t enough of us to screw around anymore. We have to rebuild, man. This …” He waved his hand furiously all around him. “This camp, fortress, or whatever the hell you want to call it, isn’t going to last. We might have a month, maybe two before things go south.” 



He moved back to his chair and slid into it, his eyes never leaving Jeff’s. “But before that happens, we need to find more people and, more importantly, we need to survive.”


Michael slumped in his chair. Jeff tried to absorb what he had said, but was puzzled by the other man’s wild swings of emotion. He ran his fingers through his thick hair, scratching his scalp in frustration. 


 “So let me get this straight. You’re telling me that George can’t leave … and none of us can? Does that about sum things up?”


Michael tilted his head, an impassive look on his face. “If that’s how you want to look at it, then yes. But it’s not as if you are our prisoners. We’re welcoming you as members of our team.”

 “Team Michael, huh?” 



Michael ignored the sarcasm. “Call it what you will, Jeff, but this world is a pretty screwed-up place, and I don’t think you’d like trying to make it out there on your own for very long. In here, you have a fighting chance.” 



He extended his hand across the table. Jeff just stared at it.

 “So what do you say?”


Jeff continued staring down at Michael’s open hand. He pressed his tongue against the top of his mouth to avoid speaking, because he was fearful of what he might say. Finally, he reached over and shook it.

 “Good man, Jeff.” Michael’s face lit up while Jeff’s remained sullen. Michael stood as they shook and tugged on the other man’s arm until he stood as well. He patted Jeff on the shoulder and led him toward the door.

 “I’m really glad we’ve had this talk. I think it cleared the air between us.” 



The expression on his face made Michael’s meaning clear. There would be no compromise on the subject of leaving. They were here to stay … at least for as long as Michael felt he needed them. 



At the door, Jeff turned to go, but Michael’s grip tightened on his shoulder. Jeff looked back at him. 


 “Why don’t you guys just get a good night’s rest? We can chat more in the morning.” 



He paused and seemed to remember something. “Oh, and one more thing. We’re going on a salvage run tomorrow. We’re going to hit the town for some supplies. You up for that?”


Jeff smiled wearily at the man who had imprisoned him and his friends. “Sounds like a plan.” 


 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 5

 



The next hour was gloomy for Jeff as he did his best to explain to Megan and George how the conversation had gone with Michael. George was dejected, as Jeff had expected, but he sat quietly as Jeff spoke. 



Megan, on the other hand, had to be prevented from storming from their RV and scratching out Michael’s eyes. Her rage was not only for George, but for the trip the men planned to take the next day. After witnessing how things were in Milfield and Gallatin, she had no doubt that it would be no better in Manchester. 



After Megan calmed down, Jeff worked to convince her and George that their best course of action for the moment was to try to get to know some of the camp dwellers better. It took some effort, but Megan agreed to play nice for the time being, though George didn’t seem to care one way or another. They stepped back out into the courtyard and mingled as best they could. 



Jeff spent some time trying to befriend the two teenage boys. Ray and Teddy seemed like fairly nice kids once unarmed and safely behind the walls of the RVs. He tried to strike up a conversation with Ben, who seemed civil enough, but the big man wasn’t interested. Ray was willing to chat, and Jeff learned a little bit about what had led him and the others to this place.


They had moved into the area a couple weeks before. They spent some time clearing out the “slugs” as Ray had dubbed the infected, from the immediate area and brought in the RVs, which they snatched after fleeing a factory they had claimed as their first hideout. Ray alluded to several deaths along the way, but did not go into detail. He just seemed happy to speak to an adult who didn’t spend most of his time insulting the kid. Jeff got the distinct impression that Ray was a whipping boy for Frank and Marcus from the way he shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he spoke about them. 



Teddy joined in and also seemed willing to talk about the others. Frank had apparently been with Michael since near the beginning, and together they had accumulated different folks as they moved farther out from the city. But it wasn’t until Ben joined them that they seemed to have a plan. He was the one who had found the place for the RVs and spent much of his time beyond their walls, foraging and scouting. Frank was Michael’s second in command, but both boys agreed Ben was the most valuable person in their little community. As they spoke, Jeff kept glancing over at the colossal man, who was once again quietly whittling in front of his RV.


He saw Marcus walking along the rooftop of one of the RVs and asked the boys what he was doing. He was on patrol, they told him, scanning the surrounding area for any slugs that might fumble through the woods and discover the camp. That explained the pitchforks, shovels, and rakes up on the roofs. Though Marcus carried a shotgun, firing a weapon and alerting the stiffs in town to their presence was strictly forbidden. In fact, loud noises in general were frowned upon. Something a bit quieter was used to silence the ghouls when they wandered into the clearing. Jeff was starting to understand why everyone was so quiet when they had clapped for Michael’s speech.


Teddy also told him something else about the camp. After dark, almost every night, a few of the infected would somehow find their way through the woods. No one could explain it. The camp went deathly silent after dark. The shades were pulled, and no lights were allowed. The moans of the infected were enough of an alarm for those on patrol to zero in and take them out before they alerted other ghouls to the camp’s location. 


 “You won’t have to do a shift up top tonight,” Ray told Jeff. “But starting tomorrow, I’m sure you and George will be up on the wall like the rest of us.” 



The rest of the day went by uneventfully. Megan spent time with Lydia and the children. The older woman was the mother hen, caring for the kids as well as everyone else. Jason tried to also chat with Teddy and Ray, but kept getting pulled into various games by Joey and Nathan. 



George stayed by himself for the most part. He only emerged from the RV to collect the modest dinner of hot dogs and beans that Lydia prepared in the early evening. Jeff watched his friend sullenly eat and decided not to try to talk to him any further. He knew Michael’s decision had to be gnawing at the man.


As the sun died in the sky, Jeff watched the camp shut down. What the teenagers had told him was true. Everyone not on watch drifted toward their RVs. 



Shades were drawn, and the world was quiet once again. 


 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 6

 



It was a calm night for Jeff and the others as they went to sleep inside the RV. Michael had offered them sleeping pills, which Megan refused on behalf of all of them, barely containing her ire with their new leader. His smile never faltered as he welcomed them to the camp once again before leaving the RV.


Eventually they fell asleep to the sounds of quiet footsteps above as the men and teenagers of the camp took turns on watch. Jeff thought he heard a moan in the middle of the night and then several furious footsteps running across the roof, but couldn’t be sure as he dozed fitfully on the pullout couch.


The next morning, Megan watched Jason get up and quickly dress. As he stepped outside the RV, she wondered about the twelve year old. Although he didn’t speak much, it was clear it was a daily struggle for him in this new world. Even around George, the man with whom he had spent the most time, the twelve year old showed little emotion. So it seemed strange to her that he was the one adapting to the camp better than any of them. The children liked him and so did Michael, apparently. Megan didn’t know what to make of that, but supposed it was for the best.


Thirty minutes later, she was up and ready to go as well. When she stepped out of the RV, she saw Michael sitting with Frank and Marcus at one of the card tables. The two underlings glared at her while Michael smiled and nodded. She waved to him, deciding to play nice for the time being. She turned when she heard the children and was grateful for the distraction. They were playing with Jason and Lydia across the courtyard. The children were running in circles around Jason and laughing quietly at one another. 


 “Is he your kid?”


Megan swung around, startled. Cindy was standing there, behind her, a grin on her face. She giggled as she saw Megan’s frightened look, and her toothy smile widened. The heavy black makeup on the young woman’s face added to the creepy vibe she gave off. Cindy’s diet had clearly not suffered over the past few chaotic weeks. She was slender, but her arms and legs were well defined, with muscle buried beneath her array of tattoos. 



Megan took an involuntary step back as she tried to regain her composure. Cindy advanced, amused at the reaction she was getting.

 “Cat got your tongue?” the punk girl asked as she crossed her arms. 


 “No.” Megan shook her head and blinked. “And no. Jason is not my kid.”


Cindy snorted and stared over at the boy. “Not surprising. I didn’t figure you as the type to go for dark meat.” 



Megan watched Cindy lick her lips as she took a closer look at Jason’s lanky physique. 


 “In a few years, he’ll be a nice little treat.” She turned on Megan again. “Know what I mean?” Her eyes sparkled as she raised an eyebrow. 



Megan went cold inside. She gritted her teeth as she took a step forward.

 “You stay away from him. Do you understand? Just stay the hell away from him.” 



It came out as a hiss as she stabbed at Cindy with her finger. 



Cindy’s grin spread. She looked excited at Megan’s response. 


 “Mmm, baby. Mommy loves it when you get all angry like that,” Cindy said in a low, sultry voice that knocked Megan off kilter. When the odd girl rubbed her hands up her legs and torso as she moaned, Megan was transfixed, unsure how to react.


After a few seconds, Cindy threw back her head and let out a wicked laugh. When her head tilted forward again, her eyes were filled with raw hatred.

 “Bitch, you aren’t in charge around here. I am, and don’t you forget it.” 



Cindy advanced on Megan, her long nails lashing out. Megan ducked, her arm shifting to cover her face. As she knelt, waiting for the first scratch, Megan heard more of Cindy’s twisted laughter. Slowly lowering her arm, the diminutive woman saw Michael’s girlfriend standing relaxed in front of her.


Shaking her head as she stopped cackling, Cindy looked at Megan with distaste. “If I wanted that little boy, I’d take him. And there isn’t a damn thing you could do about it.”


She moved with a fluid grace, wrapping her arms around Megan before the petite woman could cringe once again. Gripping her tightly, Cindy snuggled her head close until her lips were pressed against Megan’s ear. 


 “Listen carefully, Megan, or whatever the hell your name is. You better stay the fuck out of my way and steer clear of my man. In fact …” She paused, rocking Megan gently in her arms as she heard a slight whimper coming from her lips. “Maybe you should steer clear of Jeff and George too. I might want a taste of them as well.” 



Megan fell to the ground as Cindy released her and walked away. Looking up, Megan saw Frank and Marcus laughing, although Michael wasn’t pleased by Cindy’s little display. The girl strolled by him, ignoring the tirade he was directing at her. He gave Megan a brief, apologetic look and followed Cindy into the RV, slamming the door behind him.


Megan nearly jumped out of her skin when she felt another hand on her shoulder. She recoiled, but then relaxed when she saw it was Lydia. 


 “Oh dear, I am so sorry.” 



Lydia shook her head with regret as she glared over at where Cindy had just been standing. “There’s something wrong with that girl.” She looked back at Megan and extended her hand. “Don’t worry about anything she says. She’s a mental case, but Michael keeps her on a pretty tight leash. Rest assured he’ll set her straight about what she just did.”


Megan brushed herself off and let Lydia help her back to her feet. “She really is a twisted bitch, isn’t she?”


Lydia chuckled and shook her head. “You have no idea.”


They walked back toward the children. Megan glanced over at Frank and Marcus one last time, and they were still chuckling at her. She gave them the finger and smiled delicately. Frank’s face tightened, but he gave no other response as she kept walking.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 7

 



Jeff woke about an hour later, though he had slept in fits and starts throughout the night. He looked over at George, who had chosen a chair to sleep in and realized that only the two of them remained in the RV. The older man had covered his head with a pillow and had propped his legs up on an ottoman. 



Jeff got up and moved over to the sink. He put the stopper in, lifted the tap, and splashed his face, rubbing away a layer of sweat. Staring in the mirror, he examined himself.


The itchy beard and hair still annoyed him, but at least the dark circles under his eyes had retreated a bit over the past couple of days. He had a farmer’s tan—all the skin besides his burnt arms and neck remained bleach-white. Stepping back, Jeff examined his physique. The gut that been sneakily getting bigger over the past few years had shrunk significantly and was barely visible anymore. He was surprised to see that there was even a bit more tone to his arms and legs.

 “You may look like a serial killer, but at least you’re a sexy one,” Jeff smirked as he flexed.


He grabbed the toothbrush he had been allocated from the supplies and brushed his teeth. Pooling some of the water in his hands, he rinsed and spit. 



Moving toward the bedroom, he sifted through the pile of clothes they had dumped on the floor the night before and picked out a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt. He knew it was going to be hot again today, but the less exposed skin, the better. 



He saw George shift in his chair, the pillow falling away from his face. 


 “You going to get up?” 



George slowly turned toward him. He stared at Jeff like he barely recognized the man. 


 “Maybe we can get some breakfast. I think it’ll be a little while before we go into town.” 



George did not respond immediately. He simply continued to stare sullenly at Jeff.

 “Not hungry,” he said before twisting around on his makeshift bed and moving his face into the pillow once again. 


 “Look, George, I’m sure we can figure out some way to get you out of here. It just might take a few days …”


George raised his arm and waved the discussion off. 


 “I don’t want to talk about it right now. Just go have your breakfast. I’ll be fine; I just want to sleep a little longer.” 



Jeff opened his mouth to say something else but knew it would be pointless. He sighed in frustration and turned to head out.


When George heard the door closing, he tossed the pillow off his face and stared at the ceiling of the RV. The resignation that had been in his eyes ever since Jeff’s unsuccessful meeting with Michael had changed, replaced by a look of determination he kept hidden from the others. He knew it would be best if everyone thought he had given up and would play ball with Michael and his ridiculous demand that George stay in the camp.


A thin-lipped smile appeared on his face. He would only have to play gloomy and sullen for a little while longer. Soon they would be heading out to Manchester on Michael’s supply-gathering expedition and then things would change. There was no telling what might happen once they were outside the camp. George’s smile expanded as he thought more about it. 


 “Yep, things could get crazy out there.”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 8

 



Jeff stepped outside and shaded his eyes. Even in the morning, the air was already sticky with humidity. It was going to be a nasty, uncomfortable day. He looked around the courtyard and spotted a large pot boiling over a metal grill. Lydia and Megan were sitting next to it, giggling like schoolgirls. He saw Ray, Teddy, and Jason playing cards at one of the tables while Ben whittled on a tree branch in front of his trailer. Jeff moved over to the women.

 “So what’s for breakfast, ladies?” He rubbed his hands together and plopped down beside Megan. They gave him a brief glance and looked at each other. After a moment, they began giggling again. 


 “What?”


Jeff waited as they fought to compose themselves. Both kept sneaking glances at him between snickers, Lydia in particular. He could feel the blood rushing to his face, though he had no idea why he should feel embarrassed.


Megan waved her hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. Just girl talk.” 



Jeff rolled his eyes, knowing it would be pointless to press. “Okay, fine. But what have you got going in the pot?” 



Lydia looked at him, still grinning. “Just boiling some water. You missed breakfast.” 



Her smile widened when she saw his crestfallen look. 


 “Don’t worry; you can have a Pop-Tart. The stuff you brought us was a real godsend. You only missed me heating up some of the meat we had left over from last night.” 



Jeff grabbed one of the silvery packets nearby and ripped it open, gulping down the dry pastry. He accepted a bottle of water from Megan and made quick work of the skimpy meal. 



The women’s conversation had died out, and he was beginning to feel awkward in front of them. They had stopped laughing, but shared knowing grins with each other as they watched him eat.

 “Okay, so what’s the boiling water for? If it’s not for breakfast …?” 



Lydia stood up and gave Jeff a mysterious smile. 


 “Why don’t you come with me?”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 9

 



Lydia held a small mirror in front of his face, and for the second time within an hour, Jeff stared at his reflection. He touched his hair-free jaw, and it felt strange. It had a slight numbness to it after such a long time of being covered with the scraggly beard, as if a bandage or a layer of thick leather had been removed. The skin was slightly paler than that of the cheeks above the razor line. He took the mirror from Lydia and admired the haircut as well. The pile of hair covering the floor was immense. He was beginning to recognize himself again. 


 “So did I do okay?” 



Jeff continued to admire her handiwork. 


 “I would show you the back, but I don’t have another mirror.” 


 “No problem.” He looked up at Lydia and smiled. “You did great.” 



Lydia beamed at Jeff. “I’m so glad you let me do it. Megan said she was tired of hanging out with a hobo.” His grin broadened, and she laughed. It was not long before he joined her. 


 “So that was what you two were laughing at, huh?” 



Lydia nodded slyly. She had taken a coffee cup of scalding-hot water from the boiling pot and surprised Jeff when she brought out some of the shaving cream he had gotten at the drug store along with a straight razor, a plastic bag of scissors and other grooming implements she already had. The cloth she had doused in the hot water had done the trick, and his beard felt like it was sliding off his face when she took the razor to it. 


 “I tried to get some of the others to let me do this to them, but only Michael and Ben seemed interested. Ben kept his beard, but he lets me trim it. Frank and Marcus apparently like looking like chimps.” Lydia swatted the excess hair off of Jeff’s shoulders as she spoke. 


 “Michael looks like the type who would want to keep well groomed.” 



The hand on Jeff’s shoulder paused. After a few silent moments, Lydia continued brushing off the trimmings. When she was done, she sat down at the table with a determined look on her face.

 “You and Megan don’t trust Michael, do you?” 



The question caught Jeff off guard, but he hid his surprise well as he continued to admire Lydia’s handiwork in the mirror. After a few moments, he looked at her and carefully set the small mirror on the table.

 “What makes you say that?”


Lydia gave him a world-weary smile, and there was an intelligent gleam in her eyes.


Jeff shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he continued to stare at her. Lydia was plain. Not unattractive, just simple, clean, and careworn. He guessed she was in her early sixties. Unlike many women her age, she kept her hair long and didn’t bother to dye the gray out of it. Even with it falling past her shoulders, it was well maintained. She was solidly built and sturdy looking. He guessed that she had probably never been much of a looker, but she had a gentle aura that made her look like she would make an excellent companion in life. There was a crinkling of age lines around her eyes—and the eyes themselves held sadness, but also a great deal of wisdom. 



The smile changed slightly as her eyes danced. “Come on, Jeff. I might have been born at night, but not last night.” 



Lydia paused for a second. Jeff squirmed in his seat again, and she chuckled quietly. “I know what happened out on the road. Megan told me everything.” 



Jeff’s nostrils flared, and his lower lip quivered in anger. “So you know your buddies shoved guns in our faces and took all our stuff.” He tried to keep his tone neutral and matter-of-fact. Lydia did not flinch, but her eyes acknowledged the comment.

 “Our guns were taken from us, and we were brought here with no consideration for what we wanted.” 



Jeff kept glaring at her, but she didn’t respond. Lydia simply matched his glare with her own relaxed expression. “That stuff that you thanked us for? All the food and other supplies? That was ours. But now it’s yours.” 



Jeff’s voice grew more irritated in the face of Lydia’s impassiveness, but still she didn’t react. He forced himself to remain calm as he sat across from her, refusing to show any signs of awkwardness as he waited for her to come up with an excuse.


She moved her hands over to Jeff’s, which were twisted together. He realized he had been contorting and squeezing them as he spoke. Lydia covered them with hers, and a gentle look came into her eyes.

 “Jeff. We’ve all been through so much. We’re barely hanging on here. Every day is a battle for us to get by and to figure out how to keep going.” 



Lydia’s fingers were warm and smooth as they wrapped around his. Jeff forced his hands to relax and stop clenching and unclenching beneath her gentle touch.

 “If you want me to say I feel guilty for what happened, okay. I do. But you need to understand that I knew what Michael had planned on doing long before you showed up.” Lydia gripped his hands tighter as Jeff’s eyes widened in surprise and he tried to pull away. “Jeff, what he did was necessary. It was the only way we could get you to stop.” 



There was no pleading or embarrassment in her eyes, just conviction. Lydia might have regretted Michael’s methods, but she was happy with the end results. 



She tugged on his hands again. Jeff realized he had been staring at them. He blinked and looked back at Lydia. 


 “I just hope that someday you’ll understand that Michael is just trying to do his best … for all of us.”


There was still no pleading in Lydia’s voice. A stab of irritation rose back up in Jeff.

 “Well, it’s not as if Michael gave us much of a choice, now did he? It’s not like he waved us down and asked us what we thought about joining your little club,” Jeff fumed. “I’m sorry, but your perfect leader ain’t so perfect in my estimation.”


Lydia gave him a frown. “Now, Jeff, did I ever say I believed Michael was perfect?” She shook her head. “He isn’t perfect. Far from it. But neither are you or anyone else. So let’s not start picking nits, okay? I already told you: Megan shared everything. I’m pretty sure you don’t feel like what you’ve done over the past few days has been perfect.”


Jeff’s face turned beet red with embarrassment and indignation. His head swam as he tried to recall everything that had happened, every crazy thing he had done since fleeing his house. He had done the best he could. Maybe Megan thought him foolish for that, but they were still alive …

 “Hey.” Lydia’s voice was soft once again, grandmotherly. “You did what you had to, Jeff. To survive. Don’t think for a second that Megan doesn’t appreciate that.” 



Jeff shook his head. Most of the time, Megan seemed angry or frustrated with his decision making, not appreciative.

 “She is so proud of you. More than she would ever admit.” Lydia smiled conspiratorially. “More than she would even admit to me, but it was obvious as we spoke.”


Jeff continued to shake his head, his eyes filled with disbelief. “Megan thinks I’m nuts. That everything I’ve done is crazy.” He glared fiercely at Lydia. “And she’s so damn stubborn, she drives me nuts.” 



Lydia laughed. It was a pleasant sound, and the tension in the room eased a bit. “It’s so obvious, Jeff. You’re both pigheaded! Everything one of you does is going to drive the other one crazy. Just accept it and move on.”


Lydia gave Jeff a knowing look. “Let’s just agree that you aren’t perfect and no one else is either. But if Michael has done anything really terrible, then I’d like to hear about it.”


Jeff thought about it for a moment and then shrugged. “Okay. I’ll admit he’s been hospitable for the most part. But you should have seen him jump on Frank when he threatened Megan.”


Lydia sighed and shook her head in frustration. “That man is a pain in the ass.” 



Jeff snorted and nodded in agreement.

 “Frank and Marcus aren’t the sharpest tacks in the box, but they are loyal as hell to Michael. I just wish they would stop trying to pretend they’re generals in his army.” 



Lydia shifted in her chair as she continued. “I know Michael gets frustrated with how they act, but we need them.” She smiled slightly. “And now we have you and George here as well.”

 “Yep, and those two are probably feeling threatened by our arrival.”

 “Oh, don’t you worry about that. They have loud mouths, but they follow Michael’s orders. They won’t try anything stupid, no matter how much they bray like jackasses.”

 “So what about Ben?”


Lydia’s eyes lit up. “Ben is such a sweetheart. He is so good with the children. I tell you, I wouldn’t know what to do without him. He does whatever I ask without a word of complaint.”

 “Well, that’s all well and good, but why doesn’t Michael put him in charge of things and … demote Frank?” 



Lydia shook her head. “Ben doesn’t care about any of that. He just does what needs doing and minds his own business. Frank, on the other hand ... well, I guess it trips his trigger to boss people around.” She rolled her eyes, and a smirk crossed her face. “He tried telling me how to manage the food situation and what to do with the children about a week ago. I gave the little smartass a piece of my mind that day, I’ll tell you. He never saw it coming.”


The grim satisfaction on her face faded, and Lydia looked serious once again. “Pickings are slim these days, Jeff. There were more of us not so long ago.” Lydia had a faraway look in her eyes for a moment, as if she was remembering the people they had lost. Her back stiffened, and her face became stern. “We have to make do with those still with us.” 



She looked Jeff in the eyes. “But as I said, you and George are here now.” She paused, correcting herself. “Megan too, of course. She’ll be a great help around the camp … because some other people, who shall remain nameless, are not much of a help at all.”


Jeff could guess who Lydia was talking about as she pursed her lips and looked irritated. Cindy didn’t seem interested in doing much except hanging all over Michael. Jeff blotted the punker girl out of his mind as he tried to focus on the rest of what Lydia had said.

 “Well, you should know that George wants to leave … if Michael will let him go.”

 “Megan told me about his family. It’s so sad. But I guess it can’t be helped.” Jeff could hear the regret in Lydia’s voice. 


 “So … is there any chance Michael might let him leave?” Jeff already knew the camp leader’s position on the subject but was hoping to learn more about how he operated and perhaps find a way to convince him to let George go.


Lydia paused as she thought about it. 


 “Do you honestly believe his family is still alive?” 


 “I’ll tell you what I told Michael yesterday. It really doesn’t matter what I think. The man has the right to try to get to his family, and none of us should stand in his way. Do I want George to stay with us? Hell yes! But I know he’s sitting in that RV right now staring at the walls, thinking about his family. He’ll go crazy if he’s forced to stay here much longer. So again, I ask you: Will Michael let him leave?”


The tears Jeff saw in Lydia’s eyes as she shook her head were disconcerting. 


 “It’s such a shame, Jeff. I feel so horrible for him. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have the heart to make him stay.” Lydia dug into her pocket for a tissue and dabbed her eyes. “But Michael is more of a realist than I am. You have to understand, if we let people go off on suicide missions to try to save someone they think might still be alive, there wouldn’t be anyone left inside of a week.” 



Jeff felt the urge to agree with Lydia. George had not come to grips with the fact that his family was dead. But as he sat there trying to imagine himself in the other man’s shoes, he knew how hard it would be not knowing for certain what had happened to the people he loved. 



He couldn’t think of a response, so the two of them sat quietly, lost in their own thoughts. When the silence began to get awkward, Jeff decided it would be best to change the subject. 


 “So, I guess we’ll be heading out for supplies later.” 



Lydia’s face fell. 


 “Please be careful. I really don’t know why Michael wants you to go out today.”

 “Why’s that? Don’t the guys go out pretty regularly? I mean, that’s how they found us, right?”


Lydia shook her head. “They found you because they heard your minivan coming down the road long before you got here. Ben was out there—he’s our scavenger, and he was the one who let Michael know someone was coming over the walkie-talkies. Michael rounded up all the men, and they left.” She laughed at the memory. “I’ll tell you, it was certainly a surprise for us. We haven’t heard anything except a few dogs barking, birds chirping and … well, you know … that moaning noise they make, in ages.” Lydia rubbed her hands together nervously. 



Jeff tried to digest what she was saying. “So going outside of the camp—except for Ben—is pretty extraordinary, right?” 



Lydia nodded. 


 “Do you have any idea why Michael would suggest we go on a supply run just one day after we got here?” 


 “I don’t know. Perhaps because there are four new mouths to feed?”


Jeff frowned as he nodded reluctantly. It was certainly a possibility, but still seemed strange. Something didn’t feel right about Michael’s decision. He was feeling the urge to have another chat with their fearless leader.


He thanked Lydia for the haircut and shave as he stood up. She surprised Jeff with a hug, kissing him on the cheek and telling him to be careful. He nodded and smiled at her as he left.


There was a look of concern on Lydia’s face as she watched him go. Since she and the others had discovered this hiding spot, there had been only one instance where anyone besides Ben had left the safety of the RVs, and that was to go out and get Jeff and his companions. Now, a day later, they would be going out again. She sat down in her chair and stared out a window at the thick woods behind which they were hiding. 


 “God help them out there,” she whispered as she suppressed a shiver. 


 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 10

 



When Jeff walked out of Lydia’s RV, he knew something was wrong. 



Everyone was clumped together around one of the tables across the courtyard. There appeared to be an argument going on between Frank and George, with Michael playing the part of referee. 


 “Oh shit,” was all he could mumble under his breath as Megan, who had been involved in the discussion as well, spotted him and walked his way. 



Jeff noticed Marcus patrolling the roofs again, shotgun propped against his hip as he surveyed the woods. The man spit over the side and continued walking, ignoring what was going on below as he used his hand to shield his eyes from the sun.


Jeff didn’t relish what he guessed was about to happen. Michael had his arms crossed, a hard look on his face. Frank was poking his index finger at George’s chest and looked ready to throw down with the bigger man. Jeff tensed, waiting for his friend to explode and twist Frank into various pretzel shapes. But as he watched, he saw that while George was upset, he was keeping his cool as he shook his head stiffly at the other two men.


Ben was sitting near the action in one of the lawn chairs. His feet were kicked up, a ball cap shifted forward on his forehead, which gave Jeff the impression that he was taking a nap. Cindy was close by as well, enjoying the argument from beneath the shade of her RV’s awning.


As he moved closer, Jeff saw that Jason was standing behind the three men. He looked as agitated as the others, but was not joining in the argument. Jeff picked up speed and met Megan near the smoldering fire pit. 


 “They can’t do it. I won’t let them! You have to tell that prick!” 



Jeff held up his hands in an effort to calm the ranting woman. He could see icy fire in her blue eyes. “Okay, okay. Ease up! What’s going on?”

 “They want Jason to go. Jeff, he can’t go! He’s not old enough, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let him back out there. You HAVE to tell Michael to forget it!”


Jeff put his hands on Megan’s arms to steady her as he watched the men. Michael was now speaking to George, having stepped in front of Frank. So far, Michael was remaining calm, and Jeff hoped that cooler heads might prevail. 



Suddenly, Jason jumped into the discussion, and Jeff tensed again. He was yelling at George. 



Jeff sighed and looked at Megan.

 “So Jason wants to go out there with us, huh?”

 “Yes, and Michael and fucking Dumbo are saying it’s okay, it should be his choice, not mine or George’s.” 



Megan was on the verge of tears, but her anger held sway. Jeff couldn’t blame her for getting upset. Jason was only twelve. As he looked back over at Michael, his eyes narrowed as he understood what was really going on. Taking a deep breath, he gripped Megan’s arms even tighter and looked her in the eyes. 


 “Megan, listen to me, okay? This is a ploy. Michael is trying to drive a wedge between us.”


Megan’s eyes burned holes through Jeff.

 “I don’t give a crap what type of mind trick he is trying to play here. All I know is that Jason is not leaving this camp. He. Is. Not. Leaving.”


As she repeated herself, Jeff felt her arms quiver with rage. Megan’s voice elevated with every word, and it didn’t appear as if she was going to stop.

 “Calm down. Okay? All right, Megan, fine! I’ll talk to them. I’ll tell them he’s not going. I’ll figure something out.”


Megan’s voice was calm again. Deadly calm. “I need you to handle this, Jeff, before I kill that bastard and his fat monkey.” 



Jeff could only stare at her. Megan looked homicidal. He heard a door open up behind him and guessed it was Lydia. 


 “Promise me.”

 “Okay, I promise.” Jeff nodded. Satisfied, Megan turned and walked back toward the table. Jeff reached out and grabbed her again, swinging her around. 


 “You need to promise me something too.” He matched Megan’s angry eyes with his determined ones. “Let me handle this. Just stay back and let me deal with Michael and Frank, okay?”


Megan wrenched her arm free, but didn’t move. She dragged her hand furiously across her cheek to wipe away an angry tear. 


 “Fine. Just make them stop this bullshit. Because if you don’t, I swear I will, even if I have to rip that fucking fat man’s heart out.”


Jeff nodded and moved until he was between her and the men. His back was to them as he spotted Lydia crossing to where the children sat, playing with some toys near the entrance of Ben’s RV. The two teenagers were supervising the kids, though their eyes were glued to the scene unfolding before them. 



Jeff swallowed hard, forcing the queasiness in his stomach down as he moved toward the table. Michael had stopped talking to George and was watching him as he got closer. 


 “So, guys, what’s up?” Jeff said in a friendly voice as he approached. 


 “Oh, I think you know what’s up,” Michael replied. He returned Jeff’s smile, though his was smug. “I’m sure Megan already filled you in.”

 “She sure did, Mike.” Jeff’s eyes narrowed, but his grin never changed as Michael tensed at hearing his name shortened. 


 “So I am sure you’ll understand why I’m a bit confused. Why does Jason need to go out with us?”


Michael pointed to the boy. “It’s his choice. I don’t see any reason why he can’t make the decision for himself. He asked to go.”

 “He’s twelve years old, for Christ's sake! That’s goddamn why!” Megan said as she rushed forward. Jeff grabbed her as she got close and pushed her back. He cursed silently, knowing he shouldn’t have believed her promise to let him handle this. 


 “You’re not my mother!” Jason snapped at her. He turned to George and pointed at him. “And he’s not my father! I can do whatever I want!” Now it was Michael’s turn to move in and hold someone back. The resentment in Jason’s voice was thick as he lashed out. “My parents are dead, and I don’t need anyone else telling me what to do!”

 “Yes you do!” Megan fought against Jeff, but he wrapped both arms around her as she tried to move toward the boy. “Jason, please. Don’t do this! You can’t go back out there!” 



The boy crossed his arms, his face contorted with a child’s rage. But he was staring at the ground now, refusing to look at the woman pleading with him. 


 “Y’all are full of shit! Ain’t none of you this boy’s parents,” Frank chimed in. “As far as I can tell, he’s old enough to go with us, and ain’t a damn thing any of you have to say about it.”

 “Fuck you, you fat piece of shit! I’m going to kill you!” Megan screamed as Jeff retained a tight grip on her. She scratched and beat on him, but he held firm. He noticed Lydia moving up toward them. She arrived and acted as if she were going to lay her hands on the wild woman’s shoulders, but thought better of it and hovered a few feet back.

 “Bring it on, bitch! I like it rough!” Frank spit in Megan’s direction and laughed at her. 



Things were getting out of control. Jeff gave Megan a sharp squeeze, and in an instant, the air went out of her lungs. She wheezed, and he shook her slightly. She gaped at him, confusion on her face. Jeff glared at her until she was totally focused on him. She was still trying to catch her breath as he continued to peer at her. 



That was when Lydia chose to step in. She walked up and touched Megan’s shoulder, caressing it gently. As Megan tried to move away, Lydia’s grip tightened. Jeff tensed, not sure what was going to happen next. 



That was when Megan began to weep. 


 “It’s okay, it’s okay …” Lydia shushed her like a baby. She kept repeating the words as Jeff let Megan go so she could move into Lydia’s caring embrace. After a few seconds, the older woman looked up, and Jeff mouthed a silent “thank you.” She nodded as she comforted Megan. 



Jeff watched as they moved back, Megan wrapped in Lydia’s protective cocoon. As his racing heart steadied, he turned around. 



When he did, he got a face full of Frank. Jeff jumped as the other man stared at him through bloodshot eyes. When he breathed on Jeff, the sour stench of alcohol hung in the air. 



The fat man was smiling at him. Jeff spared a brief glance down and saw Megan’s revolver jammed into Frank’s dirty work jeans, suspended in place by his tremendous beer gut. 


 “You better get a rope around that bitch of yours, or someone else will do it for you.” 



Jeff made an exaggerated effort to look Frank up and down as a dark grin crossed his face. The man looked strong, his solid arms ending in two callous-thickened hands. Frank clenched his fists, looking ready to take a swing.

 “And I supposed you think you’re the just the man to do it, don’t you, Frank?” Jeff snarled in response.


Frank’s eyebrow rose in curiosity. It was clear he hadn’t expected Jeff to do much but cower in response to his snide comment. As his smile began to evaporate, the pent-up rage buried just below the surface snuck onto Frank’s face. He leaned in, his right fist rising as he did. Jeff stood waiting, his body tense and ready.


Michael’s hand landed with a loud slap on Frank’s shoulder. He pulled his henchman backward. 


 “Ease up, Frank.” 



That was all it took. The smile returned to Frank’s face. He glared at Jeff as he moved out of Michael’s way. 


 “You’ll have to forgive Frank once again. As I’ve said before, he’s a little overzealous, but he’s a good man.” Michael turned to give his rotund crony an angry look. 



Frank’s smile faltered, and his hand went to his throat, touching the scab left by Michael’s blade from the day before. He no longer looked interested in fighting with Jeff as he took another step back. 



Before Michael turned back to Jeff, he took the opportunity to look at everyone else around the camp. Megan and Lydia had moved to the fire pit and had slumped to the ground, the older woman making sure Megan’s back was to the men. Ben had not moved from his spot on his chair, still appearing to be napping, while Cindy had come closer, her interest piqued. Teddy and Ray were watching the children, but Michael had the majority of their attention. 



Jeff spared a glance at Jason. He had backed up some, and it was clear he was uncomfortable being the cause of the argument. The twelve year old glared at the ground, sullen and bewildered at the attention he was getting. 



Michael gave Jeff a weary look. “Jason wants to go, Jeff. I don’t see what the issue is.”


Jeff scratched his head in an exaggerated show of confusion. “Hmm. Well, let’s see. There are …” He looked around at the camp. “One, two, three, four, five, six … yep, six men, plus two teenagers. That makes eight of us. So why on earth do we need a twelve year old tagging along on some sort of salvage run?”

 “Well, with that many of us, it should be pretty safe for Jason to join in, don’t you think?” Michael asked. His voice was reasonable. “I mean it’s not like he hasn’t been out there before.” He chuckled. “I figure this is probably safer than some of the other stuff he’s done.”

 “And he’d be even safer behind these walls.” 



Michael’s expression didn’t change at Jeff’s retort. 


 “Look, Michael. We’ve all taken plenty of risks getting here, and we’re going to have to take even more if we want to survive. But not dumb ones. Not senseless ones. That’s why we’re still alive when everyone else is dead. They made foolish choices and we didn’t.” Jeff moved a step closer. His voice remained calm. 


 “So let’s not endanger a child for no better reason than that he wants to go on some stupid adventure. He’s safer in here, and you know it. Whatever we need to do out there … he doesn’t need to be a part of it.”


Michael’s face grew stony as he nodded in stiff acknowledgement of Jeff’s words. 


 “So you don’t think he can’t take care of himself, huh?” 


 “I didn’t say that. The kid’s smart, and he can handle himself. But there’s no reason-”

 “Yeah, yeah, there’s no reason to jeopardize him. I get it.” Michael bobbed his head, already looking bored with Jeff’s line of reasoning. “But what I don’t understand is how you think that you or I are any more capable than he is.”

 “What?”

 “Well, he did save your life, didn’t he?” 



Jeff stared at Michael, dumbstruck. After a moment, a small bead of sweat formed on his forehead. He looked over at Jason. The boy still had his arms crossed with his head down, but now there was a trace of embarrassment on his face. Jeff closed his eyes and shook his head as he tried to control the anger he was feeling about Jason spilling his guts to Michael. 


 “Didn’t he shoot a man who had a rifle pointed at your head, Jeff? The very same rifle we found in your van?” 



Michael paused as Jeff open his eyes and focused on him. There was a look of sickly sweet concern on Michael’s face, but Jeff could see the satisfaction hidden beneath it. 



Before he could respond, Michael moved toward George. 


 “And didn’t he take care of one of the infected for you?” George stiffened as Michael placed a hand on his shoulder. “Didn’t he take a stick …” He looked at Jason, “It was a stick, wasn’t it?” Michael turned back to George before the boy could respond. “He took a stick and beat one of those things to death with it.” He was whispering now as he carefully enunciated each word. “He beat it to death while you watched.” 



Michael lingered in front of George for a few more moments. Jeff could see that his friend was reliving what had happened back when he had escaped from the high school gymnasium with Jason. Before, there had been anger or perhaps embarrassment written on George’s face. Now it looked more like regret. 



Satisfied, Michael slid away from George and faced Jeff. 


 “So tell me, gentlemen. Please enlighten me. Why on earth should I refuse the boy a chance to go back out there with us when he can clearly take care of himself?” He stared at Jeff. “Maybe even better than the two of you can.” 



Frank snickered behind them, mumbling “You got that right” as he moved toward Jason. Grabbing the kid by the shoulder, he squeezed it, shaking him in an excessive show of camaraderie. Jeff looked on, the contempt in his eyes for the fat man hard to hide. 



Gritting his teeth, Jeff forced his eyes away from Frank. He knew what he had to do. He glared at Michael, took a deep breath, and let it out in a slow hiss. 


 “Be that as it may, he’s still a boy. He’s not going. I won’t allow it.”


For a moment, Michael looked shocked. As he digested Jeff’s comment, his expression morphed into something closer to anger. Any trace of the smug smile he had before was gone. 


 “So you think you have that kind of authority?” 



The words were made of gravel, rough and raspy. Michael was holding his rage in check, but looked anxious to unleash it. Jeff swallowed hard as he stiffened his resolve and replied.

 “I do. When it comes to my people, I sure as hell do. Not you or anyone else in this camp other than me, George, and Megan gets to decide what happens to that kid. He was our responsibility when we got here, and he will be when we leave.”


There was ice in Michael’s eyes as his lip curled into a snarl. “Oh, so you’re planning on leaving now, huh?” 


 “No, we plan on staying.” 



They both looked at George. His voice was a surprise, an oddity in the conversation from which it had been absent for so long. His interjection was like a small explosion that startled the two other men. 



Neither spoke as they stared at him. George moved between them and faced Michael. “We plan on staying. But if we do, you’ll have to respect our wishes.”


Michael’s lip quivered in surprise. His anger was diluted with confusion. “I thought you wanted to find your family, George? I thought you wanted to run off and leave us all behind.” His words dripped with meaning.


George moved closer to Michael, and Jeff stepped back involuntarily. He was no longer a part of the conversation.

 “I’ll stay. I’ll go with you on this scavenger hunt or whatever you’re calling it. I’ll do whatever needs to be done. But the boy stays in the camp.” He moved to within six inches of Michael, his eyes narrowing to pinpoints as he glared at the man who was the same height, but fifty pounds lighter. 


 “Let me make this perfectly clear. If you try to take the boy with us, I’m leaving. I’ll walk right out of here. Your men can shoot me in the back, but otherwise, fuck you.” He bumped the other man’s chest with his own. “But before I go, I’ll snap your neck and toss you outside for those monsters to eat. I swear to God no one will be able to tear me off of you before you die.” 



Jeff watched, his eyes growing wider with every word. Michael’s expression never changed, but his body went rigid with tension. George turned and stalked off.

 “But what about your family, George? Won’t they be lonely without you?” 



George froze, and Jeff could see the murderous look on his face. Apparently so did Ben, who tipped his hat up off of his eyes and watched the proceedings with much greater interest. 



George walked back toward Michael, and Ben leaned forward in his chair, ready to spring to his feet. Jeff took a step back and noticed Frank getting out of the way as well. George stopped a few feet from Michael. His fists were clenched as air hissed between his teeth. His fair complexion had turned crimson, and he looked like a volcano about to erupt.


Michael stood relaxed, motionless, but Jeff could see the fear the leader was carefully trying to hide. He had not expected George to respond to the snide comment and was fighting to look nonplussed in the face of the thickly muscled man standing before him.


George’s color gradually returned to normal, and the throbbing vein on his forehead settled. The hissing of his breath stopped, but the look of raw hatred for Michael remained on his face.

 “Don’t ever speak about my family again. Ever.”


George turned and marched off. Michael continued to stare at him as he walked away, his shoulders slumping in relief even as he tried to maintain a nonchalant air. 



When he had composed himself, Michael looked around the camp again. “Fifteen minutes, people! Get your shit together and let’s get rolling!” He was already moving back toward his RV before he was done speaking. He slipped past Cindy and opened the door, slamming it shut behind him. She lingered outside for a moment, her eyes filled with malignant glee, as if she had enjoyed the argument immensely. Jeff watched as she turned and followed her boyfriend inside. 



His eyes fell on Jason. The boy looked stunned by what had happened. When the twelve year old saw Jeff staring at him with anger in his eyes, Jason took off running across the courtyard. He reached their RV and fumbled with the door for a moment before charging inside, slamming it shut behind him. 



Megan stood up as Jason ran by, calling to him, but he ignored her. She followed him to the RV door, banging on it at first and then trying to open it. When she realized it was locked, she went back to pounding on it. Jeff watched as Lydia stood up and walked over to her, taking the emaciated woman by the shoulders and whispering in her ear. Carefully, Lydia pulled Megan back toward the fire pit. 



Jeff looked at George, who was sitting by himself at one of the tables, his head in his hands. Walking over, he noticed that Ben had his hat back down over his eyes, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He looked over at Frank as well. He was taking a swig out of a silver flask, and when he saw Jeff staring, he gave him a nasty grin.


George spoke first when Jeff reached him. 


 “Don’t worry about me, Jeff. Jason’s safe; that’s all that matters.” George raised his head. His voice was hollow and his eyes glassy. He looked almost frail, despite his stocky frame. 


 “I’m sorry, George. I tried …” Jeff’s voice drifted off as George shook his head and rubbed his eyes. His shoulders began to shake, and Jeff timidly moved forward, thinking his friend was crying. 



George moved his hands away and, to Jeff’s relief, revealed that he was not crying, just breathing heavily. “I know, Jeff. Don’t worry about it.”


George stared out past the walls, his eyes distant. 


 “You know, for nearly six weeks, I cowered in that church with Jason. We never did anything together but hide away from the world. I was so focused on getting to my family that I completely forgot about him … about what was going through his mind.” Jeff jumped as George slammed a meaty fist on the table. “I didn’t give a shit about him.”

 “You did what you had to do, George. You took care of the boy when there was no one else to do it.” 



George waved Jeff’s excuses away. “No, I didn’t. I took care of myself, and Jason was along for the ride.” His shoulders slumped. “But I can make up for that now. I can do right by Jason, even if he doesn’t want me to.”


Jeff felt helpless. He didn’t know what to say as George piled the guilt onto himself. 


 “I will get to my family, Jeff.”


George looked up, his jaw set with determination. 


 “It might not be right away, but it will happen. No one—not Michael or a million plague victims—is going to stop me.” He stood up without another word and left. 



Jeff was still watching George walk away when a hand gently touched his shoulder from behind. He turned to see Megan standing there, her face still wet with tears. 



When she saw the expression on Jeff’s face, Megan pulled him close and hugged him. He wrapped his arms around her and felt the warm wetness of her tears saturate his shirt.

 “It’ll be okay. I promise it’ll be okay,” she whispered. 



Jeff nuzzled the top of her head and nodded, squeezing her tight. As she repeated the words, he wondered whether Megan was trying to convince him or herself. As they stood holding one another, he realized it made no difference.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 11

 



The plan was simple. 



Ben would scout ahead on foot and use his walkie-talkie to stay in touch. Michael had the other and would be driving the minivan. Ben would report with a series of beeps on the talkie indicating whether it was safe to hit the road. Other than that, they would maintain radio silence. 



As they sat in the van, Jeff saw nothing threatening wandering through the trees. As he looked at the RVs, he wondered how the group had managed to get the five bus-sized vehicles into the clearing without creating a stir. His eyes wandered over to the heavy machinery sitting dormant outside the protective circle of motor coaches. Teddy had mentioned that their gas tanks were bone dry, but they only knew that because they had tried to siphon off the fuel. Besides, starting them up would have notified every slug in a ten-mile radius of their location.


The trees creating a wall around the area were thicker to the south, where the new subdivision was supposed to have expanded, had construction gotten underway. Jeff squinted and guessed the trees probably stretched for a least half a mile back.


The van felt like a sauna as everyone waited for Ben’s signal. The keys were in the ignition, but the vehicle had not been started, so there was no air conditioning. Michael insisted on doing nothing to draw attention before absolutely necessary, so there was little for everyone to do but twiddle their thumbs and try not to sweat to death in the cramped quarters.


Jeff was jammed between George and Teddy, huge circles of wetness on his armpits and chest. He gripped his baseball bat in both fists, the tip resting on the floor. Michael had given him his bat back and had the audacity to act as if he were being magnanimous as he did. George, on the other hand, had been given nothing with which to defend himself. If they got into trouble, he would be forced to use his bare hands. 



Jeff had argued that he and George should get their rifles back, and Michael had almost laughed at the request. “Prove your worth to me today and then maybe I’ll consider giving them back to you down the road” had been his response. The weapons were to remain in the camp, and Cindy would be in charge of them while they were gone. 



The heat was potent, and though Michael had the front windows rolled down, there was no airflow. Just a bunch of sweaty men turning the van into an oven. 



Jeff let his mind wander as they waited, and it drifted back to Megan. It had been hard for her to let him and George leave, especially with Jason still locked in their RV not speaking to anyone. Jeff was nervous about leaving her there with that crazy bitch Cindy in charge, but Lydia reassured him and George that she would watch out for both Megan and Jason and keep Cindy away from them. It didn’t make him feel much better, but he thanked her anyway.


Jeff glanced over at George. The look on his friend’s face made him nervous. The pain of what Michael had forced the family man to agree with was fresh in George’s eyes. Jeff patted him on the shoulder, and George looked at him. He was still bitter, but as he stared at Jeff, he managed a small smile.


After what seemed like forever, the walkie-talkie started chirping. Jeff wondered if it was Morse code Ben was sending over or some other code he and Michael had come up with. Whatever it was, it did not take long for Michael to translate.

 “Okay, gents, the coast is clear up to the road. Let’s move.”


Michael turned the key in the ignition, and the van roared to life, shattering the quiet surrounding them. Jeff cringed as he realized how loud the minivan sounded in the dead silence of the world. 



They turned away from the circle of RVs. Jeff glanced back as they moved down the rutted path. Soon the trees hid the camp, and it disappeared behind the canopy. He thought again about Megan and Jason and could only hope they remained safely tucked away while he and George went on the salvage run.


Before he knew it, they were at the cars lining the roadway. Jeff nearly laughed as he looked at how they were arranged in a perfect funnel to trap a victim. He rolled his eyes, wondering how he could have missed that the day before when they had been captured by Michael and the others so easily. 



He looked back over at George, who was wistfully staring at the cars. He wondered what his friend was thinking, but it was Megan’s words that ran through Jeff’s head. 


 “Jeff, take care of George out there. Please, for me. I just don’t know how he’ll deal with it. Please …” 



The plea echoed over and over in Jeff’s brain, even more than Megan’s request that he take care of himself. As Jeff tapped the bat against the floorboards, he recalled his response to her. 


 “Nothing is going to happen out there. I promise I’ll take care of both of us.” 



Jeff bumped his fist against his knee at remembering the words. He had made a promise to Megan, and it was a promise he intended to keep.

 “Okay, let’s move out.” 



At Michael’s command, everyone climbed out of the van. They caught sight of Ben, who stood up from his hiding place between two of the cars. His bow was at the ready, an arrow already notched. Michael walked over to talk to him as everyone milled around the van, looking down the road toward Manchester. 



The town was like most other small burgs in the rural Midwest. It had a modest downtown area with a stretch of fast food restaurants, commercial operations, a small amount of industry, and a ton of farmland. Jeff tried to recall anything about the town that he knew, like a significant landmark, but nothing came to mind. 


 “Okay, let’s huddle up.” 



Michael snapped his fingers several times. Everyone moved around him in a semicircle. As he went to one knee, Ben backed away. Jeff stared at the broad-shouldered monster of a man in his workman’s coverall and wondered how many yards of the durable material it took to wrap his massive frame. He also wondered how the giant tolerated the heat in the heavy fabric. There was a thin veneer of sweat on Ben’s forehead, but otherwise he looked fine. 



Jeff looked down at Michael, who was drawing a map on the pavement with his finger. 


 “This is base camp. Ben is going to recon off on his own in town.” Heads popped up to look at the big man, but he was too busy moving north to notice. “Several of you are going to hit the stores nearby.” Everyone’s eyes were back on Michael.


He was staring at Jeff and smiled. “Think you can handle that?” 


 “I can handle it. I don’t think we need to bother with the formalities here. We already know what’s out there. Let’s just do this and get back to camp safely.”


The smile wavered, but Michael’s eyes stayed on Jeff. His irritation was obvious as he shook his head in dissatisfaction at the blasé answer. After a few moments, his eyes moved to Marcus. 


 “Marcus is going to lead the group. You’ll head down the road and go straight for the stores. It’s up to him to decide if you’ll split up or not. Jeff, George, Ray, and Teddy, you’re with him.”


There was an audible groan from Marcus. For the first time Jeff could recall, he heard the bony hillbilly string more than a couple words together. “Ah shit, boss. Why the hell do I have to take ‘em out?” 



His voice was not quite as twangy as Frank’s. It was flat Ohioan versus Frank’s pseudo-country accent. 



Michael stared at Marcus. It was not a threatening look, but a patient one, as if he were dealing with a moody child. Their eyes met briefly, and after a moment, Marcus’s dropped. He mumbled to himself, but said nothing that anyone could decipher. 


 “So where will you and Frank be while we go shopping?” 



Michael did not look over at Jeff immediately, his eyes still trained on his subordinate. After a moment, he turned to Jeff. The look was the same as the one he had given Marcus.

 “We’ll be here, of course. This is base camp,” Michael repeated, exasperated. “We need to maintain radio contact with Ben in case he reports any problems.” 



Jeff squinted and then nodded thoughtfully. “Makes sense … someone should stay here. It’s a rallying point in case things go wrong, right?”


Michael returned the nod almost imperceptibly. 


 “But it seems to me that the people who are heading down the road should be carrying the weapons.”


Before Michael could respond, Frank moved in front of Jeff. His nostrils were already flaring as his pupils narrowed to pinpoints. 


 “Listen, smartass. I’m not about to give up my weapon to you … or anyone else, for that matter.” 



He moved closer, and Jeff was reminded for the second time that day how bad the hillbilly’s breath stank. 



The two stared at each other, their mutual contempt obvious. 



Frank edged forward, and Jeff’s eyes were drawn to the stout man’s gut. It was magnetic, like it had its own gravitational pull. It was round and well defined, not sloppy or sagging, protruding outward like the prow of a gelatinous ship. Megan’s gun was wedged there at its edge, pressed up against the filthy denim of his straining jeans. Jeff stared down at the gun like he had back at the camp. This time, Frank caught him doing it. He took a step back, his hand coming up to cover the weapon.


Jeff nodded toward the magnum. 


 “Seems like one of the weapons you’re carrying wasn’t yours to begin with, now was it?”


Slowly Frank’s fingers wrapped around the pistol grip of the silver-hued revolver. Jeff watched, mesmerized. Frank’s forefinger slid into the trigger guard. 



His voice was a greasy whisper. “You want this? Do ya?” Excitement danced in Frank’s piggy eyes as he telegraphed his desire to have Jeff reach for the gun. 



Jeff’s grip on his baseball bat tightened. He was sure he could get off at least one solid swing before Frank could pull the trigger.

 “Enough, you two!” Michael stepped between them, his hand raised as he forced the two bickering men to back off. 


 “No one is giving up their weapons.” He looked at Frank, who was still trying to stare through him at Jeff. The crony looked up at his boss after a moment, and his anger visibly cooled. He took his hand away from the gun and raised the appendage, showing Michael it was empty.


Satisfied, Michael turned to Jeff. “Besides, this is just a quick snatch and grab. In and out.” He looked disdainfully at Jeff and then at everyone else in turn. “None of you should need weapons anyway.”


Michael moved out of the circle and walked a few feet toward the town. He pointed at it as he looked back at the others. “Grab food, medicine, water … everything you can. Don’t screw around and get back here quickly.” He motioned to Frank, who nodded and walked back to the minivan. Frank returned with several empty duffel bags and passed them around.


He threw one at Jeff’s head, but Jeff caught it before it hit him. It was a decent-sized canvas rucksack, military issue. It could carry a good deal of loot. As Jeff stared at the bag, he had a sneaking suspicion why he had been given it.

 “So we’re not taking the van? We’re just walking into town on foot?” His voice was filled with disbelief. 



Michael stared at Jeff, the exasperation back. Sighing, the young leader rubbed his eyes wearily with his thumb and forefinger. He shook his head and barked out a harsh laugh.

 “Jeff, I’m starting to wonder if you were put on this earth just to piss me off.” 



Jeff forced himself to take a deep breath. George moved closer and gave him a puzzled look. 


 “Michael, I’m not trying to piss you off,” Jeff said in his most rational voice. “I’m just trying to understand why we can’t take the van down the road, pull in front of one of the stores, collect some stuff, and be on our way before any of those things even realize we were there.”


The whole time he was speaking, Michael was shaking his head. More than once, he tried to interrupt, but Jeff persisted until he was finished. 



When he was done, Michael asked quietly, “Jeff, how did we discover you?”

 “What does that have-”

 “Please, Jeff. Indulge me. How did we discover you?”


Jeff sighed, knowing where the question was leading. “From the van. The noise it made as we drove down the road.”


Michael gave him an expectant look, clearly hoping Jeff would connect the dots.


Jeff didn’t care a bit for Michael’s logic. “So what if we wake up a few of those stiffs? It’s going to take us all of five minutes to get in and out if we use the van. Before there are enough of them to cause us any grief, we’ll be long gone!”

 “But if you move in quietly-”

 “We’ll be sitting ducks! Don’t you realize that we’re going to make enough noise even without the van to alert those things? They’re too damn sensitive to the sound and smell of people. My God! I’m surprised the noise we made driving here now or yesterday didn’t bring every last one of them down on us!”


Michael shook his head, his eyes on fire. “You’re making my point for me. We can’t afford to move the van into town. We’ll stir up every one of those things down there.” He jabbed his finger toward Manchester, his face red with anger.


Jeff shook his head in disbelief, knowing further argument was pointless. Michael clenched his fists and shook with rage. Stepping back, Jeff knew that he had pushed too hard this time. Michael was about to blow. 



Staring at the M16 slung across the leader’s back and then down at the man’s fists, Jeff wondered with which Michael would choose to fight. 



Regaining control as quickly as he had lost it, Michael gave Jeff a look that made it clear he would waste no more time on him. 


 “Enough of this bullshit. We do it my way. Get on the damn road now!”


Michael’s look dared anyone else to challenge his authority. No one seemed willing to, but no one was moving either. 



After a few seconds, Marcus chimed in, reinforcing his boss’s words. He leaned to the side and spat a glob of tobacco juice on the ground. “All right, you heard him. Let’s get moving.”


The reed-thin man began walking as he slid the pump-action shotgun off his back. Teddy glanced over at Ray and shrugged. He followed with his rifle clenched in a death grip. The short boy glanced back at Jeff and then turned around. 



Ray followed, his pseudo-military apparel giving him the appearance of an Army recruit wannabe. He kept his eyes trained on Marcus’s back the whole time.


Jeff spied Frank leaning against one of the cars. The hick chuckled as he picked his teeth. He nodded toward him and George.

 “You two ladies have fun out there.” 



Jeff ignored him as he caught George’s eye. “You ready?”


The other man shrugged. Jeff leaned over, picked up the satchel George had set on the ground, and shoved it into his hands. “Come on.” They moved, following the teenagers. 



Jeff remembered the look on Teddy’s face as the boy had looked back at him. The short, athletic adolescent might be just another hyperactive kid at first glance, but when you got a good look at his eyes, you started to understand him a bit better. Teddy had a clear head and was far less strung-out than Ray, his best buddy. Ray would jump at his own shadow, while Teddy struck Jeff as the type who would stay calm under pressure. 



That was what made the look the teen had given him all the more disconcerting. Teddy had survived a lot over the past few weeks, and Jeff could only guess at the horrors he had experienced during that time. He was a seasoned warrior, regardless of how young and diminutive he was.


Jeff took a deep breath and let the air escape like a leaking tire between his teeth. He could feel an ache in every one of his bones and a tightening in his chest. Teddy’s look told him how terrified the boy was of what they were about to do. 



As he moved to catch up to the others, Jeff whispered under his breath, “You and me both, kid. You and me both.”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 12

 



Jason slammed the door behind him and moved to the bed in the RV. He picked up the few books he had commandeered from the farmhouse at which he and the others had stayed a couple of nights before. They were the extent of his worldly possessions. 



Staying in the RV with George and the others was no longer an option. Not when the three adults believed it was their right to run his life. He would ask to move in with Ben and the teenagers when they returned from their expedition. 



The arguments over whether he was allowed to stay or go with the men had been humiliating. Jason knew George would act the way he did—pretending he was Jason’s father, making decisions about everything. Even after the stoic man barely paid any attention to him while they were alone in that church for over a month.


Megan was more surprising, jumping into the argument, screaming like some maniac. She barely knew Jason and was already trying to act like she was in charge of things. Letting her comfort him after the nightmare he had the other morning was a huge mistake. That was when things had changed between them. 



Even Jeff had chimed in during the argument, which Jason found hard to believe. The man hadn’t strung together more than ten words in a row to Jason since they’d met, so the twelve year old suspected he was just trying to impress Megan by being a badass and standing up to Michael. That was the only explanation for it. 



At least Michael was cool. Everyone looked up to him, and it was easy to see why: He listened to what they said and didn’t treat anyone like a baby. Remembering when Michael shook his hand brought a smile to Jason’s face. It was funny; the one person with any real authority around this place was the only one not trying to boss him around. 



Jason was still staring at his books and thinking about Michael when he heard the door open behind him. He had locked it, so when he saw Lydia walk in, he knew that she must have a key. 


 “What do you want?” he mumbled before turning back to his books in an attempt to appear nonchalant about her entrance. 



Lydia didn’t answer. Not immediately, at least. Jason heard the floor squeak and knew the old woman was walking up to him. He climbed onto the bed and stared at the RV’s wall, hoping she would take the hint and leave. 



Lydia kept moving closer, and Jason could feel her weight as she sat on the edge of the bed. He rolled his eyes. Of course she would not take the hint. She was just as bad as the rest of them. They all wanted to coddle and comfort him like a little baby. Getting him to say he was frightened was good. Seeing him shed some tears was even better. Then they would know for sure he was just a baby who did not understand what was really going on out there and needed to be sheltered. Jason clenched his teeth and crossed his arms. He stared at the curtains on one of the windows. He would not give Lydia either the fear or the tears she was hoping for, and maybe then she would understand that he was a grown-up and not just another snot-nosed little kid. 


 “They really pissed you off, didn’t they?” 



Jason wasn’t expecting that and turned to look at Lydia. Remembering his newfound attitude, he turned back to the wall, but not before seeing that Lydia was not trying to touch him or comfort him. It seemed like every woman he met these days thought that all he needed was a little human contact, that a gentle touch would make all the pain go away. But Lydia was not even looking at him. She was staring at a wall instead, just like he had been. 



He didn’t speak. He had no idea what to say. He suspected Lydia’s words were some kind of trap. He crossed his arms tighter around his body and tensed his shoulders. He was determined not to give her anything to work with.

 “It would have pissed me off if they had treated me like that. I’ll tell you that for nothing.” 



Jason shifted uncomfortably. He wanted to agree with her, but knew he shouldn’t. It’s a trick! Don’t listen to her; she’s trying to fool you. 


 “You must really hate those three right about now. I can’t say that I blame you. They must think they’re your parents or something.” 



Jason continued to feel strange. He wanted to blurt out a demand for Lydia to stop using Jedi mind tricks on him. 


 “Jason, I have to tell you, I think it was very brave of you to volunteer to go out with the men. I think it shows great integrity to be willing to put yourself at risk for the benefit of others.”


Jason turned, his curiosity getting the better of him. Lydia glanced at him, and he turned back to face the wall again. She was just trying to butter him up. It ain’t going to happen, old lady. Not today!


Jason felt the springs in the bed move. He tensed, waiting for a hand to drop onto his shoulder or worse yet, on top of his head. That’s what adults did. They always tried to comfort you or encourage you, instead of treating you with any sort of respect. 



When Jason heard Lydia in the bathroom instead, it threw him off. He turned around again, this time with his entire body. He switched positions on the bed so he was facing her direction and saw the gray-haired woman coming out of the bathroom about a minute later. She gave him a brief smile and remained standing across the room.

 “Sorry. I had to use the ladies’, and I figured if I had asked you for permission, I might be waiting a while before you answered.” She winked at him. “My bladder’s too damn weak for that.”


She grabbed a chair away from the small dining table and dragged it closer to the bed. She set it down a few feet away and pointed at it. 


 “You mind?”


Jason realized he was shaking his head before he he’d given it any thought, and Lydia was already seated before he could think to say “no” … or anything else for that matter. Instead, he sat with his arms crossed, facing her. He let go of the breath he was holding and stared at Lydia. 


 “What do you want?” 



This time, he did not mumble the query, but tried to put some force behind it. It still came out as a half-croak. His throat was dry, and he cleared it, embarrassed. He forced himself to keep eye contact with her. He was not going to let her get the best of him.


Lydia exposed her palms, holding them outward as she leaned back in her chair. “It’s okay, Jason. I’m not here to ride you or give you grief. I know you think I am, but I’m not.”


They stared at each other for a few seconds. Jason finally blinked and nodded slightly, but didn’t say a word. Lydia put her hands down and took the nod as an invitation to continue. 


 “I was just curious what your plans are now.”

 “Huh?” He furrowed his brow at her and cocked his head to the side. 


 “Well, I’m guessing you don’t want to stay with them anymore.” She gestured with her hand, a casual flip as if dismissing George and the others with regal indifference. “So I was wondering if you had considered moving in with me and the children.”


Again, Lydia seemed to be reading Jason’s mind. She was at least doing a good job guessing what he was thinking. Just like Mom used to do was all he could think.


He shifted on the bed before answering her. “Nah. I was thinking I would ask Ray and Teddy if I could stay in their RV.”


Lydia nodded and tapped her chin. “Hmm, that might not be a bad idea. Except …”

 “Except what?” 



Jason leaned forward. He was forgetting his plans to play things cool. Lydia was treating him like an adult, just like Michael. No sign of wanting to reprimand him or tell him how to act. This was just a nice little chat between friends.

 “Well, they just moved in with Ben, and he might not be willing to take on another person.” 



She paused for a moment, still thinking. She leaned forward in an almost conspiratorial way. “You could ask Frank and Marcus if you could stay with them. I know they have plenty of room. You would be able to hang out with Michael’s two right-hand men and maybe even be put in charge of a few things.”


Jason’s body language told Lydia that she had struck a nerve. He looked uncomfortable as he leaned back against the wall. His arms were no longer crossed, but at his sides, where he picked nervously at the covers on the bed, bunching them up and twisting the material around before letting it go. He repeated the action as he tried to think of what to say. Lydia forced back a grin as she watched the twelve year old squirm. Sorry, kiddo, but this is for your own good.

 “I don’t want to be an inconvenience. I would rather … I would just rather ask Teddy and Ray-”

 “Oh I’m sure it wouldn’t be a problem for Frank or Marcus.” Lydia waved away the feeble protest. “Besides, Ben’s RV has three people in it now, along with all the stuff Ray and Teddy jammed in there.” 



Now Lydia did grin, but she made sure it looked friendly. 


 “And Ben may appear to be a pretty even-tempered guy, but if you get on his bad side, he is definitely a bear to deal with.”


Jason thought about the huge man. The one who looked like he’d starred in one of those ESPN strongman competitions. Ben could probably throw a rope around one of the RVs and drag it behind him, just like the guys in the competitions did. Someone you definitely wanted to avoid when he was in a bad mood.

 “Okay. But I really don’t want to ask Marcus and Frank either.”

 “Why not?”


Jason shifted again. His hands were going mad on the covers, pulling and twisting, twisting and pulling. He had to force himself to stop when his hands got trapped in the material. 


 “I just … I don’t know. I guess I feel a little uncomfortable around them.”

 “Ahh.” Lydia nodded and smiled. Jason was feeling more awkward with the conversation, but Lydia was being nice, so he was still not sure what to do.

 “Well, I am pretty sure the teenagers would say no if you asked them. Frank, on the other hand, would probably welcome you aboard. But-” She held her hand up, stopping him from repeating his protests. “We wouldn’t want to put you with someone who made you feel … awkward.”


Jason felt the panicked desire to turn and face the wall again. It would look stupid if he did, and he knew it, so instead he fixed his eyes on Lydia’s legs. He could not look at her face. He jumped when she slapped those very same legs and stood up. 


 “So what are we going to do?” 



He glanced up at her face but was unable to meet her eyes for more than a second or two. He didn’t have an answer for her. 


 “I mean, you can’t stay here, right? You can’t move in with Michael and Cindy either.”


It was something he had not considered. Even bringing it up seemed odd. Michael and Cindy were like a married couple. Jason knew they weren’t, and even with his growing affection for Michael, he was less than enthusiastic about Cindy. Like everyone else, he was puzzled as to why the two of them were together. She was gross and scary. There was no chance he was going to ask Michael if he could stay with them.


He still didn’t have an answer for Lydia, so he shrugged instead. 


 “You’re welcome to stay with us.” She said it quietly. She sat back down in her chair and looked across at him. He nodded, defeated. 



Lydia clapped and smiled. “Well then it’s settled. I know you’ll like it. The boys will be glad to hear you’re joining us.” She rose up and moved toward the door. She wrapped her hand around the knob and was about to walk out when she looked back at him.

 “Well? Aren’t you coming?”

 “I don’t want to go out there right now.” Jason glared holes through his books, concentrating hard on them as he studiously avoided Lydia’s gaze.


She turned and moved back into the bedroom. Jason had not felt relaxed since she walked in, but now he was feeling vulnerable as well. There was no more paranoia about her trying to trick him. No more fear about anything she might say. It was just a desire to have her leave without him. He did not want to face anyone outside the RV right now, even though he knew that the men had already left on their expedition.


Lydia plopped down on the bed next to Jason. It was uncomfortable, but at least she still wasn’t trying to touch him. She gave him a little bit of space, but her face was right there in front of him, staring him down. 


 “So you’re afraid to go out there, huh?”


He looked at her with anger in his eyes. 


 “I am NOT afraid! I’m just angry at everyone, and I don’t want to see any of them.”


She leaned in, invading his personal space just a little. She moved her hand over his, locking her bony fingers around it before he could react. He was surprised at how strong she was and that he could not wriggle free. She was not only strong, but also smart enough to expect his resistance. She squeezed his hand firmly and yanked on it until he looked up at her. This was not the gentle touch he had feared earlier. This was worse.

 “Don’t bullshit me, Jason. Please? I am too damn old to be fooled by a young boy like you. Got it?”


He wanted to yell that he was no boy, but it died on his tongue. As much as he wanted to rebel against the word, he knew it was true that he was still a boy. Looking at her wizened old face made it impossible to argue that he had become a man because of his experiences of the past six weeks, ever since the world had fallen apart. It wasn’t like he was talking to Megan, who was twenty-five or something. Lydia was old.


He stared at her, not sure what to say. When Lydia smiled again, he relaxed slightly, but she did not let go of his hand. Jason wanted to tell her to, but was afraid to complain and even more afraid of trying to break free again. It felt like he was in a vice grip, and he knew he would look stupid if he struggled and lost to this grandmotherly woman. 



She tilted her head until she caught his eyes again. The look was gentle, and even though he wanted to look elsewhere, her eyes compelled him to stay glued on her. 


 “It’s okay to be afraid. All right?” 



He kept his mouth shut, but shook his head in denial. It was not okay! He had to be brave. He was afraid to show his face outside of the RV. He was a big chicken. 



She squeezed his hand again. “I’m telling you it is okay to be afraid. I’m not here to argue with you; I’m telling you how things are in the real world.” 



Jason stared at Lydia, disbelief etched on his face. Her eyes had narrowed, and she looked annoyed with him. “Trust someone who has been around the block a few times, okay? Being afraid is your body and brain telling you something … something you might not be able to figure out otherwise.” 



Jason shook his head again and somehow found the words to offer up a retort. 


 “But Michael told me I was brave. He told me I needed to keep being brave because I have it in me to be a great leader someday, and all leaders need to be brave and sure of themselves.”


Lydia smiled at Jason. She grabbed up his other hand and pressed them together beneath her own. Jason no longer resisted her touch. 


 “I am sure that you will be a good leader someday, Jason. I have no doubt about that. But bravery isn’t the only quality a good leader needs.”


Jason felt stupid for what he had said. Of course courage was not the only thing required to be a leader. He knew that. He regrouped his thoughts and tried again.

 “I know. But if I can’t even be brave enough to go outside the RV again and not be embarrassed about what happened earlier, none of that other stuff will ever matter.”


Lydia laughed. It was a hearty, rich laugh filled with warmth and comfort. 


 “Oh Jason, my dear. You still have a lot to learn about being a leader and a lot to learn about what being brave really means.” She shook her head. “Don’t sweat it too much—you will have plenty of time to figure it all out, hopefully. Suffice it to say you are doing pretty well at such a young age.” 



He looked at her and tried to return her smile, but it failed to form on his face. 


 “But it isn’t like I still have to graduate from high school or anything like that. There aren’t any more schools. There aren’t any more teachers to teach me anything. I need to learn for myself right now.” 



Jason paused, and Lydia remained silent, waiting for more. 


 “That’s what makes me so mad about not being allowed to go out with the men. I need to be out there with them, learning how to be a man.” He stared at her. “I need to learn how to be brave.”


It felt good to say. It did not sound childish or stupid, and it certainly did not sound like he was pouting or whining. That was something he desperately wanted to avoid doing anymore. It was what he had done when he ran back to the RV instead of standing up for himself. He had run off to pout like a baby, and everyone probably had a good laugh when he did; in fact, he was certain they did. Everyone but Michael. He had probably been disappointed with Jason instead.


Lydia nodded, absorbing Jason’s words. He felt like he was redeeming himself in her eyes. He wanted to do the same with everyone else. Maybe even George. If only the man could see him as more than just a child.

 “Jason, you are already very brave. It’s not something you can learn about. Bravery is doing what you have to in a tough situation, not acting foolishly so you can show everyone how tough you are. Bravery is putting others’ needs ahead of your own.” She leaned toward the boy. “Just like George did for you.”


If Lydia had dropped a brick on his head, it would not have stunned Jason any more. His jaw dropped, and he suddenly felt very warm. He attempted to bolt, but Lydia was prepared. She clamped down hard on Jason’s hands again, and as he tried to slide off the bed, she dug her nails into his skin until he yelped in surprise. Jason’s eyes widened, and he stared at Lydia in astonishment. Her expression hadn’t changed in the slightest.

 “Jason, you have got to stop thinking only of yourself. Everything you’ve said so far tells me that you are an exceptionally smart boy who knows right from wrong and every one of the Ten Commandments. I bet your mother even taught you the Golden Rule. I would go one further: She not only taught it to you, she made you live like you believed in it.” 



Jason’s mouth widened in surprise. He couldn’t think of anything to say. Lydia was in full gallop, and there was nothing a twelve-year-old boy was going to do to rein her in until she was good and ready to stop.

 “Now I’m sure you would like to believe that just because Michael has taken a liking to you and was willing to let you go out with him on this mission he cooked up, that following him out there is something you had to do.” 



Lydia bowed her head and closed her eyes for a second, her hands still firmly clasping Jason’s. “Michael is a good man. I truly believe that. But he is no more perfect or wise than any other person living inside these thin metal walls. We are all here by the grace of God and for no other reason that I can see. Nothing Michael did or could have done by himself would have been enough to allow us to find this place.

 “Look, what I am trying to say is that while it is never a bad idea to make a new friend, you should never let that friend’s ideas or viewpoint overshadow your own or those of other people already in your life. People who care a great deal for you and want only what’s best for you.”


This was beginning to sound like the sermon Jason had been dreading when Lydia first walked in. It had taken her a while, but she had finally gotten around to it. The old lady was chastising him for acting the way he had with George, Jeff, and Megan. She was one sneaky old woman. 



The sound of the slap echoed off the walls, and its force nearly knocked Jason over. He raised his hand to his face and moved back from the woman who had been, up until now, a gentle and caring old soul with a grip like iron. 



Lydia had seen the look on Jason’s face. Before, Jason had been listening carefully, but once she had started in on the three adults in his life and how it was important for him to respect them, he had that glower of resentment she’d seen when she first came into the RV. So a little attention grabber was in order. 


 “Now you listen and listen good! There are three people out there who love you and who busted their asses to get you here safely. They have sacrificed and done everything they could to keep you out of harm’s way. Just because you’ve joined up with the rest of us doesn’t mean they’ve tossed away their responsibility for you. Don’t you think that for even one second!”

 “I helped them too!” Jason retorted. “I took care of myself! They didn’t do it all …” Those words and more tumbled out, shouted and layered on top of each other. He screamed them and screamed some others. Before long, Jason was gasping for air. Lydia nodded at every enraged comment he made. That only served to increase his rage and kept him going for a couple more minutes. When he felt he had exhausted his supply of venom, he lapsed into a sullen silence. Lydia waited until Jason’s breathing was back to normal before she spoke. 


 “Did it feel good to get that off your chest?”


Jason’s eyes snapped up to look at Lydia. There was fire in them. “Did it feel good hitting me?”


Lydia’s expression changed. It was tinged with regret. 


 “No, not at all.”


They sat looking at one another for a while. 


 “Jason, I didn’t slap you to punish you. I slapped you to wake you up,” Lydia said after the silence had stretched on long enough. 



Jason was tired of feeling confused by Lydia’s words, but it was happening all over again. His look betrayed his thoughts.

 “You were tuning me out. You didn’t want to hear what I had to say … and you really needed to hear it.”

 “But I already know all that stuff.” Jason sounded weary and frustrated. “Look, I don’t need to hear again about how much George has sacrificed for me. I don’t need Megan trying to protect me. And I don’t need Jeff …” He looked confused. “I don’t need him trying to stick up for me in front of Michael. I don’t need their help, and I don’t need them. Not anymore.”

 “That’s where you’re wrong.” 



Jason shook his head and slouched down. He looked like he was going to clam up completely now. He was done arguing and just wanted the crazy old woman to leave him alone. Lydia felt frustrated and wondered if this was getting them anywhere. Spoon-feeding the boy guilt had not been her plan. It was clear he already had plenty of guilt buried deep down. Jason was a smart kid, and soon enough he would sort things out, but he had to do it at his own pace. Until then, he was going to be angry—with himself and with everyone else. 



She sighed and smiled at Jason, patting his hand one last time as she stood. 


 “Okay.” She turned, strolling to the door. “I won’t browbeat you any more, Jason. I apologize for the slap; it was uncalled for.”


She stood waiting by the door until Jason finally looked up at her. The brooding anger was still there, but it was dissipating. In a while, it would be completely gone, and he might have a clear enough head to understand things better. She glanced out the window and saw Megan in the courtyard, looking sad and lost. But as she looked at her, Lydia’s mind was on another one of the newcomers. It was hard to believe that George had sacrificed finding his family to ensure Jason’s safety, but that was exactly what he done by agreeing to stay at the camp for good. 



Oh Jason. You poor child. Once you realize what George has done for you, it might just tear you apart. Maybe you are better off staying angry instead. 


 “Stay in here as long as you want. You’re still welcome to live with me and the children in our camper.” She paused. “But I’ll understand if you decide to remain here instead. That’s entirely up to you.”


Lydia turned and left.


Jason had been trying to think of something to say, a snide comment he could throw at her as she left, but thought better of it. That was something a child would do.


Instead, he threw himself down on the bed and smothered his face in a pillow. His screams were muffled as he slammed his fists down over and over again into the mattress. It wasn’t fair. It seemed like everyone was out to get him. Jason wondered if even Michael was sincere, or if he was just like everyone else.


He continued to scream until he felt his throat growing raw, and only then did he stop. His arms ached, and his head was pounding. He pulled the pillow over his head. He did not want to see or hear anything; he wanted to be left alone in the dark.


Why did you make me do it, Jason? Why did you make me give up my family to protect you? Why?


He pictured George standing over the bed, staring down at him, making him feel guilty. George would never say that. He would never try to make me feel bad like that. He’s too … he’s too nice.


But there George was, imaginary form unwavering, demanding an answer. 


 “I didn’t make you do it! You did it yourself! Why are you blaming me? Why did you do something so stupid, George? Why? Why did you do that?”


Jason lifted the pillow and threw it at the wall. His eyes were open now, and he realized that he had yelled these last words out loud. He looked around the interior of the RV, but there was no one else there. But the words George said, the questions he had asked, still hung in the air. 


 “Why did you do it, George? Why? Why couldn’t you just butt out? It’s your own stupid fault for telling Michael you would stay. I couldn’t have known you were going to do that! If I did, I-” 



Jason wiped away a tear with his fist as he growled. He sounded like a wounded animal caught in a trap. After some time, the growl contorted, turning into a wailing moan as more tears came. 



The pain of the revelation that Jason had done this to George dug into his gut. He had screwed up. Screwed up worse than ever before. 



Besides George, he had made Megan into a miserable mess. Remembering how she looked as she begged him to stay made Jason cringe. She had screamed at Michael, pleaded with him to keep Jason here, safe. She had done it because she cared, right? 



Even Jeff stuck his neck out for him. That coldhearted bastard who didn’t seem to care much for anything except beating on stiffs with that baseball bat of his had confronted Michael and Frank. 



But it was George who had sacrificed everything. 



What have I done? 




Jason curled up even tighter. He wanted to go home. He wanted his mother back. He had made a mess of things, and he just wanted Momma to be alive again to come get him and take him away from this place. 



Jason fell backwards on the bed and lay on his damp pillow. He would try to figure everything out while the men were gone, work out what he could do to make things right again. But for now, he would close his eyes for a few minutes to clear his head. Just a few minutes and then he would figure everything out. 



A minute later, he was asleep.

 



 





 


 


 



Chapter 13

 



The Dollar General Store was several hundred yards past the van. The front doors were intact, and there were no splashes of blood or trampled bodies crowding the parking lot.


They had walked past a couple of smaller establishments. One was the combination laundromat-carwash Jeff recalled seeing the day before. As he glanced into the dark, open wash bays, he watched for any movement back in the shadows. There were no windows on the rest of the building, so there was no way to look inside … or for something inside to look out. There were two more buildings between “Scrubbing Bubbles” and the general store. One was a light blue one-story cinderblock and wood structure with a green awning. The other looked like someone’s house rather than a business. There were no placards denoting what the establishments were, and the group dismissed the idea of examining them too closely.


On the other side of the road were two drab brown buildings. A wide gap between the two decrepit shacks showed the field and woods beyond where the RVs were. The pasture was flat and expansive. 



Past the general store, a string of telephone poles ran along the side of the road. Several abandoned vehicles with shattered windshields and flat tires were scattered across the asphalt, and one of the combination streetlight-telephone poles had been rammed and lay across the top of a car, creasing its roof. 



As they continued moving forward, they saw two more identical brown buildings directly across from the Dollar General. They looked to be in far better shape than the ones they were currently passing. 



Each housed several businesses. Jeff glanced at some of the names on the doors and the cracked and shattered picture windows. There was an insurance company, a small hobby shop, a sub restaurant, and what he guessed to be a rather small and cramped tavern. 



There was a hazy blur of businesses and houses well beyond the immediate commercial area. Jeff could see some two- and three-story office buildings off in the distance. He squinted, looking for movement, but saw none. There were only a few birds on the telephone wires that marched into town and no noise at all.

 “Well, it looks pretty good, doesn’t it? No one’s around,” Ray said as his eyes darted everywhere. His hand kept traveling to the pistol stuffed into his khaki pants to reassure himself that it was still there. Jeff idly wondered if the boy pawed his dick as much as that damned gun. 


 “Shut up back there.” Marcus turned, swinging his shotgun toward the teen. Ray clammed up and stutter-stepped to a stop. He stood nervously, shifting his feet side to side. His face turned red with embarrassment as he stared at the ground to avoid the further wrath of Michael’s henchman. After a few seconds, Marcus looked satisfied and started moving again.


Jeff picked up his pace and moved up next to Marcus so they could speak.

 “So what’s the plan?” Jeff kept his voice low, not interested in pissing off the redneck even further. 



Marcus stopped and stared at Jeff. There was no anger in his look, but it was clear that he had nothing but contempt for the suburbanite. After a few seconds, he snorted and bent his neck forward. A large brown glob of tobacco juice and mucus plopped onto the pavement a couple of inches from Jeff’s shoe, splattering his leg. Jeff saw the trajectory of the confection, but kept his eyes on Marcus’s face even as the warm gruel seeped into his jeans. A line of spittle ran down Marcus’s beard, but he didn’t bother wiping it off.

 “The plan is that you stay the fuck out of my way, hotshot.” With that, Marcus began walking again, leaving Jeff standing alone.


The others moved up to Jeff as he looked on in stunned disbelief at Marcus’s back. He was drifting to the right, toward one of the brown buildings opposite the Dollar General. After a few moments, it became clear which entrance Frank’s buddy was heading for. 


 “So what do you want us to do?” 



Marcus did not stop at Jeff’s inquiry. “Check the general store out or jerk each other off. Either way, I don’t give a shit.” 



Jeff stared in amazement at the back of the dirty t-shirt Marcus was wearing as he continued walking. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 



The headache that had persisted since Fred from the abandoned farmhouse had walloped Jeff was creeping back to the surface. The pain had diminished to a dull throb after he had swallowed nearly an entire bottle of Extra Strength Tylenol over the course of the past couple of days. Now the headache was back at full throttle, ready for an encore. 



No one spoke as they watched Marcus move across the street. As one, the teens and George turned to Jeff. Biting down on a scream, he rubbed his eyes wearily. This was going to be up to him.

 “Okay, guys, here’s the plan. George and I are going in the store.” Jeff gestured over his shoulder toward the Dollar General. “You two stay outside and stand watch.” He could see the relief on both teens’ faces at the directive. George nodded as he studied the store. 



It was a standard rectangular one-story brick building with a swinging glass door but no display windows. Hopefully enough light would pour in from the doorway to get a clear view inside. Jeff was reminded of the drug store he had raided back in Milfield and hoped there wasn’t a storeroom full of dead bodies in this one. 



He looked around once more to see if there was any movement. There was none except for Marcus, who had reached the tavern, endearingly named “Hole in the Wall.” He was peering through the broken glass of the front door, about to push his way inside. 



Jeff looked back toward Michael and Frank. They were distant specks now, several hundred yards away. The duo still leaned against the van, waiting for the group to return with the supplies the camp needed. Jeff wondered if booze was on their shopping list as he spied Marcus ducking inside the tavern out of the corner of his eye. 



Motioning for the others to fall in, Jeff moved into the parking lot of the general store. There was a dumpster on the side of the building, next to a metal door that likely led to a stock room. The building looked fairly new, and Jeff recalled that the Dollar General in Milfield had been built only a few years before. The two structures looked identical, both with a light brown brick exterior. Jeff squinted at the metal door and dismissed the idea of checking it out. They would go through the glass doors at the front instead.

 “Holy crap!” 



George’s expletive startled Jeff out of his mental inventory of what they needed to grab from the store. Looking over at his friend, he followed George’s eyes to the top of the building. 



A woman was on the roof, moving toward them. The foursome gaped at her, watching as she limped slowly but surely toward the edge of the roof. 



As she drew closer, Ray was the first to comment. “She’s going to jump.”

 “No way. Uh-uh. She’ll stop,” Teddy disagreed, shaking his head vigorously. 




Jeff saw the two boys' eyes bugging out with excitement, in sharp contrast to their nonchalant words. 



He studied the woman. It was clear she was infected, even from a distance, and from the looks of things, she had been for quite a while. Looking her over clinically, Jeff realized she must have been up on the roof for several weeks, as the sun had bleached most of the color out of her hair. Most of the damage to her face had probably come from heavy direct exposure to the elements. It was a puzzle how she had gotten up there, but his best guess was that she had been bitten and managed to escape to the roof before succumbing to the virus. The muggy and humid summer environment on a super-heated tar roof had caused her body to swell, and Jeff was positive that if they caught a whiff of her, she would smell like a trash bag filled with boiled beef. The bloat around her midsection was tremendous and had pushed her uniform smock beyond its bursting point. Several buttons had popped off the garment. Her skin was burnt to a crispy red and was peeling off in great sheets from her arms and legs. The bottoms of her pants were shredded, and her legs had burst through, the swelling there even greater than on the rest of her body. Part of her scalp was missing, or the hair had simply fallen out; the skin underneath was bleached bone white. 



Teddy lifted his rifle slowly to line up a shot at her. Jeff put his hand on the barrel and pushed it back down. He shook his head, and the teen looked at him, puzzled. 


 “It’s a waste of a bullet. Look.” 



She was on the edge of the roof now, staring down at them. Not hesitating even for a second, she stepped off the surface with her right foot. Her other foot got stuck on the ledge, and as she fell forward, the ghoul swung back toward the building and smashed into it. Her foot then popped free of its impediment, and she plummeted earthward. They watched as the woman sped toward the ground and did nothing to shield herself from the impact. She struck the pavement headfirst. 



Her skull shattered with an audible crack, which was followed by a sudden eruption of the soft, yielding contents of her head. A foul puddle spread outward as her body landed on top of the messy remains. The ripened corpse burst with a rush of liquid as the thin skin surrounding her legs broke open. Black gruel splashed the cement and left a sodden mist in the air.


George gagged and looked away. The two teens continued to peer at the woman’s remains, fascinated. After a moment, Ray nudged Teddy. “Told ya she would jump.” Teddy pushed him back, and they laughed at one another. 



George tried reprimanding the boys, but as he glanced back at the body for another split second, he looked green around the gills. He turned away to bend over as he breathed heavily. 


 “Did you see her as she fell? She was looking straight at us. She didn’t even care that her head was going to get smooshed. All she wanted to do was eat us. That was awesome, man!” Ray said in awed disbelief. 



The two boys chatted animatedly with each other, excited by this new discovery. Jeff looked on while George worked to regain control of his stomach. After a few seconds, Jeff moved between the teenagers.

 “Okay, guys, enough.” He grabbed them both by the shoulders. They looked at him, and the grins disappeared. Jeff could see the fear in their eyes hiding behind the false bravado the strange little event had brought out in them. 


 “Fun’s over.” He continued to hold their shoulders and moved them gently so they were facing the body. “Take a good look at her and try to understand something, okay?” 



Ray and Teddy glanced curiously at each other and then back at the body congealing on the hot pavement. 


 “Those things aren’t human anymore, boys. They only care about one thing, and that’s ripping you to pieces. It’s just that simple.”


Ray looked like he was going to offer up a smart-ass rebuttal when Jeff moved his hand from the teen’s shoulder to the back of his neck. The adult gave it a squeeze as he pulled Ray around until their faces were inches apart. Ray let out a little yelp and stared at Jeff with fear in his eyes. 


 “Listen,” the reluctant leader said, glaring at the pimple-faced kid. “I don’t have any idea how you got lucky enough to survive this long, but the fact is that you won’t last much longer if you keep thinking those things are a joke.” Jeff squeezed both Ray’s and Teddy’s shoulders harder until they both winced. He moved his eyes back and forth between the two boys.

 “You think because most of them are slow and stupid that you can outwit them? There are millions of those freaks out there. Millions with nothing better to do than hunt you down and rip your heads off. And that’s if you’re lucky. Because the alternative is a nightmare you don’t want to face.”


Jeff pushed the boys away and glared at them. He was trembling with rage as images of his dead family filtered through his mind. Ray and Teddy looked at him, their faces pale as the desire to retort fled in an instant. 


 “Do I make myself clear?” Jeff almost snarled. 



They nodded solemnly. As Jeff stared at them, the headache flaring up worse than ever, he rubbed his eyes gently. 


 “Good.”

 “Can we get going? Where there’s one of those things, there’s probably more.” 



Jeff opened his eyes and looked at George. The pale, blond man’s skin had a light green tint to it, and he had his hand clamped over his stomach. 



Jeff nodded and took a deep breath to clear his head. He gave Teddy and Ray a small smile. They still looked a little frightened of him, but both tried returning it. 


 “Well, we all know what to do. Let’s get to it.” Jeff turned to the store again. They moved past where the woman had fallen. Just as Jeff had suspected, she was pretty ripe. The smell was overpowering.

 “Jesus Christ, that’s foul.” 



They moved to the front door. Jeff glanced inside and saw that much of the contents of the shelves was gone, at least toward the front of the store. There were still plenty of darkened aisles and the storeroom to check out. The fact that he saw nothing moving inside was an added bonus. 


 “Okay, give me your backpacks, boys. We’re going to try to fill them all.”


Teddy looked past Jeff, staring inside the store as he handed over his bag. “You sure no one is in there?” He looked almost embarrassed for asking. “I mean, there was one up on the roof, so you never know where they’re hiding, right?” 



Jeff shrugged. “I have no idea.” He lifted his bat. “That’s why I plan on bringing my good friend here.” He glanced up and down the street. “Keep your eyes open and stay close by, and you should be okay. Just let us know if you see anything, and we’ll come running.”


Jeff turned back toward the door. 


 “Do you want my rifle?” 



Jeff stopped. Teddy was holding the weapon in front of him, ready to hand it over. He was looking at both of the men, waiting to see who would take it. 


 “I don’t want it. I’m crap with guns anyway, but thanks for the offer, Teddy,” George said. He looked over at Jeff expectantly. 



Jeff groaned inwardly. It was a tempting offer, but he knew how Michael would react if he returned to the van with the rifle in hand. They were already at each other’s throats. 



He shook his head and sighed, regretting the words as he spoke them. “Nah, but thanks anyway, Teddy. We’ll be fine.”


Jeff set his hand on the door, testing it. It wasn’t locked. 


 “Okay. The two of you hang out in the parking lot. If you see anything, bang on the door or … whatever.” Jeff threw his hands up, not sure what signal they should arrange. He was beginning to feel like this whole thing was one giant snafu waiting to happen.


The boys nodded, despite whatever reservations they might have. Jeff looked over at George. “You ready?” 



George was busy squinting through the door, trying to see inside. He was leaning forward, moving his head as if tracing a path through the aisles with his eyes. He looked skeptical but resigned to his task. When Jeff nudged the big man, he straightened up. Taking a deep breath, George nodded.


Jeff looked back at the teens one last time and winked, realizing it was his turn to show a little false bravado. He pushed on the door, holding it open with his back. George cracked his knuckles before he moved past Jeff and went inside. 



They crept forward, the door following Jeff until it swung shut. He held his bloody bat like a sword and handed George one of the empty bags with his free hand. They spoke quietly as the boys watched. George nodded as they moved off into the depths of the store.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 14

 



Teddy leaned forward, cupping his free hand against the glass to try to catch a glimpse of the men as they descended into shadow. When Ray nudged him, he nearly jumped out of his skin.

 “Don’t do that!” 


 “Take it easy, man!” Ray laughed as he backed up. 



Teddy gave his head an angry shake and gripped his rifle possessively. “Man, I almost shot you!” 


 “I’m sorry!” Ray’s smile faded. Teddy had not swung the rifle around, and Ray knew that there was little chance he would have done much more than shoot himself in the foot. The greasy-haired boy moved back even farther and gave his Berretta a reassuring touch. 



Ray was the bigger and older of the two teens, and he guessed that was probably the reason Michael had given him the handgun. Teddy had the Springfield Model 70 .30-06 that he had snagged from his father’s collection, but Michael confiscated it the moment he realized Teddy had no experience with it or any other firearm. After a while, he gave it back, commanding the boy to learn how to use it. 



Teddy forced himself to calm down and smile at his friend. Ray returned the grin, and all was forgotten.


The two had become fast friends from the moment they met at the old factory where the group had hidden at first. That was before Michael had come across the RV dealership and the glistening, titanic motor homes they had commandeered.


Ray knew he was the geek in their relationship, and it was likely Teddy wouldn’t have given him the time of day before things had fallen apart. But being the only kids their age in the group made it pretty easy for the slightly rotund, acne-scarred boy to find a connection with the smaller but incredibly athletic Teddy. 



They shared little in common. Ray loved Mystery Science Theater 3000 and World of Warcraft, while Teddy’s passion was for soccer and wrestling. Still, their differences didn’t seem to matter to either of them now that their new hobby was just trying to stay alive. 


 “You want to go exploring?”


Teddy gave him his best fisheye. “What?”


Ray’s smile got larger. “Come on! Let’s just look around the building a little bit. There’s nothing out here.” He casually waved his arm in front of him, taking in the street and the rest of the town. 



Teddy pulled the rifle close to his chest and wrapped his arms around it. “Since when are you so brave?”


Ray rolled his eyes and laughed. “Yeah right. You think I’m being brave? Bullshit.”

 “Bull true!” Teddy countered, matching the grin on his friend’s face. “You’re trying to act all macho and shit just to show Jeff you can handle yourself.” 


 “No I’m not.” The words were not defensive. Ray looked at Teddy and dropped his grin. “I just don’t want to get ambushed is all.”


Teddy paused as he thought about it. “You think we could get ambushed here? We should see someone coming if we stick to the door.”


Ray shrugged, but looked excited. “Maybe, but I think there’s a chance we could be surrounded pretty quickly if we don’t check things out. There could be any number of slugs around the back of the building creeping up on us as we speak … on both sides!” His eyes were wild with possibilities. When Teddy looked around, he saw nothing, but Ray’s vivid imagination created new and dangerous possibilities in his mind.


He looked back at Ray. “I don’t want to move. If something happens to Jeff or George, they’ll need us to help out. I don’t think we’ll hear them if we’re not close to the door.” Despite the firmness of his words, he sounded uncertain.


Ray nodded reluctantly, but didn’t look happy with Teddy’s response. He slumped against the wall of the general store, crossing his arms. Teddy watched as he pouted, kicking at pebbles and sending them skittering across the parking lot. He sighed, knowing their discussion wasn’t over.

 “What?” 



Ray looked at his friend and shook his head. “I just feel useless standing here, man.” 



Teddy raised an eyebrow. “Ray, nothing is happening, and that’s a good thing. We might get back to the RVs alive if we don’t do anything stupid.”

 “I know, I know,” Ray grumbled. “But I at least want to check around the building. I think I would feel better if I did.” 


 “Why?” Teddy caught himself before he raised his voice, but only barely. He looked around, embarrassed by his excited outburst. He continued, whispering. “What do you think you can do? Shoot one of those things? Draw attention to yourself? Draw attention to us? If one of them comes around the corner, fine. Shoot it. But don’t go looking for trouble. Because I guarantee you’ll find it. And then what?”


Teddy stood, his arms crossed, rifle at his side. He stared up at the taller boy and watched Ray’s expression change from frustration to anger. 


 “I can handle myself, Teddy. Just as well as you can. I’ve made it this far. You’re not my fucking father, so I don’t want to hear one of your lectures.” 



Teddy barked out a harsh laugh. “Now you sound like Jason. He whined about wanting to come with us because he can handle it, but he’s just a little kid.” He went in for the kill. “You’re acting like a little kid.” 



Ray’s eyes narrowed. His fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. He was bigger than Teddy, but knew that wouldn’t help much if he got into a fight with the compact, muscular boy. 


 “Fuck you.”

 “Good one, Ray. Real witty. Ya slay me.” 


 “Go to hell.” With that, Ray turned away in a huff. He moved toward the side of the building.

 “Ray!” Teddy hissed. “Come back here!” Ray’s only response was to flip him off as he kept moving. 


 “Raaay! Come on, man … okay, I’m sorry! Please come back!” 



Ray hit the corner with a grunt as his back bounced off the brick surface. It hurt, but he ignored the pain as he pulled out the Beretta. After a couple of seconds, he remembered the safety and flicked it off. Taking a deep breath, he peeked around the corner. He saw the dumpster and the metal door. 



Ray examined the trash receptacle. It was nondescript and small, with the doors at chest level rather than head height, like some of the larger ones he had seen behind most businesses. The side-by-side doors on top of it were made of plastic.


Sweating profusely and knowing Teddy was watching him, Ray turned the corner and moved down the wall, hugging it. He glanced over at the building next door and saw no movement. The coast was clear. He slithered farther down the wall, his back to it as he stared at the dumpster. 



Ray’s heart raced as he imagined what was inside the container. It stood away from the general store by a few feet, and he could see that the rear of the building was overgrown with knee-high thick weeds. 



He stopped a few feet from the door on the side of the building. Ray nudged his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose and ran a sleeve across his damp forehead. His glasses had seen better days, but were still intact. The scratches on the lenses were a hassle, but he’d gotten used to it.


The portly teen stared at the tall grass at the back of the building and the dumpster beside it. He swung the nine millimeter back and forth between the small gap at the edge of the building and the lid of the trash receptacle. Ray’s heart was pounding so loudly that for a moment, he thought the sound was coming from somewhere else. His eyes darted back and forth until he was sure there was no threat, and more sweat dripped into his eyes. After he blinked, he could have sworn he saw the dumpster move. 



Ray attempted to keep moving forward and realized he couldn’t. Something was in the dumpster, of that he was certain. All he could think was how stupid it had been to come back here and how he was going to stand there, frozen in fear, as a swarm of ghouls came climbing up out of some trash bin to tear him into bite-sized pieces.


He barely heard the noise behind him as he began to hyperventilate. Swinging around, he almost pulled the trigger on the Beretta. The diminutive figure pressed up against the wall behind him ducked, almost diving to the pavement.

 “Jesus, Ray! What the fuck?”


Ray gaped at Teddy, his weapon pointed at his friend’s head. His finger remained rigid on the trigger, but his eyes swelled with recognition. He moved the gun until it was pointed at the ground. Ray’s legs felt like water, and he nearly slid down the wall but managed to stay upright.


Teddy peeked out from behind the shield of his arms. 


 “S-s-sorry, man. I thought you were one of them,” Ray stuttered. 


 “You thought I was one of them?” It took a moment for what Ray said to sink in. Teddy’s fear departed, and a warm trickle of anger took its place.


He stood up and gave Ray his most irritated look. “You’re fucking crazy, man.”


Now it was Ray’s turn to be angry. 


 “I said I was sorry! You didn’t want to come and then you sneak up behind me. What did you expect?”

 “Well I didn’t expect you to shoot me!”


They stood across from one another, silent. Slowly, Ray began to smile. Teddy saw it, and his lip began to curl up. He resisted, trying to look like he was still upset, but in a matter of moments, a smile was in full bloom.


They laughed quietly at each other, and Ray stuck out his free hand. “Truce?”


Teddy stared at the hand and then nodded. They shook on it. “Truce.”

 “I’m sorry I tried to tell you what to do,” Teddy said after a few moments, his smile fading. Ray looked away, embarrassed by the apology and trying his best to act nonchalant.


He shook his head. “No problem. It’s cool.”


The smile returned to Teddy’s face. “So let’s check this place out, together.”


Ray’s eyes brightened. “Awesome!” 



Teddy glanced past Ray toward the dumpster and door. “You check the door yet? It unlocked?” 



Ray shook his head and looked slightly embarrassed. “I didn’t get that far.”


Teddy nodded. “You were playing it safe. Probably a good idea.” 



Ray nodded vigorously in agreement.


Teddy walked past Ray. “So let’s check it out.”


Ray looked surprised at his friend’s relaxed attitude and watched as the smaller boy moved toward the door, the rifle loose in his left hand. He ran to catch up just as Teddy jiggled the handle. He glanced at Ray and shook his head. 


 “Locked.” 



He moved toward the dumpster, but Ray put a hand on his shoulder. Teddy turned with a question on his face. 


 “I think there’s something in there.” 



Teddy tried to crack a smile, thinking it had to be a joke, but his lips tightened as he saw the serious expression on Ray’s face. The smaller boy swiveled his head to look at the dumpster, shifting the rifle up to his shoulder as he did. 



Ray moved beside him, the Beretta pointed at the metal box. He looked over at Teddy and whispered, “I heard something, I’m sure. I think a slug crawled in there and is just waiting for us to get close.” 


 “Are you positive? Wouldn’t the dumpster be moving? I mean, it would have heard us talking, right?” 



Ray paused, considering as Teddy inched forward. He swallowed hard as he walked next to his friend. Ray was the closer of the two to the dumpster, and with every step they took, he could feel his heart beating faster. They stopped when they were about ten feet away. There was no movement or sound coming from the metal box. 


 “Switch places with me,” Teddy said.

 “Huh? Why?” 


 “Because I have the rifle,” Teddy explained. “I’m going to lift the lid with the barrel. That way if one of those things is inside, it won’t be able to grab me.”


Ray nodded. “Okay, good plan. But before you do, I’m going to check around the corner. Last thing we need is one of those things springing up on us while you’re checking out the dumpster.”


Teddy nodded and moved forward a little, angling away from the building. Ray inched toward the edge of the building, holding his pistol out like he had seen every cop and criminal do on TV and in movies his entire life. 



Tensing, Ray sprang to the corner. He remembered the pain from before and gently pressed against the brick surface instead of slamming his back against it this time. He absently pushed his glasses up his nose with the barrel of the gun. Tightening his grip on the weapon, he paused, listening. Nothing. Not a breeze, not even the sound of a cricket. He blinked several times and swiveled his head around the corner. 



He pulled back quickly, expecting a hand to be reaching for him. When one didn’t, Ray swallowed hard and tilted forward again.


The high grass ran all the way across the back of the general store. It was thick in most places, but there were several bald spots where gravel was mixed in with soil. The grass was thick enough to hide someone, but there was no movement. Ray looked at the field that stretched back behind the building and let his breath out. His shoulders slumped as he relaxed. Lowering the gun, he wiped the sweat from his forehead with his other arm.

 “All clear.” He turned to face the dumpster, but did not raise his gun again. 



Teddy nodded. The muzzle of the old Springfield dipped toward the overhanging lip of the right dumpster lid as he prepared to flip it open. Looking one last time at Ray to make sure he was ready, Teddy sent the lid flying up and over the iron box. 



It slammed into the back of the dumpster with a resounding BOOM that echoed off the buildings surrounding the two teens. Both boys jumped at the sudden noise. It was the loudest thing either had heard in a long time. 



Teddy saw nothing from his vantage point and stepped forward, moving the rifle into the container. He had kept his distance when flipping the lid, but the loud noise changed his perspective on things. They needed to get back to the front doors of the store before the adults discovered them screwing around. He knew that Jeff and George had probably heard the noise, and Marcus might have as well. 



He surveyed the darkened dumpster and saw it was halfway filled with trash. Teddy did not bother lifting the other lid, giving the other side only a vague glance. Instead, he turned to Ray.

 “We need to get back to the front of the store, now. This shit is going to-”


Ray was nodding when Teddy cut off and stumbled forward. He slipped and fell, jamming his left arm up against the metal edge of the dumpster. His rifle kept moving forward, and he almost lost his grip on it. 



Ray stepped away from the wall, ready to laugh at the klutzy maneuver, just before he saw a hand reaching out of the dumpster.


He watched in horror as the appendage landed on the top edge of the container next to his friend. Teddy didn’t react immediately as another hand became visible, the one that had yanked on the barrel of the rifle. 



Teddy noticed the first hand about a second after Ray, but he did not move, even as it slid toward him. The other hand still had a hold on his weapon, to which Teddy now barely clung. He did not see the head that followed both hands out into the light like Ray did. Teddy adjusted his grip on the rifle, pulling on it hard, which helped yank the man who had a hold of it free of the prison in which he had been trapped for the past few weeks.


Ray watched as a ghostly white head peeked out of the trash receptacle. It rose into daylight as Teddy continued tugging on his rifle. A large chunk of the slug’s forearm was gone, but most of his face was still intact. He made eye contact with Ray and opened his jaws. No sound came out, and a moment later, Ray saw why. Its throat had been ripped free, and tendons and gristle dangled and flopped against the creature’s chest. It appeared as if they had been yanked out by hand rather than shredded with teeth. A barely audible bubbling hiss emanated from the hole in its neck as the ghoul grabbed the side of the dumpster and slithered out.


Teddy saw the man’s face and finally let go of the rifle, darting back out of the range of its hands. The rotter wobbled momentarily, but kept its balance on the edge of the trash bin. It took a swipe at Teddy, who promptly tumbled backwards. The mangled man toppled over the side and out of the container to follow him. It fell in front of Teddy and landed on its shoulder. There was an audible snap as the monster’s collarbone broke. Lifting its head, it attempted a moan at the teen who was whimpering pitifully and trying desperately to scoot away from the dumpster. The dead man’s shattered legs flopped uselessly as its body quivered with excitement. 



The slug latched onto one of Teddy’s shoes and held on tight as the teenager let out a full-throttle scream and frantically tried to shake the creature off. The boy screamed again, this time in pain, as the creature clamped down hard on his ankle. Its arm flapped wildly as Teddy jitterbugged, but the fingers only tightened their grip. It slid forward, clawing the ground with its other hand in an attempt to gain purchase on the smooth surface. Two fingernails peeled back, and the pockmarked skin underneath ruptured, splitting as its small finger bones clawed even harder on the asphalt.


Teddy landed a sharp kick with his free leg and caved in the ghoul’s nose. Its head rocketed backwards, but the hands continued pulling it toward the boy. As its head came back down after the kick, the teen swore that the slug was smiling at him. The blackened tongue wiggled in its mouth as the monster moved closer to Teddy’s leg.


Three shots rang out in quick succession, startling Teddy as he prepared to kick at his assailant again. The first bullet made the rotting body jump; the second hit its shoulder, sending a spray of bone fragments and shredded flesh into the air. There was no blood, but the arm wobbled. The third shot sheared off the back of its skull along with a sizeable chunk of brain matter. The monster glared at Teddy a moment longer and then collapsed on its jaw, which slammed shut as it hit the ground. The milky white irises remained fixed on Teddy as the boy wrestled his foot free from the ghoul’s clenched fist. He scrambled backwards, desperate to put some distance between him and the corpse. 


 “Holy shit, I got him!” 



Ray had barely stirred the whole time the infected man attacked his friend. The only things he had moved were his arm and his trigger finger. A small wisp of smoke curling up from the barrel was the only hint that he had done anything at all. 


 “I nailed that thing! Yeah!” Ray raised the gun above his head and roared in exhilaration. It was the first time he had fired the weapon and the first infected he had ever killed. He felt ecstatic. 



Teddy was staring at him, stunned, as Ray did several more fist pumps. He missed the movement near his friend’s feet.


Ray’s cries of joy turned to howls of agony as he felt teeth sinking into his ankle.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 15

 



Jeff and George were making swift work of the general store when they heard the shots. 



A quick inspection had found few useful items remaining on the shelves. The place had been ransacked and abandoned long ago. George had set to work collecting anything that looked edible, but the pickings were slim. Jeff searched the store for bodies, living or dead, and found neither. There were no blood trails or splatters marking any sort of battle. Just dust bunnies and a few useless items like surge protectors and garden hoses to pick through. 



When they heard the loud reports from outside, they both froze in place. The walls muffled the noise enough that Jeff did not immediately realize what it was. He wondered why in the hell a car was backfiring and moved to the front door. He blinked in the harsh sunlight as his eyes adjusted. When he was able to see, the first thing he noticed was that Ray and Teddy were not standing by the door. A sickening dread filled him.


George navigated across the debris-strewn floor as he saw Jeff pushing open the door. He could also see that the two teenagers were missing. 


 “Where the hell are the boys?”


Jeff didn’t bother answering as he rushed out to the parking lot. He heard a bloodcurdling scream and several more shots. Another scream intermingled with the first, this one higher in pitch and filled with shock, not pain. Jeff swore he could hear shouting, but the gunshots devoured everything else. He had no idea where it was coming from. George was right behind him, and they ignored the flattened corpse of the jumper as they tried to track the sounds. After a few seconds of listening, Jeff ran to the side of the building.


As he did, Jeff caught a glimpse of Marcus stepping out of the Hole in the Wall across the street, a small crate under one arm, the pump-action shotgun in the other. Frank’s buddy didn’t appear to be in any sort of rush to find out what had happened. Instead, he stood watching as Jeff ran furiously toward the sound of screaming. 



Jeff felt the shakes coming on as he rounded the corner.


What he saw at first confused him. There was an inert corpse next to the dumpster, but that was not what drew his eye. It appeared as if Teddy and Ray were wrestling with one another. Teddy was yanking on Ray’s leg like he was possessed as the other boy beat on Teddy in response. Jeff stutter-stepped, trying to get his bearings. As he moved closer, he realized what was actually happening.

 “Oh my God,” George said as he caught up to Jeff.


One of the infected had attached itself to Ray’s ankle. He and Teddy were doing their best to force it to let go by yanking at it and beating on its head, but it was ignoring their efforts. Jeff rushed up and pushed Teddy out of the way, dropping his baseball bat as he knelt next to Ray. 



George dropped his bag and grabbed Teddy before the boy could react. He wrapped the teen in a bear hug and lifted him off the ground as Teddy struggled. George was shocked at the kid’s strength; he was wiry and compact, a bundle of muscle with the vigor and energy of youth behind it. But as determined as Teddy was to break free, George was twice his size, and his arms were like bands of iron.


Jeff swallowed hard as nausea nearly overpowered him. Ray was still alert and pounding on the creature with the butt of his empty handgun. Despite the urgency of the situation, Jeff took a steadying breath and tried to figure out what to do. 



The ghoul on Ray was probably as decrepit a specimen as Jeff had ever seen. Its tangled greasy hair was pressed to its scalp, and the age spots beneath were pronounced. Major patches of graying skin were missing from the skull, and it had no nose or eyes. Instead, there were gaping holes where its facial features had once been. The ears had been torn off, and some sort of black oil oozed from the ragged holes on the sides of the creature’s skull. Its lone arm was latched firmly onto Ray’s leg. The skeletal hand had only a spider web of skin remaining, but there were strips of flesh still dangling from the arm, displaying sinewy muscle underneath. Both legs were gone, along with a significant portion of the lower torso. The spinal column, with various threads of meat still attached, dangled below a violent tear at the base of its ribcage. It was hard to tell, but the throat and chest, which were facing the ground, also looked decimated. What remained of the pathetic creature was latched firmly to Ray’s ankle, smacking its lips as its teeth dug deeper into his flesh. The boy screamed, and Jeff flinched. 



After a moment, Ray whimpered and Jeff noticed the pool of blood forming beneath the boy’s foot. “P-p-p-please get it off of me. P-p-pl …” the teenager begged as he stared at Jeff, his glasses dangling at the tip of his nose. He bashed at the creature again, but its hard skull absorbed the weak blow, and Ray moaned as the ghoul gnawed on his ankle.


Jeff clenched his jaw as he realized what he had to do. Moving his hand toward the gruesome creature’s head, he gritted his teeth and slid his fingers into its empty eye sockets. Swallowing hard, he gave a vicious tug. Ray let out another high-pitched scream as his leg was lifted off the ground but the ghoul did not detach. Its hand let go of the boy’s leg and swung around erratically, trying to discover who had a hold of it. 



Jeff slammed his foot down on the arm and smashed it to the ground. Grinding his heel back and forth, he felt the remaining flesh loosen and separate from the bone on the monster’s arm. 



Fighting a wave of nausea, he pressed his free hand down on Ray’s leg for leverage and pulled with all his might on the skull one more time. 



The boy’s screams grew louder, but could not blot out the sound of flesh and muscle tearing away from the bone. A spray of blood hit the side of the building in a wide arc, and Ray rolled over on his belly, finally free of the horrible teeth. He crawled into a fetal position and wrapped his hands around his bloody wound. A good hunk of meat and tendon had been pulled free and remained between the ghoul’s gnashing teeth. Jeff dropped the wretched creature and stood, slamming his heel repeatedly into the back of its skull. The monster’s face was driven into the asphalt, and its hand twitched furiously as it went through its death spasms.


There was no time to get sick as Jeff moved back toward Ray. Teddy, who had wriggled free of George’s limp grasp, was already next to his friend. The blond man was stunned, unable to comprehend what had just occurred. Jeff pulled off his t-shirt and used his teeth to tear strips from the bottom of it. 



Teddy screamed at Ray, trying to lift him to a sitting position as he babbled unintelligible questions at his friend. When Jeff moved in this time, he did not push Teddy away, allowing the boy to remain close as he focused on Ray’s shredded ankle. As he drew near, the boy screamed in panic, his eyes wide and terrified. Ray tried to push himself backwards, and as he did, more blood gushed onto the pavement. Jeff knew he needed to stop the bleeding quickly or Ray would go into shock. 


 “It’s going to be okay, Ray. It’ll be all right. I’m going to bandage you. Take it easy.” Jeff showed him the strips of cotton fabric in his hands. 



Ray’s screams stopped as he desperately tried to cover the wound with his hands, which were slippery with blood. He cupped his ankle, but the red liquid continued to pour through his fingers. The boy flinched, but let Jeff get close enough to wrap the wound with the first strip of cloth. When Ray did not protest further, Jeff put another strip on top of the first. 


 “You need to wrap one around his upper leg, like a tourniquet.” Jeff nodded as he heard George behind him. Ray moaned loudly and began weeping. 


 “He’s going to be okay, right? He’s not going to die, is he?” Teddy leaned in, nearly knocking Jeff into the injured boy. Jeff ignored the question, but Ray didn’t. He wailed, and his eyes filled with fear.

 “I’m not going to die, am I?” Ray repeated the question over and over as Jeff mumbled a response the boy did not hear. Finally, after Ray’s voice reached a high-pitched squeal, Jeff shook the boy roughly. The babbling stopped as Ray gaped at Jeff, eyes wide with fear.

 “Listen carefully to me, Ray. I’m going to take good care of you, but you have to calm down. I need to get the bleeding to stop so we can get you back to camp.” He looked at Teddy and forced his expression to become gentler. Teddy was almost as much of a mess as Ray was. “Everything is going to be fine.”


The smaller boy’s chest heaved as fat tears rolled down his face. Teddy looked bewildered and hurt, but there was a glint of comprehension there. Jeff continued to look at him as George put his hands on the boy’s narrow shoulders and squeezed soothingly. Teddy did not shrug him away, but leaned back, his knees suddenly weak. He gave Jeff a half nod. It wasn’t much, but would have to do as Jeff turned back to face Ray and repeated himself. “Everything is going to be fine.”

 “Like hell it is.”


Everyone, including Ray, looked at Marcus, who had arrived from across the street and was walking up to them with the shotgun pointed lazily in Jeff and Ray’s direction, the small crate of booze still snug under his other arm.

 “What the fuck did you do, boy?” Before Ray could respond, Marcus answered his own question. “Went and got yourself in a mess of trouble, and now we’re all in deep shit.” He looked around, scanning the area nervously.


Jeff closed his eyes and sighed as he heard moaning off in the distance. In his haste to deal with Ray, he hadn’t noticed the cries of the infected, which were growing louder by the second.

 “Fuck,” Jeff mumbled as he leaned toward Ray and spoke quietly to the boy. “I’m going to wrap a bandage tightly around your upper thigh, Ray.” He paused and made sure the teen was looking and listening only to him. “It’ll help stop the infection from climbing up your leg and give us a chance to get you back to camp.” 



Jeff smiled and gently put his hand on the boy’s terrified face, wiping away a tear. His hands were smeared with blood, but most of it was gone now. Jeff had used his entire shirt to staunch the flow and wipe away the excess. His concerns about the blood-borne virus were great, but overshadowed by his fear of letting Ray bleed to death in the general store parking lot. 


 “Step aside, Jeff.” 



The next noise Jeff heard was unmistakable: a shotgun shell being chambered. Marcus sounded calmer and less vicious than he had just a few seconds before, but still firm and determined. Jeff looked at Ray, who was panicking, and shifted his weight. Ray grabbed for him, fearful he was going to obey Marcus’s command. Splatters of Ray’s blood painted Jeff’s biceps as the youngster’s hands scrabbled at the man’s arms.

 “No … no, please, God no!” The look in his eyes made it clear that Ray understood exactly what Marcus planned to do. He repeated himself, his voice getting higher and higher in pitch as he begged Jeff to do something to help him. “Please don’t let him shoot me. Please, I don’t want to die, Jeff, pleeeease!”


Jeff shushed him and whispered assurances as he wrapped the tourniquet around Ray’s injured leg, ignoring Marcus’s command.

 “Jeff. I said step aside. You best start listening to me, or I swear I’ll take you out along with Ray.”


Teddy, all but forgotten in the last few moments, pushed away from George and moved toward Marcus, a look of rage tattooed across his face. “You’re not going to hurt my friend, you fucking creep. I’ll kill you first!” He clenched his fists, and before George could grab him, he took off toward the man whose slender build was similar to his own. Marcus had already set down the crate of liquor and only held the shotgun, which was pointed at Jeff’s back. Teddy built up speed as he saw that Marcus was not going to turn toward him. 



As Teddy lunged, Marcus nimbly stepped backwards and kicked, sending his foot straight into Teddy’s gut. The boy collapsed like a house of cards, wheezing as he doubled up. He began coughing violently.


George rushed toward Marcus. The shotgun, which had remained pointed at Jeff even as he launched his kick at Teddy, swung toward the big man. George stopped short, a look of embarrassed surprise on his face. He clenched his fists, his eyes darting between the muzzle of the shotgun and the boy who lay crumpled on the ground. He pointed at Teddy. “I just want to check on him, make sure he’s okay.” George did his best to look sincere, but his jaw twitched nervously. He looked at Teddy, who pulled his knees up underneath him and hacked up a small wad of vomit. 


 “You stay right where you are unless you want to join these two.” Marcus gestured toward Jeff and Ray. Jeff had finished with the tourniquet and was whispering something to the injured boy. The tears were still coming, but Ray appeared to have calmed down. 



George froze in place, his hands elevated for Marcus to see. He could hear moans cascading off the buildings surrounding them, and his eyes darted toward the street. He spotted a pack of ghouls only a few blocks away. It was not clear how many there were, but their ranks were swelling as more crawled out of the shadows to join their rotting brethren. George suppressed a shiver as he saw that the monster leading the pack was dragging a ruined foot behind it as it trudged forward with dogged persistence.


The shotgun swung back toward Jeff as Marcus seemed satisfied that George wouldn’t give him any more trouble. He took a step forward.


Jeff stood and could see the smile of anticipation on Marcus’s face. 


 “So what’s it going to be, hotshot? I’m gonna give you one last chance to realize Ray is already dead.” Marcus paused for effect. “We don’t have much time to screw around, so you better hurry up.” 



The reedy man’s expression changed momentarily as he looked past Jeff toward the boy propped against the building. His voice dropped low, and his grin disappeared.

 “It’s a mercy killing. Don’t you realize that? Or are you just stupid?”

 “Just go. Leave him behind with me,” Jeff said, his mind already made up as to what he was going to do. It was suicide, but he was beyond caring. “Take Teddy and George back to camp, and I’ll watch over Ray.” 



Marcus squinted at Jeff and looked confused for a moment. He appeared to be mulling over the offer, and Jeff’s hopes rose. They were dashed, however, when Marcus shook his head.

 “Can’t leave you behind. You’ll probably dump him somewhere along the way and then lead the stiffs back to us. I can’t have that.”

 “I won’t lead them back, I promise. We’ll find a place to hide out. Some building … maybe a house. I won’t lead them back. I swear to God.”


Marcus shook his head again as he raised the shotgun. “God?” he snarled. “Why the hell do you think I give a shit if you swear to God?” He moved forward another step, pushing Jeff closer to the wall. “Take a good look around, you stupid asshole. Do you really think there’s a God?” Marcus laughed contemptuously and gripped the shotgun tighter to his shoulder as he took aim. “I can’t say it’s been a pleasure knowing ya-”

 “Drop the gun, Marcus.”


Jeff’s eyes, which had been closing in fear, popped back open in time to see Marcus raising his head from the sights on the shotgun. He turned, allowing Jeff to see that George had picked up Teddy’s rifle and was pointing it at the hick.


Michael’s flunky did not look surprised. He backed up, the shotgun still pointed at Jeff. 


 “I mean it! Drop the shotgun, now!” 



As Marcus moved back a few more steps, Jeff could see George clearly. He had the other man dead to rights, the rifle pointed at Marcus’s chest. Jeff could also tell that his friend was shaking like a leaf. Apparently Marcus could see that as well.

 “Now why in the world would I do something stupid like that, George?” Marcus asked as he continued to back away from Jeff. George backed up as well, and Marcus grinned again. The shotgun dropped a few inches, but was still pointed toward Jeff. 


 “I said drop the shotgun. I don’t want to have to shoot you.”


A full-on belly laugh burst forth from Marcus’s gut. He leaned forward and spat on the ground and then proceeded to dig the remaining tobacco out of his mouth. After shaking away the brown residue from his finger, he turned toward George. 


 “You know something, George? I don’t want you to have to shoot me either.” Marcus inched closer to the big man, but George stood his ground. 


 “Stop moving, damn it! I will shoot you if you don’t drop the shotgun!”


Marcus stopped where he was. He had turned his back completely on Jeff and Ray and was now toe to toe with George. His hand rose in a placating gesture, but the other remained wrapped around the trigger of the shotgun. His smiled widened, and all his darkly stained teeth were on display for George to see. 


 “Marcus. Please … I don’t want-”

 “Don’t want to what?” Marcus squinted at George, waiting, as he moved the shotgun into position. “You don’t have the stones to do anything to me, George, you pathetic piece of shit.”


The big man’s eyes were glued to the shotgun as his hands quavered on the old Springfield rifle. Marcus shook his head in contempt as he took aim at George. 



Jeff jumped, the explosion causing him to nearly trip over his own feet. He closed his eyes and dove to the ground. As he did, there was another explosion, much like the first. He covered his head, not sure who was shooting, but knowing for certain that he did not want to get caught in some sort of crossfire. 



When the third shot came, Jeff realized it had come from behind him. He tried to get back up, but his legs felt like jelly. He lifted his hands off his face and looked in front of him. Marcus was face down on the asphalt, blood running out of his body in tiny rivers, the result of three holes in his back. Beyond him was George, standing stock still, eyes bulging, rifle still in his hands. 



Jeff rolled over and looked back at the wall of the general store. Ray had moved slightly so he could fire around Jeff with the Beretta. The barrel was smoking, and the teen looked prepared to fire another round into Marcus if he got back up. While everyone else was paying attention to Marcus and George, Ray had been busy reloading his gun.


Ray looked at Jeff and spoke quietly. “I got the bastard.”


There was bitterness in the words, and his pale lips were pulled back in a snarl. It was as if all his pain and fear had disappeared, replaced by rage. 



The next sound Jeff heard was the rifle clattering to the ground. He swung back around and saw George staring at Marcus’s body. Jeff also saw that Teddy was looking on in awe at his friend. He still looked wobbly, a clenched fist held over his gut where Marcus had kicked him, but he was getting up to move toward Ray.

 “George? George!” Jeff said as he climbed to his feet. “Are you okay?” 



Jeff felt like slapping the other man, but George was snapping out of his daze, his eyes blinking furiously. 


 “I couldn’t …” George paused, still trying to get his wits about him. He had a look of despair on his face. “God forgive me, but I couldn’t do it.”


Jeff touched his friend’s shoulder gently. “It’s okay, man. You distracted that prick long enough …” He hesitated, not willing to finish the sentence. As he did, the sound of moaning could be heard in the background. “But now it’s time to go.”


George nodded dully, a haunted look in his eyes. He reached down and ignored the rifle, picking up the bag filled with supplies from the store instead. 



Jeff tightened his jaw and swallowed hard. Turning, he moved to Marcus’s cooling corpse and took a deep breath. Grabbing the dead man’s sweat-stained shirt, he rolled him over to gain access to Marcus’s front pants pockets. He ignored the man’s staring eyes and the ragged holes in his chest as he went about the task of searching for shotgun shells. He reached into a bulging pocket and pulled out several rounds for the Mossberg pump-action. Stuffing them in his pants pocket, Jeff grabbed the shotgun and looked at Ray. 



Teddy was kneeling next to him, talking. Jeff walked up and gave them a few seconds before he spoke.

 “We have to get out of here, guys.” They both looked up. Ray held the Beretta in his lap, as if he were too tired to lift it. Teddy looked star struck, as if Ray had become larger than life. Jeff brought his hand down on Teddy’s shoulder.

 “Why don’t you go get your rifle? I need to talk to Ray for a second.” Teddy hesitated. He did not look so sure about leaving his friend, but Ray nodded, and the other boy relaxed and got up, moving toward George. 



Jeff glanced down at Ray’s leg. He fought to keep the emotion off his face, but it was hard. The blood had soaked through most of the layers of shredded shirt he had wrapped around it. The bleeding might stop, but the virus was already racing through the kid’s system. 



Hearing a new noise, Jeff lifted his head and noticed several shapes in the field behind the building. They were moving through the thick grass at a slow clip, but were only about a hundred yards away. He looked back down at Ray, who was pale but lucid. Ray feebly lifted his weapon, his hand flopping over on its side. 


 “I think you better take the gun. I don’t think I can fire too well anymore.” He held the Beretta out with a blood-drenched hand. 



Jeff shook his head. “Nah, you keep it. I think you know how to handle it pretty well.” He stared at Ray, who had been trying to pull out the last clip from his pants pocket but stopped at Jeff’s response. “Besides, I have this.” He held the shotgun up next to him and smiled down at the teen.


Ray tried to return the smile, but instead, the arm holding the gun dropped into his lap, his eyelids fluttering as he nodded. He had no energy left to argue. Jeff worried that he was about to pass out.

 “Ray?” The kid’s eyes opened again, a questioning look on his face. “You ready to go?” Jeff propped the shotgun on the wall as Ray nodded and reached for Jeff’s hand with his own. The boy’s hand was covered in blood, but Jeff didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Ray’s arm and wrapped it around his shoulder. Ray was heavy, but Jeff was able to carefully lift him to a standing position. Ray whimpered, and his head swayed, but he stayed conscious as he put his weight on his left foot and balanced himself. Jeff stood still for a few moments, half expecting the teen to collapse. When he didn’t, Jeff snatched up the shotgun and inched forward, testing Ray’s ability to move. Again, the boy seemed strong enough to handle the activity. 


 “Let me carry him,” George said as he moved up next to Jeff, sliding the pack off his arm. 



Jeff shook his head firmly. “I’m taking him out of here.”


George began to protest, but Jeff cut him off. “I’m responsible for him, George. Get Teddy and move out.”

 “Jeff, this is crazy! I’m stronger than you. Let me carry him!” George pleaded, but saw the look in Jeff’s eyes. It was clear that unless he wanted to waste precious seconds arguing, Jeff wasn’t letting Ray go. As the sounds of moaning grew louder all around them, George nodded, his shoulders slumping as he picked up the pack he had just dropped. 


 “Grab my bat, okay? Let the kid keep the rifle.” George looked down and spotted the bat where Jeff had dropped it. Teddy had already picked up his rifle and looked ready to move out. 



The baseball bat seemed tiny in George’s oversized hands, and Jeff had to stifle a laugh as he issued another command. 


 “Get going. Get the hell out of here and head back to Michael and Frank. Ray and I are going to give you a head start.”


George and Teddy looked at Jeff simultaneously. Ray was hanging on him, looking as pale as a giant blob of rice pudding. The strips of Jeff’s shirt on his ankle were drenched with blood, and his glasses were close to falling off his nose once again. His eyes were open, but looked hazy. 



Teddy was the first to step forward. He was shaking his head, but Ray spoke before he could say anything. 


 “Teddy, you have to go.” His voice, stronger than expected, hit his friend like a Mack truck. “You have to get back. Jeff and I will be fine. I promise.” 



Teddy looked at him, the tears flowing freely down his face. “I’m so sorry, Ray. I screwed up so bad. It should have been me who got attacked, not you. It should have been me …” He trailed off, giant sobs shaking his shoulders uncontrollably. George moved up and wrapped his arm around the boy. 


 “Teddy. TEDDY!” The younger boy looked up, his vision blurred as he stared at his friend. Ray looked mad and concerned for Teddy at the same time. 


 “You didn’t do anything wrong. You watched out for me. You did everything you could. Now you have to go, bro. Go with George and get back to the van.” The anger was gone, and the smile crept back. “Don’t worry. We’ll be right behind you.” Jeff adjusted, and Ray moved slightly higher up on his shoulder. 



Teddy shrugged out of George’s grasp and moved up to Ray. He sniffled and fought back more tears as he hugged his friend gently. The bigger boy awkwardly wrapped the hand holding the pistol around his friend. They embraced for a moment, and the tears came for Ray as well, but he blinked them away furiously.


Teddy turned and moved back toward George. Neither boy spoke further. 


 “You don’t have to do this.” It was George this time, submitting his last-ditch plea to Jeff. “The four of us might do better together instead of splitting up.” 



Jeff ignored the offer. “Go behind the buildings on this side of the street. Keep running and don’t stop. You can cut back onto the street if you see it’s clear. Just get back to Michael and to the van. Don’t wait for us.” When George heard the last sentence, his eyes widened in shock.


Jeff smiled as he moved through the parking lot toward the street. “Don’t worry about Ray and me; we’ll be fine.” Then he winked.


Jeff glanced back and saw a crowd of walkers coming their way down the street before focusing on the direction he needed to head. 



George studied the back of the building. The ghouls out in the field had closed the distance to about fifty yards, and more were strung out in a long line behind the first small group. He looked to his left and saw a clear path in the direction he and Teddy needed to go, but their window of opportunity was closing fast. 



Jeff and Ray kept moving toward the street. As they did, Jeff looked back at George one last time. 


 “One more thing,” he shouted over the ever-increasing cacophony of moans. “Tell Michael that Marcus was bitten and turned. Tell him I had to put him down.” Jeff paused, letting the comment sink in. “Make sure you tell him it was me who did it.” He gave George a meaningful look and then turned back toward the street with Ray in tow.

 “Go! Now!” 



George sighed, feeling helpless as he looked over at Teddy. All the decisions had been taken out of his hands, so the only thing left was to do as Jeff suggested. He had to get Teddy to safety.

 “Are you ready?” 



The boy stared at him, his thin chest heaving. After a quick glance at the grassy field, he nodded. Teddy took a deep breath and bounced on his legs, getting into the starting position for a fast run. George gripped Jeff’s bat and surveyed their position relative to the nearest ghouls, who were already too close for comfort. They took off running, leaving several dismayed and puzzled-looking infected in their wake. 



Undeterred, the decaying creatures followed, their stiff frames moving them forward at a slow but persistent pace. When they lost sight of the man and boy around the corner of a building, they sniffed the air and tasted it with their tongues, seeking out the stench of sweat, blood, and flesh. They plodded forward, tracking the scent as they marched onward on their endless quest.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 16

 



Megan was a nervous wreck, doing her best to avoid both Cindy and Jason as she waited for George and Jeff to return. Lydia had delicately suggested she give Jason some space for the time being. He would come around soon enough. Lydia promised that she would speak to the boy as a neutral party in the hope that he might actually listen to her. Megan agreed and steered clear of the RV after the men left. 



It was fairly easy to avoid getting in Cindy’s way, because the skuzzy tart had no interest in guarding the camp like Michael had implied she would be doing. Instead, she had remained in her RV. 



So for a while, Megan sat in one of the chairs in the courtyard and plotted an escape from the camp for her, Jeff, George, and Jason. She did so mostly to preoccupy her mind. Otherwise, all she could think about was the others who were outside, risking their lives for no good reason. Those thoughts were offset by a fantasy that itched and tickled her brain involving Michael and Frank being eaten alive by a pack of the infected. 



The camp remained quiet after Lydia’s brief visit with Jason. She huddled with the children inside her RV, and Jason remained hidden away as well. Cindy didn’t show her face, but Megan set up her chair to face the punker girl’s trailer door so she would know if the psycho decided to step outside. 



Megan was alone for the first time since leaving her house. It gave her time to think. It gave her time to plot. 



Her head was still swimming with secretive plans when she heard the first gunshot. Megan stood up so quickly that she knocked over the lawn chair. With fists clenched and teeth gritted in fear, she looked around, trying to get a fix on which direction the noise had come from. There were several more shots and then a pause. Megan looked over at the ladder leaning against Ben’s RV and ran to it. 


 “Don’t even think about it.”


Megan whipped around. Cindy carried one of the rifles Michael had commandeered as she walked into the courtyard. There was a smile on her face that stopped Megan dead in her tracks. It was the predatory smile that had terrified Megan earlier. She resisted the urge to run screaming as Cindy walked up to her. 



When Cindy got close and moved to put her hand on Megan’s shoulder, the older woman couldn’t avoid flinching. Cindy hesitated, but her grin grew wider. To Megan, it almost looked like the girl was snarling at her—baring her teeth like some rabid animal. She dropped her hand on Megan’s slender shoulder and massaged it, almost like a man might do. 


 “It’s my job to climb up top and check things out. You need to stay out of sight.” 



Cindy’s voice was smooth and did not match the look on her face. Her hand felt like a talon. She directed Megan back toward the chairs. Megan felt powerless to resist, her legs like rubber as she plopped down.


There was more gunfire, and they both looked up. Megan tried to stand, but Cindy’s hand was still on her shoulder. She winced as Cindy squeezed harder, holding her in place.


The hand finally left her shoulder, and Cindy looked down at her. More shots were fired in rapid succession. Megan still wanted to bolt, but Cindy’s eyes held her in place.


For a second, Megan thought she saw concern surface in Cindy’s violet eyes. Before she could be certain, it was gone and Cindy had composed herself. “I’ll go check things out. Don’t move.”


Just then, Lydia burst free of her trailer. She turned and spoke to someone inside—a reprimand or command of some sort as she slammed the door behind her. She saw Megan and Cindy and ran to them. Cindy’s smile went dark as she turned to face Lydia. She hefted the rifle, and although Megan could not see her face, she could guess at her expression as Lydia stopped short, eyes wide with fear.

 “Don’t screw with anything, Lydia. I’ll deal with this. Just keep those fucking brats in line.”


Cindy slung the rifle and moved to the ladder. She did not look back as she climbed up the RV, leaving the two stunned women to watch as she reached the top and disappeared over the edge. Lydia moved to Megan, who stood up slowly. They glanced at each other and clasped hands.

 “What’s happening?”

 “I don’t know,” Megan responded. It was a lie. She knew exactly what was happening. Jeff only had a baseball bat, and George had nothing. The others were firing in a panic. It was just like the sounds she remembered when she was trapped in her house. First there was gunfire. Soon there would be screams, breaking glass, and doors being smashed open. And then moans … always the moans.


Megan glanced over at the door to Cindy’s RV and then back at Cindy. The young woman was up on top of Ben’s RV, her back to the camp. She would be busy trying to figure out what was happening for a while. There was another rifle. Perhaps hidden, but definitely in Michael’s RV.


Megan walked toward the door. Lydia looked up when Megan relinquished the hold on her hands. As the diminutive woman moved farther away, Lydia followed.

 “Megan, what are you doing?” 



Lydia scurried to Megan, but was ignored when she repeated the question. Instead, Megan reached Cindy’s door and tried turning the knob. 



Lydia reached out and spun Megan around. “Megan! What the hell is going on, and why are you trying to break into Michael’s RV?”

 “I’m getting the other rifle. If something is happening out there, I want to be prepared.” 



Comprehension dawned in Lydia’s eyes. 


 “The door is locked, though,” Megan continued. “We need that rifle.”


Lydia nodded thoughtfully. “We’re going to have to wait and see what happened out there when the men get back.” 



Megan’s eyes widened. It was not the response she had hoped for. “No! We have to get the rifle out and go out there to help them! We can’t just-”

 “Can’t just what?” Lydia moved up close, reached for Megan’s hand and gripped it tightly. “We can’t go out there, Megan. We can’t draw attention to ourselves. The men knew that when they left.” She overrode Megan’s protests. “We have to sit tight. I know you don’t want to do that, but it’s our only choice!”


Megan wrenched her hand free and backed up, looking at Lydia as if she did not recognize her. She shook her head.

 “I’m going to get the rifle, if I have to break down this fucking door, and then I’m going to go out there to look for them. They could be dying, and all you want to do is sit around here and wait for them? Screw you!”


The slap knocked Megan off balance. Lydia was growing tired of slapping around newcomers to the camp. She grabbed Megan’s hands before she could run away or respond with a slap of her own.

 “Listen, Megan, you’re not going out there. Do you understand me? I will not have you risking the children’s lives because you have some misguided desire to save Jeff and George.” 



She stopped, expecting a response, but Megan was stunned into silence. “Even if they are dead—and NO, I don’t think they are—but if they are, we still have to find a way to survive. I don’t relish the idea of having this place exposed because we acted foolishly, because that won’t do anyone any damn good. Do you understand?” She shook Megan until her teeth rattled. “Do you?”


Megan kept on staring, looking into those wise old eyes. They were peering down at her, Lydia’s graying mane making her look like the wicked witch. Megan had been shocked by the slap, and her face colored with anger, but she restrained her desire to lash out. Because somewhere down in her core, she knew Lydia was right. She hated her for it, but could not deny the truth in her words. 



That was when Jason came out of the RV, looking as confused as everyone else. He glanced around and saw the two women and looked embarrassed and afraid, unsure of what to do. 



When Megan saw him, her demeanor changed. The rifle was forgotten, and so was the idea of leaving the camp on some crazy rescue attempt. All she wanted to do was run to the boy and assure him that everything would be okay. 



Megan walked away from Lydia, not saying another word. The door to Michael’s RV was locked anyway; there was nothing she could do about that. She glanced back up at Cindy. If she had noticed the two other women bickering in front of her door, there was no indication. Cindy’s attention was focused outside the walls of the camp. 



Despite feeling an almost obscene hatred for the heavily tattooed woman, Megan prayed Cindy knew how to use the rifle. 



She inched closer to Jason. He noticed her and moved away, darting between the fire pit and the chairs. “Jason, please! I just want to talk to you.”


It was no use; he was still far too angry. Just give him some time, he’ll come around.  Lydia’s words echoed in Megan’s head as she collapsed into one of the lawn chairs. Chasing Jason around the camp was pointless. Pacing was pointless as well, though she had energy to burn. Instead, Megan’s feet tapped nervously on the ground, and she gripped the armrests as she settled in to wait for the others. George and Jeff would return soon … wouldn’t they?


Jason avoided Megan, unsure what to say to her. The shots had drawn him out. But now that he was outside, all he could do was watch Lydia run back toward her RV. He was sure she didn’t notice him standing there, because she was so focused on the children huddled inside her RV. 



No one besides Megan was out in the courtyard. The camp felt abandoned. He had only spent a day in the place, but it felt strange without the bustle of activity. Jason spied Cindy moving around on the roof of Ben’s RV and was tempted to yell up to her. She was the one adult still at the camp with whom he had no issues, but she made him nervous. Besides, she was hefting one of the rifles and didn’t look too interested in having a conversation. 



There was more gunfire. Three more shots in quick succession. Jason ducked instinctively. The shots were off in the distance but thunderous, overwhelming. He waited to hear more and inched away from the RVs, afraid something was going to seep through the walls and attack him. He continued to back up, moving toward the center of the courtyard.

 “What do you think is happening out there?” 



Jason could not face Megan, even as she asked the question. Her voice fluttered as if she were on the verge of tears.

 “I-I don’t know.” 



It was a harmless enough response, noncommittal. Jason thought he heard her crying and desperately wanted to turn to Megan. He did not want to admit he needed her as much as she seemed to need him—having to apologize, to strip away his pride like that. Because it felt as though pride was all he had left.


He heard her footsteps behind him. Jason thought Megan would not come right up to him, not with how timidly she was speaking, but it sounded as if she was. His shoulders stiffened, and the footsteps stopped. 



When the shotgun blasts began, Jason jumped again. They echoed like thunder, and he heard Megan gasp in shock. 


 “Jason, I’m scared. Please. I’m so sorry … about everything.” 



He shook his head, not sure what to do or say. The moaning was back, the dreadful caterwaul of the dead, floating on the air from Manchester, excited and greedy. They heard it along with the gunfire. 



Any hope that things would be okay was chipped away with each gunshot. Jason realized George and Jeff were going to die out there and he would never get the chance to tell them he was sorry. 



He could hear the moans growing louder. If they got any closer, the infected would engulf them. Right behind him, he could hear a softer noise, that of weeping. The last of his resistance fell away, and Jason turned, thrusting himself into Megan’s arms. As more shotgun blasts rang out, the two of them reacted as though electrical jolts were coursing through their bodies.


Somehow, when they held each other, the shock did not hurt as much. 



 



 



 



 


 


 



Chapter 17

 



WHAM!


Jeff swung around, giving Ray enough time to maintain his balance as he fired at another stiff that had gotten too close. It was his third shot. The first had nearly knocked him and Ray over. The kick of the weapon was a hell of a lot more than Jeff had expected. As he adjusted to compensate, his second shot was just as bad. That was when he realized how pointless it was to fire a shotgun at a target more than fifty feet away. 



The third shot was better. It drove the man in the white smock backwards until he tumbled, bowling over a woman behind him who had been slowed by a broken foot flopping at the end of her leg. The appendage kept getting snagged on different obstacles in the road as the rotting woman dragged it behind her. 



Ray groaned, but said nothing as he tried to hang on. Blood and sweat oozed out of him in copious amounts. He had somehow maintained a grip on the handgun despite his arm bouncing weakly against his side repeatedly. Jeff grunted in response as he tried to limit his words and conserve energy. 



After they cut across the parking lot and hit the street, Jeff squinted back toward the field behind the general store. He could see more infected coming for him and Ray from that direction. The first ocher-colored body that crossed into the lot from the tall grass stopped and sniffed the air. Jeff watched with a mix of revulsion and relief as it and the two behind it pounced on Marcus’s corpse. He looked away, but not fast enough to avoid seeing one of them lift the dead man’s arm to take the first bite.


As Jeff and Ray limped away from the parking lot, they could feel the excitement building behind them. Howls and catcalls cascaded down on them from all sides, echoing off the buildings that surrounded them. Fear gnawed at Jeff, but he fought to resist it, refusing to let the numbing sensation consume him as he cast his eyes over his shoulder toward the horde chasing them. 



WHAM!


Another spent shell flew out of the shotgun, and another round was chambered. Ray leaned on Jeff’s back so he could have both hands free to fire and reload. The man in the white smock—a pharmacist?—had gotten back up, and Jeff was forced to splatter his runny brains across the pavement. The ghoul would not be getting up again.

 “Jeff, I don’t think I can make it much farther,” Ray said, his words slurred. Jeff adjusted his position to get a better grip on the boy, and they moved down the street once again. Tremors wracked Ray’s body, and Jeff glanced down at the teen’s injured leg. The hemorrhaging had stopped, but the kid was getting worse. There was no telling how much time he had left. The infection seemed to spread at different rates with everyone.

 “You can make it, Ray. We’ll get you back to camp.”


Ray’s response was drowned out as Jeff fired the shotgun wildly at a girl wearing a pair of bedazzled jeans and a High School Musical t-shirt. She looked like one of the less physically traumatized infected, which had allowed her to move at a pretty healthy clip toward Jeff and the boy. But despite her lack of injuries and superior mobility, her body had swollen to an almost cartoonish level. Her clothes cut into her flesh at her neck and midsection, and a distended belly and breasts gave her the look of a pregnant woman, though she couldn’t have been any older than ten. Jeff thought at first that her eyes had been plucked out, because there were two cavernous recesses in her face, but a closer look revealed that they were still there, buried within the bloated flesh.


Jeff had seen her moving up and almost yelped as she got close. His crazed giggle was drowned out as he racked another round and fired at her a second time. Ray leaned against Jeff’s back, doing his best to remain upright. 



The second round blasted a hole in the girl’s chest. The noxious gasses and rotten meat stored inside her erupted in a cloud of filth. Jeff steadied and took a third shot, which was close enough that he was able to target her mushy head. The shotgun pellets connected, and her skull exploded like a syrup bottle as she tumbled to the ground.


Click.


Jeff cursed the empty shotgun and turned so he could get his arm back around Ray. The ghoul he had been aiming at after finishing off the girl was still a good twenty feet away, but closing the distance rapidly. 


 “Jeff, just leave me here, man,” Ray groaned. “This shit hurts like hell, and I don’t want to go any farther. I’m slowing you down. Just leave me.”


Jeff pushed down hard on the creep of panic that threatened to overwhelm him when he heard Ray’s defeated words. Instead, he let the anger that had been bubbling below the surface ever since Michael had dumped him and the others on the side of the road rise up as he glared at the dying boy.

 “Fuck you, Ray. I’m tired of listening to your shit. Just move your ass.”


Ray looked up at Jeff with a surprised expression on his face. Jeff’s anger bewildered him, and the boy seemed unsure how to respond. 


 “Get it through your head that I’m not leaving you. If I were going to leave, I would have let Marcus shoot you. So stop crying like a baby, and start firing that damn handgun.”


A dark cloud passed over Ray’s face, and his angry expression mirrored Jeff’s. His back went rigid, and he stood up straight. The sweat was a waterfall streaming off him as he allowed Jeff to move underneath his shoulder so they could head up the road once more. 



A quick glance back told Jeff all he needed to know. The number of infected in pursuit had doubled or even tripled. They were climbing out of windows and pushing open doors everywhere on the street. Most were still just shadows off in the distance, but several were getting pretty damn close. He caught sight of a swarm of them surrounding Marcus’s corpse, fighting over the meat that remained. 



A tinkling of glass near the dead hillbilly caught Jeff’s ear. It was the small crate filled with booze from the bar. It had been crushed beneath the feet of one of the infected as it strolled past Marcus. It ignored the dead man and instead focused on the two moving targets up ahead. Others followed its lead, disdaining the cooling meat that had already been picked over for far fresher prey. 



Jeff turned around, and they continued hobbling up the street. They were barely moving faster than the sluggish crowd chasing them, and some of the infected were actually closing the distance. 



Ray’s hand was trembling, and Jeff knew he was going to be a lousy shot with the handgun. It would just be a waste of bullets. Swapping weapons would be tricky on the move, and Jeff dismissed the idea. He looked around desperately for anything that might help them—some building in which to barricade themselves or a car in which to hide. Otherwise, they would be overtaken inside of a couple of minutes at their present pace.

 “Over there,” Jeff whispered. 



He adjusted, shifting their angle of movement. Ray hopped, nearly stumbling, but Jeff supported him until he regained his balance. They moved over to a building on their right. It was the one with the long green awning they had passed earlier. The front door was still shut, and that was all the incentive Jeff needed as he headed for the building, hoping no one was inside. 



The building had seen better days. Shaped like a T, it was fairly narrow at the front, perhaps fifteen feet wide, with the door in the center underneath the awning. It went back about fifty feet before the two wings spread out to both sides. Someone had used its walls for target practice. Smears of dried red liquid ran down from the bullet holes, making it look like the building was weeping blood. As they moved closer, Jeff saw a bright red ‘X’ spray-painted on the door. It was as crimson as blood, but reflected the sunlight and had a high gloss to it. 



Their journey from the general store parking lot to the doorway of the building had taken just a few minutes, but felt like an eternity to Jeff. After testing the door to confirm that it was locked, he gingerly slid Ray off of his shoulder and eased him to the ground in front of it. Jeff propped him up as Ray shuddered.

 “I am not leaving you,” was Jeff’s answer to Ray’s unspoken question. The tears were already beginning again as the teen shook his head in protest. 



Ray slammed his head against the door. “Please,” was all he said as he dropped the gun in his lap. He lifted his bloodstained hands to cover his face as he did. 



Jeff bit his lip. There was no time to comfort the boy. Instead, he shoved his hand into his pocket and dumped the remaining shotgun shells into Ray’s lap next to the Beretta. As Ray moved his fingers away from his eyes to see what Jeff was doing, the man shoved the shotgun at him. Jeff knelt down and picked up the nine millimeter. 


 “Reload the shotgun for me, okay? When I’m done with this, we’ll trade.”


As he stared at the pimply-faced boy, Jeff could see that Ray’s brown eyes were getting cloudy. His breathing was shallow and sounded like there was a gallon of mucus trying to work its way into his mouth from his throat. 



Ray nodded and raised his arms, taking hold of the proffered shotgun. Jeff turned away as he saw Ray grab one of the shells. The handgun felt as light as a feather compared to the other weapon. Jeff surveyed the street. Though his vision was cut off by the front of the building to his left, he could see several persistent forms creeping into view. He moved away from the doorway and into the small parking lot. 


 “What are you doing?” 



He ignored Ray as he picked his first target. 


 “Over here, assholes!” 



Some of the rotting forms had spotted Ray and were moving in his direction before Jeff spoke. He drew their attention back to him and braced his arm to prepare for his first shot. The weapon kicked, but compared to the shotgun, it was nothing. The bullet traveled fifteen feet and punched a hole through the jaw of an armless stiff. It flopped to the ground, immobile. The empty cartridge shot clear of the weapon and bounced off the hardtop as Jeff took aim again. 



He moved back slightly, pulling the trigger and nailing a short-order cook wearing a grungy white apron. Arms that were riddled with tattoos did a little pinwheeling dance as the shot blew off the back of the heavyset man’s skull. 



Jeff lined up a shot on a mailman. There were already three bloody bullet holes in the rotter’s chest, and several fingers were missing from the thing’s hand. Jeff could also see that one of his kneecaps had been shattered, and there was a groove above one of the courier’s ears that creased his scalp. Dry, crusted pus leaked out of the wound. 


 “Jesus, pal, I almost feel sorry for you.” 



Jeff took careful aim and pulled the trigger, clipping the mailman in the shoulder. Grumbling, he aimed again, and his second shot went wide. 


 “Fuck!” 



As he tried to steady himself, Jeff wondered if the bastard were charmed or something. His next shot put that fearful notion to rest as it tunneled through the postman’s forehead and knocked him to the ground. 



For about a minute, Jeff had the ghouls confused. He would dart in one direction and then quickly move in another before lining up his next shot. But for every stiff he brought down, there were ten more behind it … and twenty more behind those. 


 “What the hell are you doing, Jeff?” 



Ray couldn’t decipher what Jeff was thinking, but his best guess was that the man had flipped his lid.


Jeff responded by picking off two more pus bags in rapid succession. The slide locked back on the gun, and he yelled, “Out!” as he scurried over to Ray and swapped the overheated Beretta for the shotgun. 



Ray didn’t let go immediately. He looked up, his eyes full of confusion as he resisted Jeff’s attempt to pull the weapon away. Jeff sighed and looked over his shoulder to be sure he had a few seconds, then stared down at Ray, exasperated.

 “Listen, I don’t plan on just standing here so a whole shitload of those bastards can gangbang us. When I move, they follow me, and if I’m careful, they don’t bunch up.” Jeff looked over his shoulder at the approaching crowd again and then turned back to Ray. “Now let go of the damn shotgun.”


Ray relinquished his grip on the Mossberg. Jeff moved back out to the street, whooping and hollering to regain as much attention as he could. Ray shook his head as he reached for the last clip and slid it into the Beretta. He racked the first bullet and watched as Jeff danced in front of his audience once again. Quivering, the teenager turned the gun around until the barrel was pointed at his face. He shivered as a whimper escaped his throat, but did not slide his finger into the trigger guard. He would wait a little longer … just a little bit longer.


Jeff looked around and knew there were too many stiffs to hold off. The swarms of creatures coming for them were stumbling over the bodies he had already laid out and would overwhelm him and the boy in a matter of moments. 



Tossing a quick glance over his shoulder, Jeff tried to spot where his minivan had been parked. He had no delusions that it was still there or that it would make a difference if it were. Getting Ray back to his feet and moving again was not feasible, and even if he could, he knew they wouldn’t make it ten feet before they were torn to pieces. 



As he pulled the trigger of the shotgun, Jeff tried to refocus on his hopeless task. They had stirred up the whole town. Hell, they had probably stirred up two or three counties with all their gunfire. The dinner bell had been rung, and everyone was coming to get them. 



He fired and took out a little girl plus the adult standing directly behind her. The pellets blew off the top off the girl’s head and neatly sliced the torso of the bigger ghoul in half. As he fired once more, he backpedaled toward Ray. The sound of the shotgun drowned out his thoughts, which were turning toward the seductive possibility of a less painful death for him and the kid. 



He finally turned and ran back to the boy. As Jeff glanced at the teen, he spotted a shadow off to the left, creeping up the side of the building. He clenched his teeth and skidded to a halt next to Ray. There was no time to worry about rotters coming up from behind the building. Not yet at least. Jeff turned back toward the road and saw a blur of motion in front of him.


It was a young and formerly attractive woman wearing a leather miniskirt and silk blouse moving past the sidewalk toward them. Amazingly, her outfit was fairly clean. Her pantyhose had several runs, but were relatively intact. Somehow, her hair was still pulled back in some sort of scrunchy contraption, though several strands had fought their way free. As Jeff pulled the trigger, she hissed at him, and he caught a glimpse of her blackened teeth, which—along with the milky eyes—were the only thing that shattered the illusion that she was normal. His shot spun her sideways as it hit her shoulder, but she remained standing. 



Knowing he had shot the last shell, Jeff flipped the shotgun around so he could wield it like his baseball bat. It was lopsided and uncomfortable, but would have to do. He was tempted to demand the handgun from Ray but didn’t want to leave the boy unarmed. 


 “Nail whatever you can, kid.”


Ray looked up and saw the woman. Jeff was blocking his chance to shoot at her with the Beretta, so Ray looked for another target. There were plenty to choose from. He raised the gun and gripped it in both hands. The shaking and his blurred vision made things difficult. They would have to be right on top of him before he could do any good. So the dying teenager waited.


Jeff resisted the urge to turn and see how close the stiffs moving up the sides of the building were getting. The woman he had shot had already recovered and was nearly on top of him. As he swung the shotgun in a wide arc toward her head, he was tempted to yell out to Ray to watch his back, but instead grunted as the butt of the long gun connected with the woman’s skull. There was no satisfying crack, but she fell to the ground, out of his way. He swung the weapon back around as another pair of hands grabbed for him. One of the new monster's arms blocked his swing, and he could not connect with its head. It stumbled to the side and growled in frustration. 



Jeff crept backwards, ducking from more grasping hands, but one clutched his arm. It felt cold and clammy, and he reacted as if a tarantula had landed on him. Squealing in fright, he jumped backwards, his sweat serving as a lubricant, which allowed him to break free of the compressing hold. He tried to get the shotgun in front of him, but his foot twisted beneath him, and he toppled over.


That was all Ray needed. When Jeff dropped to the ground, the boy finally had a clear target. His shot created a perfect circle under the jaw of the closest rotting figure. The bullet traveled up through the ghoul’s brain and mushroomed, leaving a large exit wound that took out the top of its skull. Ray gasped as it fell backwards into the arms of another one of the creatures. 



The teen’s next shot targeted a woman in a coverall and utility belt who was already stooping toward him. The shot went wild as she leaned forward and opened her mouth. Ray saw her jagged, broken teeth, but could not raise the gun high enough to point it at them. Her hands were in the way, blocking the gun as they pressed down on his arms. All he could do was desperately fire bullets into her chest. She jittered, but kept pressing down, teeth getting closer. Ray could smell the fetid air that hissed up from her throat as he looked at her wide and excited eyes. He screamed. 



Suddenly, the moaning stopped and a shaft of wood burst from the utility worker’s right eye. There was a small popping sound as its eyeball ruptured. Ray had no time to wonder what had happened as the woman collapsed on top of him. With her no longer grabbing at him, he was able to wriggle his arm free and slide it up against her chin, pushing her away. Her mouth was shut, but her one eye remained open as her body twitched, convincing him she was still alive. The fiery pain in his ankle was all but forgotten as he weakly fought to get out from under her. The boy froze as he saw another ghoul trying to pull her away to get at him. 



All Jeff knew was that he had avoided landing on Ray and needed to get up before another pus bag tackled him. The shotgun had fallen beneath him, and there was no way to reach it. He got to his knees and instantly felt fingers clutching at his hair and his head being wrenched around. Another hand yanked Jeff’s arm backwards as he gagged and tried to twist away.


There was a jarring motion, and Jeff was knocked sprawling. It felt as if a tank had slammed into him, and there was a sharp pain as a clump of his hair was pulled out by the roots. He tried to tuck and roll, but the breath had been knocked out of him, and all he knew was that someone was screaming nearby. 


 “Fuck you! And fuck you too!”


It was the first time Jeff had heard Ben speak as he watched the giant smash his elbow into another walker trying to attack Ray. There were already three crumpled bodies at his feet as his elbow plowed into the temple of another ghoul, which dropped like a rock, its neck broken. Jeff watched, amazed, as Ben lashed out with a large combat boot that lifted a frail old man off his feet. Its arms pinwheeled as it landed a few feet in front of Ben. 



Ray was still trying to work his way out from underneath the woman’s corpse when Jeff ran to him, nearly slipping in a puddle of blood. When he got to the teenager, he helped lift the dead body off the boy and saw the arrow that had penetrated the utility worker’s eye.

 “You okay?” 



Ray was looking at Ben, and Jeff’s words did not register. Jeff snapped his fingers in front of Ray’s eyes. “I said, are you okay, kid?”


Ray nodded, but his eyes never left Ben. Jeff couldn’t resist turning as well to watch the behemoth in action.


Ben used his bow like a samurai sword, swinging it in a wide arc. It cracked against the skull of one marauder as another tried to jump on him. He was surrounded, but it didn’t seem to faze him, even as one of the infected was somehow able to wrap its arms around his waist and sink its teeth into his overalls. As Ben kicked out at another creature that had gotten too close, he barely paid attention to the biter latched to his hip. It was only after he bowled over two more stiffs that he dealt with the hanger-on. He wrapped his fingers in its wispy hair and, in one fluid motion, snapped its neck. It fell, boneless, to the ground. 



Ben was fast, far faster than Jeff imagined someone his size could be. He turned quickly, not even looking down at where he had been bitten, and moved to Ray. The boy stared at him, tears in his eyes. 



Ben glanced down at the tightly bound wound on Ray’s foot. “How you doing, kiddo?”

 “Ben,” was all the teen could say. The relief was palpable on his face as he smiled weakly. 



Ben returned the smile, but his had a tinge of sadness to it. He leaned in and slid one arm underneath Ray’s legs while the other went around his back. “Grab my neck.”


Ray laid his head against the big man’s shoulder and followed his command. Jeff watched in amazement as the man easily lifted the heavy teenager without so much as a grunt. There were still several arrows in the quiver slung over his shoulder, and as Jeff stared down the broad expanse of Ben’s back, his eyes moved to where the man had been bitten. There was no blood. Instead, there was a bit of tar-like saliva on the fabric. The tough material Ben wore had not been penetrated.


Ben looked at Jeff. “Grab my bow and follow me.” 



Jeff nodded, picked up the thick bow, and glanced behind him. The infected were not in awe of Ben like he and Ray were, but the ogre-sized man had knocked enough of them silly that he had given the trio the few seconds they needed to get moving. 



Jeff glanced back at the shotgun and Beretta. Both were empty and useless. He resisted the temptation to pick them up as he took off running, following Ben between the buildings, back the way he had come. 



Almost immediately, Jeff heard a bloodcurdling scream and looked over his shoulder. The crowd was surging forward, bodies tumbling to the ground as more and more plague victims crammed into the narrow gap between the buildings in an effort to reach their prey. Most were hobbled, hindered by physical traumas that slowed but did not deter them. Jeff spotted far faster movement flickering in the depths of the crowd. Something out there was moving at a tremendous speed.


It dawned on him where he had heard that scream before. It had happened more than once. The first time was when he was standing on the porch back at his house, looking out over a crowd of corrupted neighbors. He heard it again as he stepped out of the van to deal with an infected teenage girl in his neighborhood. Also, just before the man who had mauled his own family nearly strangled Jeff after charging across his bedroom. 



Numbing fear threatened to stall Jeff’s efforts to keep up with Ben’s long strides, but another identical scream sliced through the humid air. Jeff needed no more motivation as his heart skipped a beat and his pace increased in a desperate attempt to stay ahead of the crowd.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 18

 



Jeff wheezed heavily and felt his legs burning. It felt like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the air as he tried to keep up with the sprinting figure up ahead. It wasn’t just the running; it was the dodging and darting between buildings that was killing him. That and the fear that if he lost sight of Ben and tried to go off on his own, it would only be a matter of time before he was overtaken. 



He could barely remember most of the trip, though as they hit the railroad tracks, Jeff knew that they were getting close to their destination.

 “Come on, Jeff! Keep moving; we’re almost home!”


Jeff wanted to respond, to warn Ben about the screams and what they meant. But the howling of the infected had diminished behind them, and it seemed that, for the moment, they had given themselves some distance from the ravenous creatures chasing them. Perhaps they had lost the screamer along with the rest of the slower-moving infected, but he somehow doubted that. His mouth opened, but all he could do was gasp for air as he stumbled forward.


The trees were getting closer, bouncing up and down in Jeff’s field of vision. One of his feet came out from under him, and he fell, his arms windmilling wildly. All he could see was the ground rushing up to meet his face.


Amazingly, despite the tremendous “ooof” that came out of his mouth and the pain in his palms as they hit the dirt, Jeff scrambled to his feet almost immediately and began moving again.


When Ben disappeared into the trees, Jeff wondered if he could remember exactly where the entrance to their wooded haven was. As he got closer, the small bubble of panic in his stomach grew larger. He had ridden through the entrance in the minivan, but never walked through it. His breathing was harsh, and he imagined all the blood vessels in his body bursting from the strain. He examined the tree line, trying to find where Ben had disappeared, his eyes darting everywhere. It was not until he was right next to the pines that his fear subsided. He sighed and grabbed a low-hanging branch, launching his body into the depths of the wooded glen. What did it matter where the “entrance” was when you could slip through the tightly bunched trees on foot? After a few seconds, when it was certain he could no longer be seen from the field, Jeff leaned against one of the trees and collapsed in exhaustion.

 “Drop the ladder.”


Jeff heard the words in the distance as he bounced off another tree. He had been able to pull himself back to his feet after a couple of minutes of catching his breath on the ground. Following the hum of voices, he knew it was Ben speaking and could tell the man was angry.

 “You know the drill, Ben. The kid has to stay out there. He’s as good as dead, and we can’t take any chances.” The voice belonged to Michael


Jeff groaned inwardly. More than likely, if George had survived, the camp leader was under the impression that it was Jeff who had killed Marcus. The little white lie seemed like a good idea at the time, but that was when Jeff was certain he wasn’t going to survive much longer. And yet here he was, back at the camp, about to face the music for his impetuous decision to claim credit for the murder. Shaking his head, he snorted in disdain. Whatever punishment Michael had in store for him couldn’t possibly compare to the horrors he had endured over the past hour. 



He navigated through the trees, straining to hear the conversation.

 “I’ll watch over him myself, Michael. You don’t have to worry about it. There’s no reason for him to …” Ben paused, as if he were attempting to calm himself. “There’s no reason for him to be alone.”

 “I’m sorry, Ben. Sorry for Ray and what happened and even sorrier that there isn’t a thing we can do about it. But you know this is how it has to be.”


Jeff could hear the remorse in Michael’s response and shook his head in disbelief. The man was full of shit.

 “He’s already dead, man! Agree to leave his ass out there, and we’ll drop the ladder down to you. Hell! I’ll even come down there and take him out-”


The words were cut off, but not before Jeff recognized Frank’s sniveling twang. He had totally forgotten about the redneck’s existence, but his voice brought Jeff’s hatred rushing back.

 “Drop the ladder,” Ben repeated in the same calm voice.


Jeff could see them now and watched the scene unfold from the shadow of the trees. Michael and Frank lay on top of one of the RVs, staring down at Ben, who was directly below them. Ray was propped up against one of the vehicle’s tires. Ben’s fists were clenched as he stood stock still. Jeff could only see his back, but imagined the daggers he was throwing at Michael with his eyes.

 “I’ll drop the ladder if you agree that Ray stays outside,” Michael said, rubbing his chin in contemplation. “You can come back out later if you want to check on him, or Lydia can, if she’s willing to tend to his wounds.” The man’s calm demeanor never changed. “I’m not a bastard, Ben, despite what you might think. I have to look out for the best interests of the people in this camp who haven’t been infected. You know that’s true.” 


 “Bullshit!” Jeff yelled, unable to contain himself any longer.


Michael and Frank’s heads turned as Jeff burst into the clearing. Michael’s eyes widened, but he did not look surprised. Ben must have mentioned that he was still alive. 



Jeff knew he looked like death warmed over. These days, that could be dangerous. Despite his best efforts to wipe away Ray’s blood, it had smeared across his hands and bare chest, mixing with his sweat and the dirt into which he had fallen. He looked like he had crawled out of a shallow grave. The only thing disrupting the image was the long bow he carried. Ben’s giant hunting weapon looked odd in the smaller man’s hands as he moved from the shelter of the trees out into the open. 


 “Jeff. It’s good to see you made it back. Looks like you’ve been through hell.” Michael produced a pained smile as he got to his knees. Jeff could see him setting down the M16 as he rose from his prone position. 



Jeff sneered at the leader, his fear gone for the moment. “Well that’s great to hear, Mikey, but how about you toss that ladder down like Ben asked so the three of us can go inside? I’d personally like to grab a shower.” He moved next to Ben and reached up to put his hand on the man’s ample shoulder as he spoke, patting him like they were best buddies. Ben showed no reaction, his eyes still burning holes through Michael. 



Frank, who was also rising up next to Michael and still had a grip on his shotgun, leaned over to whisper to his boss. Michael raised his hand to interrupt and said something quietly in response. Frank glared down at Jeff and then back at Michael. The greasy hick frowned and nodded begrudgingly as he slipped back out of Jeff’s line of sight. 



Michael smiled. “Jeff, I think you know I have to ask if you’ve been bitten. Have you?”


Jeff shook his head. “Nope, not bitten. This is all Ray’s blood.” He returned Michael’s smile. “So why don’t you drop that ladder down so we can get back inside and get the boy some real bandages? My shirt ain’t cutting it as a tourniquet.”


Michael shook his head. Jeff had already heard enough to realize it would be a cold day in hell before the man standing on top of the RV let Ray inside the fortress. 


 “Sorry, Jeff. No can do. You’re new here, so I’ll explain things reeeeal slowly for you. Once someone is infected, they are no longer welcome in our little community.” Michael shrugged his shoulders. “Call it a self-preservation policy if you want. We can’t afford to be exposed to infection, and we can’t spare the manpower to guard someone who's been bitten until they turn. Besides, it looks like you got the entire town’s attention. We can’t be dealing with another distraction with all of those bastards out there itching to cause us grief.”


Jeff kept the smile plastered to his face as he heard moans off in the distance. The infected sounded like they were inching ever closer to the hidden camp. Arguing with Michael was getting him nowhere, and time was running out. Jeff knew the smug bastard would force the issue, with the M16 if necessary, and command him and Ben to come inside while Ray died alone outside. There was no way Jeff was going to let that happen, not after everything he had gone through to get the boy back home. It was time to end this little game once and for all.


He broke eye contact with Michael and searched the clearing until he spotted his minivan. It was parked in the same spot as before. He walked toward it, ignoring Michael and Ray’s curious looks as he did.


He glanced back up at Michael, who had picked up his M16 and was walking across the rooftop, following his movement. Satisfied that he was still the center of attention, Jeff knelt in front of the bumper of his minivan and plunged his hand underneath it. 


 “What the hell are you doing?” 



Jeff ignored the gristle stuck to the grille and Michael’s inquiry as his hand shifted back and forth, feeling its way along the undercarriage of the vehicle. 



His grin widened. “Got it.” He pulled his hand out and held up a small magnetic box. Michael glared at him. Jeff moved to the driver’s-side door and pulled up on the handle. 


 “Jeff.” The word was filled with as much menace as Michael could muster. As Jeff opened the door and Michael caught sight of the spare Odyssey key in the other man’s hands, he raised the M16 to his shoulder. 



Jeff shrugged. “I figure me and Ray could take off and get out of your hair. I mean, since you don’t want him here anyway.” He glanced over at Ben. “You have any problems with that, partner?”


Ben looked over at Jeff, a glint in the big man’s eyes as he realized what Jeff was trying to do. Looking up at Michael, a nasty grin formed on the bearded man’s lips. “Nope. No problem at all. Maybe I’ll join you.”


Michael’s shoulders slumped. He couldn’t care less about Jeff, but Ben was indispensable. 


 “Okay, Jeff, fine. So what do you really want?” Michael’s voice dipped in register, and he sounded exasperated. 


 “You know what I want. It’s the same thing Ben wants.” Jeff nodded toward the prone form of the teen, who fought to remain conscious, his face white as paste. “Let Ray come in with us. We’ll take care of him, give him some comfort. You won’t have to concern yourself with him.” 



Michael appeared to think about it before he sighed dramatically and then nodded. 



Ben immediately moved to Ray and knelt before the injured boy. Before Jeff had even stepped back from the minivan, Ben was already hoisting the teenager up so he could wrap his arms around the man’s massive shoulders. Ray listened to his solemn guardian’s whispered commands and nodded, his eyes glistening. Jeff had no idea if the kid was happy or simply exhausted. 



Michael lowered the bottom half of the ladder, and Ben motioned for Jeff to attach it to the back of the RV. 


 “You go first,” Jeff commanded. Ben nodded and smiled at him. Jeff was tired, and his head wasn’t all that clear, but he got the sense that he had just been thanked. 



Ben tested the ladder to make sure it was secure, then climbed as Jeff wondered how much weight the metal bars could support. Enough, it seemed, as Ben carefully scaled the ladder with the teen latched to his chest. He made sure not to jolt Ray in the process. Jeff watched as they reached the top. Once they were out of his field of vision, he took a deep breath and started climbing.


As Jeff hit the last rung of the ladder, he saw Michael’s hand extended in front of him. He reached for it and was pulled to his feet on the roof of the RV. When he turned to follow Ben down the other ladder, Michael tightened his grip on Jeff’s hand and held him back. Ben glanced up from the extension ladder with Ray perched on his back. He gave a meaningful look to Jeff before his head disappeared beneath the edge of the roof. 



Michael tugged on Jeff’s hand. Not enough to move him forward, but just enough to grab his attention, before he relinquished his grip. “I’ll be taking that key now.” 



Jeff nodded and rooted around in his pants pocket until he found the Honda key and pulled it out. Michael snatched it away, and it disappeared into his jacket. The two men glared at one another for a moment until Jeff turned and walked toward the extension ladder.

 “One more thing.” 



Jeff paused, but did not look back at the other man. 


 “I’d be interested in getting your take on what happened out there. George and Teddy had some … interesting things to say. I would love to hear your side of the story.”


Jeff nodded casually as he began his downward climb. Things were about to get interesting, but at least he knew two things for certain: George and Teddy had made it back okay, and they more than likely stuck with the doctored version of what had happened to Marcus.


Jeff stepped off the last rung of the ladder and turned toward Ben, who was laying Ray down on one of the tables. No one else seemed to be around, and he guessed everyone had gone to their trailers when they heard gunshots coming from the town. He took some comfort from the idea that he might be able to clean up a little before Megan or any of the children, including Jason, had a chance to see him slathered in Ray’s blood.


Jeff moved toward Ben, but before he had gone three steps, he felt a pair of hands pushing him to the ground. A sharp pain followed as a swift kick crashed into his side and a thick, meaty paw grabbed him by the hair. Before Jeff could react, a knee slammed into his back and his head was yanked upward. 



Exhausted, he could do little more than yelp in pain as he was flipped over violently and saw the porcine figure of Frank looming directly above him. The man’s meaty fist was cocked back, ready to plow into Jeff’s chin. 


 “You don’t know how much I’m going to enjoy this, you cocksucker.” The words, spoken through Frank’s clenched teeth, were punctuated by tiny globs of spittle that flew onto the dazed man’s face. Frank still had his thick fingers snarled in Jeff's hair, and he slammed his opponent’s head into the ground to put an end to any meager resistance.

 “Careful there, Frank. That blood on him is tainted.” 



Jeff felt Frank’s body move slightly. He was too tired to put up much of a fight and already had the wind knocked out of him. Frank kept his fingers intertwined in Jeff’s hair even as he looked up at Michael, who was still on the roof of the RV. 


 “If you punch him, you might get some of it on you,” Michael said as he climbed down the ladder. 



He skipped the last three rungs and landed lightly on his feet. Turning, Michael stood above his subordinate as Ben watched from where he was tending to Ray. 


 “If you cut one of your knuckles on his teeth, the infected blood could get into your system. You follow me?” Michael spoke to Frank as if he were a child, the words coming out of his mouth very slowly. 



Michael’s comments seemed to have the appropriate effect, as Frank released his grip on Jeff’s hair. Once his hand was free, he stood up and moved away. 


 “You mean this fucker is infected?”


Jeff continued to lie on his back, his hand finding the spot in his side where Frank had kicked him. It was another war wound to add to the collection. At least it was just a glancing blow. None of his ribs felt cracked as he gently probed them.


Michael barked out a contemptuous laugh. “No, Jeff isn’t infected. At least I don’t think he is.” He bent down over the prone man. “Are you, Jeff? You been bitten? Do we need to sit you on a table next to Ray?”


Jeff found the energy to shake his head and glare at Frank. Frank glared right back, angry that his attempt at revenge had failed. He stabbed a thick index finger at his enemy.

 “You’re damn lucky that blood’s all over you, you piece of shit. But don’t think you ain’t gonna pay for Marcus. I’ll get your ass soon enough.”


Jeff didn’t bother with a retort. Instead, he raised his hand and gave Frank the one-fingered salute. Frank’s response was to spit at him and stomp back to his RV. 



Michael grabbed Jeff by the arm and pulled him to his feet. 


 “You okay?” 



Jeff nodded, though he suspected Michael couldn’t care less about his well-being. It was surprising that he hadn't let his flunky get in a few blows before calling him off, but Jeff guessed Michael wanted the pleasure of beating the shit out of Jeff all to himself.

 “Good. Stay out here. Have a seat while I get you something to clean up with.” Michael paused, studying Jeff. “I’ll get you a shirt, too.”


Michael squeezed his arm a little harder, and Jeff resisted the urge to wince. “Remember, I don’t want you going inside. We need to have our little chat first.” He turned and walked toward his RV.


Jeff stood there for a moment, waiting for Michael to slip inside his trailer. He then walked over to where Ben was tending to Ray. The boy’s eyes were closed, and he was twisting and turning, like he was having a bad dream.

 “He’s going to need something for the pain,” Ben whispered.


Jeff nodded as they stood silently side by side, watching Ray struggle as the virus corrupted his body inch by painful inch.


After another minute, Ben spoke again. “You realize Michael is going to want to know what happened out there. Right?”


Jeff rubbed his forehead as he nodded. He looked up at Ben’s bearded face and saw curiosity in the man’s dark eyes. It was clear that Michael wasn’t the only one who was wondering what had actually happened to Marcus. 



Turning away, Jeff looked at his RV. He wondered if George was in there with Megan and what, if anything, he had told her about what went on in Manchester.

 “Jeff?”


He turned back to Ben and saw that the stoic man’s expression had changed. He looked concerned.

 “Be careful.”


Ben glanced around the camp, paused, and then looked past the roofline. He appeared to be listening for something. 


 “What’s wrong?”


His eyes snapped back to Jeff’s, and he shook his head.

 “It’s nothing. Would you watch Ray until Lydia comes out?”


Jeff nodded, puzzled. Ben took one last look at Ray and then turned away. Jeff thought he was going inside his RV, but instead the giant moved toward the ladder.

 “Ben? What are you doing?”


Ben didn’t look back as he replied. “I have to take another look out there and make sure everything’s okay.” He climbed the ladder. Jeff could think of nothing else to say, and as Ben reached the top rung, he turned back to Jeff one last time. 


 “Besides, I need to get my bow back. You left it outside.” Ben winked, just like he did when they first met. Then he was on the roof and, after a few more seconds, disappeared from view.


Jeff looked down at Ray and shivered. They boy had stopped twitching, but was still breathing. Perhaps he might sleep until he succumbed to the virus. It was doubtful, but worth wishing for.


Jeff glanced around the camp and felt completely alone. It was the first time he had felt that way since meeting Megan, and it scared him. Looking at his RV, he wished he were inside with his friends. All he wanted at that moment was to see them again. 



A few moments later, when he heard a sharp scream from beyond the camp walls, his blood ran cold. It was the same type of scream he had heard before. 



This time it was much closer.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 19

 



Ben returned shortly thereafter and motioned for Michael, who had just tossed Jeff a clean shirt and wet towel, to come up to the rooftop. When the camp leader climbed back down a few minutes later, Jeff suspected he already knew the gist of Ben’s report: the infected were on the move and inching closer to the survivors' little hiding place in the woods. 



After Michael ordered Frank to roust everyone from their RVs for a meeting, he glared at Jeff. There was a fury in his eyes. 


 “I’ll deal with you later,” was all he said before storming toward his RV.


Jeff was able to clean off most of the blood and don the clean shirt Michael had tossed at him before Megan and George stepped out of the RV. Both were shocked when they spotted their friend, since neither had been made aware of his return. Jeff noticed Jason following them out of the motor home and hoped the threesome had put the ugly argument from earlier in the day behind them. 



Megan rushed over and threw herself into Jeff’s arms. Before he had much of a chance to respond, she was already pushing him back so she could look at his face. She touched his cheek, as if to reassure herself that he was truly alive. George was not nearly as gentle as he scooped up his friend into a big bear hug.

 “It’s good to see you too,” Jeff gasped when George dropped him back to the ground. 



When Megan and George had calmed down sufficiently, Jeff stole a glance over at Jason. The boy gave him an awkward grin, and Jeff responded with a sheepish smile of his own. Things were turning to shit fast in the camp, but at least the four of them were still alive and still together … for the moment.


After the quick reunion, Jeff watched as the other camp dwellers filed into the courtyard. Teddy ran over to Ray while Lydia, who had been tending to the injured boy, gave Teddy some quick instructions on Ray’s care. She then turned and scurried over to her Winnebago, where the smaller children were timidly stepping down from the doorway. She huddled them together, kissing and hugging them tightly. Jeff saw the terror on their little faces as their guardian whispered reassurances to them that everything was going to be just fine. Sadie was already crying, and the two boys looked scared as well, though they tried desperately to hide their fear. Jeff forced his eyes away from the makeshift family as Frank motioned for everyone to gather around. 



Michael was at the center of the group with his crony standing next to him. Frank carried a rifle in his hands and had the double-barreled shotgun strapped across his back. Cindy hovered nearby, the same predatory expression on her face that Jeff had glimpsed the day before. She not only appeared to be comfortable with their present situation, she looked excited by it. Ben stayed at the edge of the crowd, his brow furrowed in frustration. Jeff had watched the animated conversation between the scout and the camp leader up on the roof and deduced rather quickly that it had not gone well. Whatever Michael had told Ben, it had infuriated him. When the giant of a man climbed back down into the courtyard and started snapping arrows with his bare hands, it told Jeff all he needed to know: things were bad and about to get a whole lot worse. 


 “For those who haven’t already guessed, we’re about to have company.” 



No one made a sound, though Jeff could see Megan tense up. George’s shoulders slumped, as if he had been holding onto a thin sliver of hope and Michael’s words had crushed the last of it. Lydia held the children tighter, shushing them. A quick glance in Cindy’s direction verified she was feeding off everyone’s fear, enjoying the panic spreading through the small crowd. 


 “Ben informed me that the shit that got stirred up in town is not dying back down. In fact, the stiffs are getting more and more agitated with every passing minute. For whatever reason,” Michael paused and glared pointedly at Jeff, “they are moving toward the camp.”

 “Is Ben sure they know we’re here? Maybe they’re just wandering around like they always do. Maybe they don’t know …” 



Michael lips were pressed into a frown as he looked at Lydia. She had lifted her head to speak, still holding the children close. Her words faded when she saw the look Michael gave her.

 “They are headed right for us.” Michael glanced at Ben as he spoke, a question in his eyes. “Ben guesstimates that they’ll be here in …?” 



Ben shrugged. “The first wave will probably hit the tree line in fifteen minutes. Maybe less.”

 “What? You’ve got to be shittin’ me!” Frank swung around, his eyes frantic as he stared at Ben. “That can’t be true, goddamn it! Those fuckers can’t be that close!” He turned to face Michael, his eyes wild. “We’ve got to get the hell outta here, man. If what he’s sayin’ is true, we’re screwed!”


Michael put his hands on Frank’s shoulders and spoke quietly. “Settle down. Come on, Frank, keep it together.” He repeated the words several times as Frank shook and uttered one word, over and over. “No.” It started out at the same volume as Michael’s words, but grew in pitch until the fat hick shrugged off the hands gripping his shoulders.

 “No! I’m not gonna settle down! This is bullshit!” Frank backed away from Michael, his eyes darting everywhere, scanning everyone, until they settled on Jeff. He stiffened. 


 “It’s that bastard! He’s the one who screwed up everything! It’s all his fault!” Frank stopped moving and almost looked like he wanted to charge at Jeff, but instead remained frozen in place. He clutched the rifle in both hands and raised it, slowly. “He killed Marcus and woke up all those bastards! That stupid son of bitch is to blame! We need to feed his ass to th-”


Ben stepped forward and grabbed the weapon, pushing it into Frank’s chest, sending him sprawling. The rifle stayed in Ben’s hands as Frank landed with a surprised “ooof!” The hick looked stunned as he stared up at the sun-blotting figure of the man above him. His mouth slammed shut as he saw the rabid look on Ben’s face. 



After a few moments of the one-sided staring match, Ben turned to Michael, who looked nearly as surprised as Frank, and tossed the rifle at his feet. “Better be careful who you let handle that thing.” He looked back down at Frank, a snarl of contempt on his face. “Some jackass without a clue could end up blowing their damn fool head off. We wouldn’t want that, now would we?” He turned and spat on the ground in disgust as he walked away, ignoring the shocked looks on everyone’s faces. 



Michael’s frustration was evident, but whatever desire he had to reprimand the most valuable member of his little clan faded as he moved next to Frank and extended his hand. Frank’s eyes, which had been fixed on Ben, moved toward the proffered hand, and he stared at it dumbly. After another second, he reluctantly took it, glaring at everyone as he did. His demeanor changed when Michael retrieved the fallen rifle and handed it back to him. 



Michael turned to face the others. He stiffened his back and spoke. 


 “We only have a few minutes to prepare the camp for an all-out attack, people. This is no time to screw around or freak out.” He looked over at Frank again, the emphasis clear. “If we’re going to make it, we have to work together.”


Jeff’s eyes widened. He glanced over at Megan and George, who looked as surprised as he did. 


 “Excuse me, Michael.” He raised his hand as if in a classroom. “Does that mean we plan on staying? We’re going to fight those things?” 



Before Michael could respond, Megan chimed in. “We have to leave! Don’t you understand? We have to get out of here before they surround us!” She was not speaking directly to Michael, but to everyone else, who looked as stunned at Michael’s proclamation as she did. The pleading in her eyes matched the tone in her voice. Suddenly, several people were talking all at once, to Michael and to each other. Panic was starting to set in.

 “We are NOT leaving, people. LISTEN TO ME!” Michael raised his voice and startled the other survivors into silence. Glancing around, he made sure to catch everyone’s eye. “I am NOT giving up our home that easily. AND NEITHER ARE YOU! We made this fortress to withstand an attack, and WE’RE GONNA DO JUST THAT!” 



Michael’s eyes stopped on Jeff. He jabbed his finger at his nemesis and growled. “You coward. You want to run? Well YOU didn’t put this place together, and YOU haven’t busted your ass to make sure it’s safe.” He shook his head in contempt and looked around at the others. “We’ve all run before. But I’m tired of running!” Michael did his best to stare down the entire group. “So we’re going to stay put and deal with this shit.” He pointed at the ground for emphasis. “Right here and right now.”


Michael intended his speech to be a rousing battle cry, but it was clear that very few of the people listening to him were buying into what he was trying to sell. As he stood looking out at the doubt and fear smeared across the faces all around him, he grew even angrier. 


 “It doesn’t matter that those things are out there. It doesn’t matter how afraid of them you are. What does matter is that We. Are. Not. Leaving!” Michael spat out the words through clenched teeth. “We’re staying put and fighting, people. Get that through your thick skulls!”

 “How in the hell do you plan on holding those things off, Michael? And for how long? Have you seen how many of them are out there? Have you been listening?” Jeff paused, letting the moans, which had been background noise for some time now, take center stage. “I saw them, Michael. I saw how many there are. Ben did too! There are hundreds, maybe thousands of them!” He paused again, letting the comment sink in before looking into Michael’s eyes, which were full of hate. “I’m no goddamned coward, but I’m not interested in some sort of last stand either. No one, and I mean NO ONE, is going to remember this Alamo.”


Even with the rage in Michael’s eyes and the tension in his body, Jeff was caught off guard by the fist that came crashing down on his chin. He fell to the ground, his head bouncing off the turf as stars exploded before his eyes. 



The M16 was off Michael’s back and pointed at Jeff’s face before he could blink. Any idea that George had of stepping in disappeared as Michael swung the weapon toward him then back at Jeff. The middle-aged man raised his hands, surprised to see the rifle aimed his way. He had barely moved after watching Jeff crumple to the ground, yet Michael seemed prepared for anything. At the same time, Megan screamed and knelt at Jeff’s side while Jason and everyone else looked on in stunned silence.

 “Say one more word. Please. Just one.”


Jeff, who had not gotten used to being punched and kicked, despite the events of the past few days, felt dizzy. Michael’s words sounded funny inside his head, as if they were being edited in some sound studio, sliced up and stuttered. When he'd landed, his head had bounced hard. The soil was soft, but the contact was abrupt and made his vision fade for a moment. Even with all the pain and blurriness, he had a good idea of what was happening. He tried to focus as he raised a hand and lip-synced the word “okay.” 



Megan looked up at Michael but did not speak as George stepped closer to the two of them. Ben inched forward, and Michael spun around to point the rifle in his direction. Ben slowed to a stop. 


 “It’s cool, Michael. Relax. We’re all friends here.” Ben had his hands up in a placating gesture. “You’re right, anyhow. We can’t leave.” Michael’s rage was still boiling over, and the words didn’t sink in right away, until he seemed to go blank for a second and blinked. When his eyes fixed back on Ben, they were clearer, more cognizant of what the big man had said. 



Ben continued after seeing the rational look return to Michael’s eyes. “There’s too many of them to drive through. Not with one of these huge beasts.” He pointed toward the RVs. “We couldn’t pick up enough speed to plow through rows and rows of them. We’d get stuck.” Ben looked around at everyone. “We’re going to have to hold them off for as long as we can and wait for the right moment to bug out.”


Michael shook his head in frustration. “Don’t you get it? Don’t any of you get it? We can hold these bastards off and kill them all! We have the weapons to do it! We take them out, one by one, two by two, and soon we’ll have every last one of these infected mother fuckers taken care of. Don’t you understand? We’ll be free then! We’ll be able to retake the town!” He was shaking his head and smiling. “Maybe what happened out there was fucked up, but perhaps it was a blessing in disguise! Think about it: we can keep on running, forever, or until we all die because someone slips up even worse than this. Or we can take a stand. Fight for what’s ours. I know we can do this!”

 “It’s a good idea, Michael.” 



Everyone swung around when they heard the quiet voice. Jeff looked over at Megan and grabbed at her hand, trying to pull her back down next to him. She slipped through his fingers and stood up. Michael was already looming over her. “I’m not messing with you. I mean it. Jeff and I …” She pointed down at the man who was trying to get to his feet, but whose legs felt like Jell-o. “We took a stand, and it worked like a charm.”


Michael’s eyes narrowed as he waited for her to explain. 


 “We cleared out every last one of those things in our neighborhood. Just a few days ago.” Megan motioned to Jeff again as he finally got to his feet. “It was Jeff’s idea, but I saw the results.” Jeff stood next to Megan as she continued. “We lured them over a steep embankment at the back of our subdivision. Every single one of them.” 



They were all staring at her now. Frank, who had a lost and frightened look on his face, was the most enraptured. He was mesmerized by what Megan was saying. She told the story in bits and pieces. How Jeff had rescued her and how his crazy plan had worked. When she was done, the tension in the camp lessened significantly, and even Michael looked impressed. He glanced at Jeff a few times, but his eyes mostly remained on Megan. He still looked skeptical, but the rifle was pointed toward the ground, and he was in control of his emotions again. 


 “So why didn’t you stay there?” 


 “Because more kept coming.” It was Jeff who chimed in. His voice was quiet and his eyes distant. “By the next day, the street was filled with them again.” He shook his head. “I don’t know where they came from, but they certainly showed up.” A dark grin crept onto his face. “But it sure as shit felt good taking as many of them out as we did before we left.” He glanced over at Megan and held out his hand. She hesitated for a moment and then reached out to clasp it. Jeff squeezed her hand tight and smiled at her. 


 “Well, we’re going to take them all out and make sure they never come back.” Everyone was looking at Michael again. His jaw was firm as he slung his rifle. “Okay. Enough of this bullshit! Let’s get ready for those fuckers!”


Jeff and Megan stepped back to listen as Michael rattled off everyone’s responsibilities during the attack. The words sounded tinny in Jeff’s ears as his heart pounded heavily in his chest and his breathing grew shallow. He’d managed to survive Michael’s enraged outburst, but as the volume of howls and cries of agony increased outside the walls of the camp, Jeff wondered if he’d have been better off if he’d let Michael shoot him.

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 20

 



They waited. 



Jeff lay flat on the roof of the RV next to Teddy, who had to be dragged away from Ray to take his post up top. Lydia stayed below with the injured teen and the children, but everyone else was stationed above, each armed with makeshift weapons. Several had been created for the men who stood watch at night in the camp: long and spear-like, they were made from common farming implements like hoes and pitchforks.


They could hear the rustling of leaves and underbrush being pushed aside in the dense woods. The shadowy movement of the monsters forcing their way through the thickly clotted trees made it clear what the little group of survivors were up against. 



Michael had refused to redistribute the guns and had already confiscated Teddy’s rifle. Jeff knew they needed to preserve their meager ammo, but didn’t like the idea of some jury-rigged pitchfork being the only thing that stood between him and an agonizing death.


They were all bunched up on the top of Ben’s RV. This was where they would make their stand and deal with the brunt of the attack, keeping the crowd of infected focused on one area. Ben had reinforced his windows with wooden slats, though they were too high to be reached by scratching hands. Jeff wondered how tough the metal skin of the RV was and how much pounding it would be able to take.


As the moans and sounds of excitement increased beyond the trees, Michael walked behind the group, exhorting them to remain calm. His rifle was slung on his back, and he had something that resembled a spear in his hands. 



He paired them off, putting Jeff with Teddy, George with Jason, Megan with Ben, and Cindy with Frank (mainly because no one else wanted to work with either of them). They were spaced out across the top of the RV, and Michael would step in to help, but the partners would rely mostly on each other to get the job done.


Frank brought out what looked like a whole medieval arsenal from inside his RV. There were about twenty spikes, pikes, and long-handled machetes to choose from. Most of the wooden shafts had been replaced with longer, bulky pieces of oak or metal held in place by thick screws. 


 “Lydia will take good care of Ray. You need to focus on what’s happening up here.”


Teddy looked at Jeff and nodded. The boy was nervous, but as he gazed out at the trees, Jeff knew the kid was as ready as any of them. 



He looked over to Megan and caught her eye. She gave him a brave smile, and he mouthed the words “everything is going to be okay.” She just shook her head, not sure what he was trying to say, so he shrugged and returned her smile.


As they lay there, waiting for the impending doom, Jeff glanced down past the walls of the fortress and admired his old van. It was banged up and had seen far better days, but was still drivable and had plenty of gas. If he only knew how to hotwire a car, or could snag one of the keys Michael had taken off of him … it was madness to think of such things, but Jeff couldn’t stop the thoughts from invading his mind as the sounds of the dead grew in pitch and volume from beyond the tree line. 


 “Here they come.”


Michael’s terse words made Jeff’s heart skip a beat. Several haggard shapes fought free of the woods and the group got their first clear view of what they dealing with. The emaciated creatures spotted them, and their blood-crazed eyes widened in excitement. As one, they marched toward the survivors, their moans echoing off the side of the RV. Others appeared behind the first wave, bodies moving from the shadows as they raised their arms toward the people high above them. 



They trickled through the gaps in the trees like drips from a leaky faucet. They came, one after another, in inconsistent lines of attack. The way they looked reminded Jeff of rotten apples with soft and mushy skin. They came in all forms and shapes: short and tall, punctured and bloated. Some were dismembered while others had no visible wounds. 



They kept coming. By the time the first slammed its hand against the side of the RV, there were already a hundred in the clearing.


Ben got the first kill. With a rapid thrust, he impaled the first pus bag on the end of his giant, metal-hafted pitchfork. He drove the tines through its eyes, and when he pulled the pitchfork back, one of the orbs remained on his weapon while the rest of the ghoul slumped to the ground. Another moved into the spot it had occupied, disinterested in the body on which it was stepping. 



For a time after that, things were a blur. Michael worked behind them, stepping up and jamming his spear-like weapon down at an attacker here and there. Megan relied heavily on Ben, though she did jab at a few of the monsters arrayed before her. It was not clear if she did any damage, since faces swam in and out of her vision as they smashed against the RV. One grabbed at her weapon, a hoe with a sharpened blade, and she nearly toppled over the side of the RV. Ben pulled her back as she relinquished the weapon to the ghoul below. 


 “Be careful. There’re more weapons, but only one of you.” 



He smiled and turned back to stab at another contorted creature. Megan slumped to her ass and sat looking out at the trees. More infected were coming. She had maybe killed a couple, but saw the others killing many more—dozens, perhaps. There were plenty of targets for everyone. She glanced at Jason and George and watched them for a moment before her eyes gradually slid over to Jeff. Everyone was standing, so she barely caught a glimpse of him as he thrust his weapon into the crowd below. 


 “Pick up another weapon! Move it!”


Megan swiveled her head to the right and saw Cindy glaring at her. The tattooed girl grinned maniacally as she raised her own bloody pike, pointing it in Megan’s direction. Megan inched backwards, and Cindy laughed. 



When a hand came down on her shoulder, Megan nearly jumped out of her skin. She yelped and spun around. Michael was standing behind her. Without a word, he thrust the pitchfork into her hands. Before she could react, he was gone, moving on down the line. Megan spared one last glance at Cindy, who displayed her teeth like a shark before returning to her gruesome task. 



The stench drifting up from the mass of bodies was like syrup in Jeff’s mouth, it was so thick. He had ruptured countless bodies, and the toxic fumes that billowed up from them were overwhelming. He had seen several of the others vomit over the side, but had avoided following suit thus far. The heat was making everything worse as the sun beat down on the survivors, the infected, and the festering corpses beneath their feet. 



As he looked out at the endless flow of bodies crashing through the woods, he heard more echoing howls of glee. The sound of weak limbs slapping against the side of the trailer made him nervous, but he could barely feel the vibration beneath his feet. 



As he continued with his grim task, he could not help but wonder who were the monsters in this little game they played with the dead. Despite his morbid curiosity, Jeff thrust downward once again, this time striking a green-faced woman who looked like some sort of fungal growth had sprung up all over her face and shoulders. It was not much of a novelty; he had seen similar signs with other infected. As the mutated shovel he was wielding connected, there was a wet crunching sound, as if a giant crusty blister had popped. As a mixture of pus and blood gushed around the entry wound, Jeff wondered why the fluid was not green as well. He jolted the weapon, driving it farther into the new mouth that had formed only about an inch above the woman’s original one. The second thrust did it, and the top half of the head bobbed backward, separated enough from the rest of the skull that the dead eyes, which had been filled with so much pain and anger just a moment before, switched off like a plug had been pulled, and she sank beneath the waves of flesh that surrounded her. 



The ground beneath the survivors was a blender of swirling activity as bodies pressed against the metal walls as if being sucked into a maelstrom, appearing and then disappearing, only to pop up elsewhere in the crowd a few moments later. Bodies twisted and contorted for the best position, but then a gore-slick stave from above would dive beneath the surface, spearing another prize. With a successful strike, a body would fall beneath the surface and the others around it would shift, squeezing into the small amount of space left open by the departure of another rotten meat bag. Jeff imagined he could hear the crunch of infected bones being pummeled underfoot as more and more fell to the wrath of the living, but he knew it was impossible for him to hear such an insignificant sound. 



Looking across the top of the RV, Jeff saw how the endless cycle of killing had taken its toll. Only Ben still seemed near full strength as he thrust his weapon into the crowd over and over. Frank looked terrified even though his partner, Cindy, seemed highly enthusiastic about what they were doing. The others were moving slower, stabbing and killing at a pace far slower than that at which they had started. They desperately needed to take a break. As he continued to scan the others, he noticed someone was missing from the group.


***


Michael was satisfied with how the battle was going and decided to make a circuit around the top of the RVs. He could see other shapes moving out in the distance, some from the east and west. Not a huge amount, at least not yet. But what he was curious about was to the south, on the opposite side of the camp from where they were fighting. He circled to the west, spot checking as he moved carefully across the roofs. When he stopped on top of his own RV, the outer wall of which faced southeast, he glanced down and did a double take. 


 “What the …?”


The dead were pouring out of the woods from all directions on the southern side of the camp—nearly as many as they were facing from the north. Michael’s heart raced, and he could hear the blood pounding in his ears as he saw them filing endlessly through the dense woodlands. There was more distance between the trees and the RVs back here than where the group was fighting to the north, and yet the flat, open area was already filling up. When the huge pack of ghouls saw him standing on top of the RV, they moaned in unison and shambled even faster toward him. 



Michael shook his head. Where had these come from? There was nothing to the south of the camp on any maps, just a shitload of farmland and back roads. All the population of Manchester should be coming from the north and east. So what the hell was going on? As he looked down, one of the ghouls slapped the side of his RV, and he resisted the urge to pull the M16 off his back and put a hole in its skull. Instead, he ran back to the others. 



***


Jeff looked to see if Michael had climbed down into the courtyard. When all he could see was Lydia, Ray, and the children, he scanned the tops of the other RVs and spied the leader running across the rooftops toward them. 



Jeff watched him run, curious what he was doing. Michael skidded to a halt next to Frank and Cindy, but was calling to Ben, who was nearby. As Ben turned and they began to speak, Jeff crept toward them.


When Ben pushed Michael out of the way and took off across the RV rooftops, Jeff dropped his weapon and walked at a quicker pace toward Michael.

 “There’s … there’s a lot more of them. They’re all around …” was the first thing he heard out of Michael’s mouth. The leader’s eyes were wide with fear, and he looked dazed.


Cindy finally noticed her boyfriend standing behind her. She glanced dismissively at Jeff and moved next to her man. Michael swiveled his head to her, and for the first time, Jeff saw a spark of nervousness in Cindy’s eyes as she saw the look on Michael’s face.

 “What’s going on?” She let her weapon clatter to the roof as she reached for him.


Michael repeated his disjointed assessment of what he had seen. Jeff ignored him and Cindy as he watched Ben bound around the curved walls of the compound. He had stopped on top of Lydia’s RV and was looking below. Jeff could see his shoulders sag. Moments later, he was returning. 


 “Pull yourself together, asshole!” 



Jeff turned at the sharp sound of Cindy’s voice. She was standing toe to toe with Michael, her hands gripping the front of his jacket as everyone else looked on.

 “Because if you freak out now, you’ll lose control of these pricks, guaranteed.” Cindy leaned in until her eyes were nearly level with Michael’s.


Ben came to a halt a few feet away. Cindy looked at him and stepped back, her eyes still on fire. Michael seemed to realize that everyone was watching him, and his face went red. Jeff couldn’t tell at first if it was from embarrassment or anger. Moments later, he knew the truth.

 “All right, everyone listen up!” Michael snarled. “There are more of these bastards to the south. We’re going to need to spread out along the wall, so we can thin them out. I’m going to put a single team on each-”

 “What the hell are you talking about?” Ben shouted at him.


Michael whipped around.

 “You’re kidding, right?” Ben moved closer, his hands still gripping the wrecking bar of a weapon he had used against the ghouls.

 “Now why would I be kidding, Ben? What possible reason would there be for me to kid at a time like this?”

 “I don’t know, but if you think we can still survive by poking at these bastards with as many as there are surrounding us, you’ve gone off the deep end.”


Ben stood with the weapon at his side, his body relaxed. His words were a casual assessment, as calm as ever.


The others began to talk, their panic rising above the wailing cries of the rotters down below.

 “Everyone shut up! I can’t hear myself think!” The voices died down, and Michael shut his eyes for a moment.


When he opened them, he focused on Ben. “So what would you suggest we do? Huh? Any bright ideas? I mean, didn’t you agree with me before? We can’t just drive out of here, now can we? Not with so many of these bastards out there, right?” Michael paused, his head swiveling to capture everyone within his line of sight. “But if we fight. IF WE FIGHT …” He elevated his voice to overcome the mounting protests. “WE MIGHT STAND A CHANCE!”

 “Boss, are you sure? I mean, we could still try to get the hell outta here.” Frank’s words sounded panicky. All the bluster and anger had gone out of him. He was looking at the other faces: Ben, George … even Jeff, in the hopes that they would back him up.


Michael sighed and stiffened his shoulders as he took a deep breath. He appeared calm when he spoke. “You want to get out of here, huh?” He surveyed the crowd. “You all want to leave, right? So how do you propose we do that?” He moved to the edge and pointed down at the desperate hands grabbing for him. “Those dumb fucks don’t appear to be all that good at climbing, and I seriously doubt they can manage to topple fifteen goddamned tons of steel. So what makes you think we’re better off trying to leave? Please, someone enlighten me!”

 “Because they will get in.”


Michael’s eyes shot daggers at Jeff.

 “No they can’t! Or didn’t you just hear me?” The leader moved toward Jeff, his pupils pinpoints as he ticked off his reasons. “They can’t crawl underneath; there’s barely any clearance. They can’t squeeze in between; we made sure the RVs were wedged tight against one another. They can’t climb, as I’ve already pointed out, so it’s not like they’re getting over the top. So tell me, Jeff. Please, I’m begging you. How are they going to get in?”


Jeff did not budge as Michael bore down on him. He was too tired, too exhausted to be afraid of the man anymore.

 “They won’t need to climb over the top. Soon enough, they’ll be tumbling over the walls, no matter how many we kill.” 



Michael stared at him, his expression a mix of disbelief and disdain.

 “So let me guess … they’ll form pyramids and boost each other up?”

 “No need.” Jeff moved toward the edge, aware that one gentle push from Michael would send him toppling down into the crowd. But he had to get his point across. “The more we kill, the more bodies fall to the ground.” He glanced down below. “We’re only killing a small number, but the bodies are all piling up next to the wall.”


Michael bellowed with laughter. “So let me get this straight: You think our kills will act like a giant stepladder for those things? Oh that’s rich.”


Jeff smiled feebly. “It’s not just the ones we kill, Michael.” He gestured toward the crowd. “Take a closer look.”


After glaring at Jeff for a few moments, Michael followed the other man’s eyes down into the crowd.

 “See how some of them pop to the surface and then disappear again?”

 “So what?” Michael countered. “I’m getting really tired of your bullshit observations, Jeff.”

 “They’re crushing each other underfoot.”


Michael looked back down. “What do you mean? They’re attacking one another?” His expression was skeptical.

 “No, they’re pressing so hard against the trailer that the ones in front are being sucked down beneath the others. They’re not attacking each other; they’re just doing everything within their power to get to us … even if it means crushing everyone in their way.”


Michael opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He watched as a man whose facial skin dangled like a second chin below his jaw was smashed repeatedly against the metal skin of the motor home. He grabbed and scratched at the side of the RV, but within seconds, the pathetic wretch was dragged underneath another ghoul, an obese woman who did not even look as she pushed down on his head. Other arms moved forward, grabbing his shoulders and pressing the faceless ghoul down even farther. The rotting man sank under the morass of spongy bodies until he disappeared entirely.

 “It doesn’t matter.” Michael shook his head. “We can draw them away from this spot, all around the periphery of the camp. Even if what you say is true, when we spread them out, they won’t be able to pile up.”


Jason chose that moment to speak up. “Then won’t they just get in from even more places? Ben’s RV is the only one with the windows covered up, right?”


Michael’s eyes darted to the twelve year old. The leader had a shocked look on his face. Jason stared back at him, the admiration he had shown the man the day before completely gone, replaced with something that more closely resembled loathing.


Cindy rushed past Michael, practically charging at the boy. “Who said the little snot nose could speak?” she snarled. She stopped short as George stepped in front of Jason. Her claws were bared, and she looked at the middle-aged man without an ounce of fear in her eyes. When he didn’t back down, she glared at everyone else.

 “You all better start listening to Michael right fucking now.” The low hum of Cindy’s malevolent voice cut through the nervous chatter that had started back up amongst the group. “Because last I checked, he was still in charge.” She pointed at Jeff. “Not you.” The words dripped with contempt. She turned and pointed at Ben next. “And not you either.”


She stepped next to Michael. Picking up her rifle, which had been lying near her feet, she held it stiffly in her arms and dared anyone to dispute her claim. Frank hesitated for a split second and swallowed hard before moving next to her and Michael.


Jeff looked around at everyone. No one seemed willing to speak up, not even Ben. He knew Cindy was crazy, but the idea of staying on the roof as an infected horde that numbered in the thousands surrounded them on all sides was pure insanity. He sighed as he realized it was once again up to him to take a stand.

 “Cindy, it doesn’t make one bit of difference who’s in charge. If we stay up here, we’re dead.”


Cindy screamed in a rage at Jeff’s words and pointed her rifle at him. Michael reacted quickly, batting the barrel skyward just as she pulled the trigger. A shot rang out, and Megan screamed as almost everyone ducked or dropped to their knees.

 “You stupid bitch!” Michael’s fist shot out and connected with Cindy’s cheek, knocking her flat on her back. Her head rebounded off the metal roof, and she lay still. Michael wrenched the rifle from her hands.

 “What the fuck were you thinking?” he yelled at her, the butt of the rifle pointed at her face. He looked tempted to drive it into her nose, but froze. Cindy, dazed but conscious, stared up at him with raw hatred in her eyes.


Michael took a deep breath and looked around. Everyone was watching him, horrified at what had just happened. Jeff was stunned at Cindy’s reaction to his words, but equally as shocked that Michael had saved him. He watched from his knees as the brooding leader’s expression changed from rage to exasperation.

 “So you all want to leave?” he repeated his question from earlier.


Heads rose up, surprise etched on faces as everyone heard the words spat out between clenched teeth. A few of the survivors replied with timid nods. Shaking his head in frustration, Michael moved back toward the edge of the RV and glared angrily at the infected multitude.

 “Fine then. Go down below. If we’re leaving, we need to move fast.”

 


 




 


 


 



Chapter 21

 



Jeff stood and pulled Megan up next to him, giving her a hug as relief poured over the two of them. His smile faded as he saw Cindy rubbing her cheek where Michael had struck her. She spotted him looking, spat out a wad of blood in his direction and smiled, her crimsoned teeth reminding him of the creatures down below.


He watched Michael move next to her and extend his hand. Cindy stared at it, and her eyes narrowed. It looked to Jeff as if she were debating whether to grasp the appendage or tear into it with her teeth. When Cindy sullenly reached up, Michael hoisted her to her feet. They glared at one another until he turned to address the group.

 “Move it, people! We’re all getting into my RV. Grab as many supplies as you can. We have to get rolling as quickly as possible.”


As everyone scrambled down the ladder, he shouted after them.

 “You have one minute, and I do mean ONE minute!”


Lydia had been watching from below, huddled with the children next to the table on which Ray lay. Jeff smiled at her, and she returned it weakly as Megan ran to explain what had happened. The gray-haired woman’s eyes widened, and she nodded then rushed to her RV. 



She flew past Jeff as he moved toward the children. Megan was talking to them, and he looked at Ray, who was conscious again, his face ghostly pale. Jeff could see the veins beneath his skin, and his irises were almost completely milky white. His breathing was shallow, but he appeared to be cognizant of what was going on.

 “So we’re leaving?” he wheezed.


Jeff nodded wordlessly, afraid his voice might crack. Ray was fading, but might have a couple of hours left. The last thing the boy needed to hear was the fear in his voice. When the teen smiled, Jeff tried returning it, but was grateful when Teddy ran up. Ray’s eyes moved to his friend, and his smile widened as they clasped hands.

 “We need to get you up and into the RV,” was the last thing Jeff heard out of Teddy’s mouth as he turned away, relieved. Taking a steadying breath, Jeff moved next to Megan and the kids. He painted another false smile on his face.


Joey, the sandy-haired boy, was trying to look brave as Megan whispered to them. Nathan’s flaming red hair stood out like a beacon as he mimicked the older boy and did his best to stand tall. They remained close to Sadie, whose bright eyes were glued to Megan as the little girl clung to a ratty baby doll.


As he got close, Jeff could hear Megan’s words. “So head on over to Michael’s trailer, okay? We’re going to take a little trip. Isn’t that exciting?” She looked at them, her eyes glistening. When Sadie nodded shyly, Megan ruffled her fine, silky hair. “That’s a good girl.” 



Megan looked at the boys. “Take Sadie inside the RV and get in the back. Just ignore the noise outside the camp; everyone will be in there with you in a minute. Now go!” She shooed them away. Each boy grabbed one of Sadie’s hands, and they ran to the RV. Megan watched them go as Jeff slipped a comforting arm around her shoulder. As the children entered the RV, the two adults watched it vibrate from the pounding it was getting from the opposite side.


Jeff looked around the camp. George and Jason had gathered the small amount of supplies from their RV and were back in the courtyard. Frank and Ben had already lugged several large duffel bags full of gear out of their trailers and dumped them in Michael’s. It looked like everyone was about ready to go.


Jeff groaned as he saw Michael speaking heatedly with Cindy near the fire pit. Whatever the argument was about, it seemed to be coming to a close as Michael turned from his girlfriend and whistled to gain everyone’s attention.


Jeff nudged Megan. “Our fearless leader speaks.” She snorted in derision as everyone stopped what they were doing.

 “It’s time to go. Time to say farewell to this place.” Michael shook his head and looked at the ground, his eyes filled with frustration once again.

 “There’s just one more thing that needs to be done before we leave.”


Everyone stood waiting. Jeff could feel the tension in the air; they were all anxious to get a move on and were growing tired of Michael’s little speeches. Jeff glanced at Teddy and noticed the boy had managed to get Ray up off the table. They leaned against it, watching their leader like everyone else.


Michael took the M16 off his back and pointed it at the ground. “This place has meant a lot to us. We fought hard to get here, and it was my hope that we would be able to stay a while longer.” He looked up and smiled. “But it wasn’t meant to be. So now we leave, and hopefully we can make a fresh start somewhere else.” He raised the rifle up. “But first, we need to say goodbye to old friends who lost their lives helping us get this far.”


He turned to face Ray and took aim.

 “Goodbye, Ray.”

 


 




 


 



Chapter 22

 



The bullet plowed through Ray’s right eye, blowing shards of his glasses along with globs of brain fragments all over the table on which he had just been lying. The noise exploded around the compound and was swiftly followed by screams and howls of shock.


Teddy stared at his friend as he slipped from his arms and slumped, lifeless, to the ground. Jeff gaped at the corpse and then at the other boy, who could only stare down at Ray’s body, a blank expression on his face. 



A smell of cordite and shit permeated the air as Lydia ran over to Teddy, who was now kneeling down trying to speak to Ray. She glanced at Michael for a split second, a look of absolute horror and revulsion on her face.


Michael spun, the rifle pointing at Ben. Jeff had seen a blur of motion out of the corner of his eye, and apparently so had Michael. Ben froze, but the homicidal intent was still in his eyes. Michael held the rifle steady as he glared at everyone. Megan, who was one of the people who had been screaming, shoved her face into Jeff’s chest. He wrapped his arms around her, stunned.


The only sound inside the camp now was of Teddy screaming as Lydia fought to wrestle him away from Ray’s body.

 “It’s time to move on, people! Ray was dead already,” Michael shouted. “We couldn’t take him with us, and you know it. Remember the rules! Once bitten, you’re already dead. There is no going back, no cure, no hope, and no prayers that can change things.” He looked at them with contempt. “Did you really think we could take him with us?” He spat on the ground. “WE CANNOT AFFORD TO BE WEAK, PEOPLE! If you plan on surviving much longer, you better accept that right fucking now.”


His eyes burned into them. Teddy was still clutching at Ray, and Lydia had given up trying to pry him away. Instead, she leaned over him and whispered in his ear as she rubbed his back.

 “Everyone, move out!” Michael waved the rifle and motioned the survivors toward the RV. No one moved at first, and he hissed in frustration.


He went to Frank, who looked afraid of the other man. “Get them all aboard. Do it. Now.” He glared at his underling until Frank bobbed his head and walked away. The rotund hick looked relieved, as if he had barely escaped becoming Michael’s next victim. He waved everyone into the RV. They dragged their feet, a fatalistic look in their eyes.


As Jeff moved toward the RV, his eyes stayed locked on Michael, who was holding Cindy by the arm and giving her a command. She appeared to be the only person besides the leader who wasn’t upset by what had happened. Jeff was not surprised. He watched her bob her head and run toward Ben’s RV. Michael turned back to the others after she left. He kept waving the rifle, urging everyone to move at a faster clip.


Ben had regained his composure and moved over to Lydia and Teddy. As he knelt over them, he spoke to Teddy. The boy shook his head violently. Ben spoke again, and the boy’s thin chest hitched a couple of times before he finally nodded. Ben helped him up, and the three of them moved toward Michael’s Winnebago.


A few moments later, several heads turned as they heard Ben’s RV starting up. They had been on top of it only minutes before, and now it was rocking violently, the infected excited by the sound of the engine roaring to life. With the increase in volume, all hesitation disappeared. Everyone, including Michael, moved rapidly toward the door of his trailer. Cindy was right behind, running across the courtyard.


Fear clung to everyone as they climbed aboard and moved to the back of the luxury cruiser. Cindy and Frank remained up front with Michael as they clung to the remains of their small arsenal. When everyone was on board and settled, Michael shut the door and faced his crew.


No one spoke, but the trailer was noisy as fists and other body parts smashed into the outer wall. The windows were still intact, and the shades were pulled. None of the survivors was interested in moving them to snatch a quick look outside. There was a large piece of cardboard covering the front windshield as well, making the trailer seem cold and dark once the door was shut.

 “We’ll wait a bit before we take off.” Michael’s words were a whisper. “Maybe some more of them will move toward Ben’s RV since its engine’s on.”


The hailstorm of fists did slow, and the sounds of moaning dissipated after a few minutes. Frank had his ear to the passenger window, and when he moved away, he gave Michael a halfhearted shrug. That seemed to be good enough, as Michael reached down and slid his key into the ignition. He nodded at Cindy, and she tore away the cardboard on the windshield.


Michael turned the key, and the diesel engine spit and growled. All that could be seen through the windshield was the back of Lydia’s RV. The right edge of its bumper was touching the right edge of Michael’s. To the left was their path to freedom along with a crowd of unsuspecting stiffs making their way toward Ben’s RV. Michael spun the wheel and flipped the gearshift into reverse. The Winnebago was equipped with a rearview monitor, and he stared at it as he carefully backed away from Frank and Marcus’s RV, which was situated behind them. Several thuds indicated that a few of the ghouls had shifted direction and were coming back. Michael pressed down on the gas, feeding the vehicle more and more until the tires elevated, climbing out of their ruts. The protesting screech as the side of the RV grazed Frank’s trailer made everyone cringe. After easing back until they were clear, Michael twisted the wheel again and flipped the big machine into drive.


He stared ahead at the world beyond the windshield. They were driving into hell, and everyone in the RV knew it.


Michael slammed his foot on the gas pedal, and they rumbled forward, directly into a crowd of rotting bodies waiting for them with outstretched, welcoming arms.
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I had a dream, which was not all a dream.  


The bright sun was extinguish'd, and the stars  


Did wander darkling in the eternal space,  


Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth  


Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air; 




Morn came, and went and came, and brought no day, 




And men forgot their passions in the dread  


Of this desolation; and all hearts  


Were chill'd into a selfish prayer for light …

 From “Darkness” by Lord Byron

 


 Chapter 1

 The survivor’s lungs were on fire as he jogged down the street. It felt like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the air, and stopping to rest for long wasn’t an option. Glancing to his left, he saw the shattered picture window of a Chinese restaurant. The temptation to step inside faded as long shadows danced off the buffet table and booths that had been knocked over inside. There was no movement out on the street, and the area appeared to be abandoned, but there was no telling who or what might be roaming around inside the building. 

 The man felt a twinge in his side and slowed to a stop. Leaning against the exterior of the building, he bent his knees until they popped, and tried to catch his breath. All he needed was a few seconds and he would be good to go again. 

 Looking up, the sweat-soaked renegade stared through a display window of the store adjacent to the restaurant. Nothing was left inside except a thick layer of dust. The restaurant and the store shared the ground floor of a block-long two-story brick building with two other businesses. The desperate man wondered where there might be stairs leading to the second floor at the back of the store. What was up there? Apartments, perhaps? A view from a window with a higher vantage point might help him find the person whom he sought … but that was far too risky a proposition and would take too much time. He needed to stay on the hunt. 

 Another burst of gunfire shattered the silence, and his head snapped up. The noise echoed and bounced off the different structures in the surrounding area, but it was clear from which direction it had come. Several loud moans followed, but the volume was nothing like it had been back at the camp. It was a smaller cluster of ghouls making this racket. The rotting horde had broken up and spread out as the survivors fled the accident in different directions. But even a smaller mass of the monstrosities was dangerous and impossible to manage for even a well-armed group. 

 With a grunt, the solitary traveler got moving again. The gunfire had stopped, though the moans continued. That was how things had gone for a while now: big chunks of silence broken by gunshots and distant moans. 

 The only time it had been different was when he had heard the screams.

 They had not been cries of terror. Instead, there had been pain in them … agony, to be more specific. A sound such as was heard when the undead tore into their victims, clawing at their skin and ripping the meat from their bones. It was a sound with which the survivor was quite familiar. Thankfully, when he heard the screams this time, they didn’t last long. It wasn’t a sound to which you never grew accustomed, no matter how many times you heard it.


One of them is dead, he thought. At least one was, maybe more. The gunfire had disappeared, but that had happened before. They might all be dead, but he had to be sure. There was no way he could stop tracking them until he knew for certain.

 Jeff wiped greasy sweat off his brow and looked at the back of his hand. There was no blood this time. The thin cut above his eye had stopped bleeding. The sweat he’d smeared into the wound stung, but he barely noticed. Gripping the baseball bat, he forced his tired legs to keep him moving toward the sounds he heard up ahead.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 2


One hour earlier.

 


 The crowd of decrepit figures had spread out enough so that the RV could pull away from the other Winnebagos without bogging down. Michael drove out into the open, smashing through bodies that burst like putrescent balloons beneath the windshield or bounced off the bumper.

 It was one giant right turn at first. The Winnebago Destination was a thirty-nine-foot Class A motor home with a huge diesel engine, and weighed around fifteen tons. It rode smoothly over the rough surface as Michael spun the wheel, holding it steady. He swept around the other vehicles, going clockwise, and sideswiped several trees as he dodged a large glut of rotters. There was a screech of protest from outside as tree limbs dug into the RV’s silvery paint. Several bodies were tossed into the trees and pulped as they stood where wood and metal met. Michael overcompensated in response to the dying protest of the limbs by nearly steering into Lydia’s RV, but recovered in time to straighten out. The entire time, his foot remained planted on the gas pedal. To stop was to die. It would give the ghouls enough time to clump up in front of them, clogging their route to freedom. The diesel engine roared as they plowed through bystanders in their way. 

 The noise outside was deafening. Any vocal cord that had not stiffened or decayed vibrated and thrummed with excitement. The sounds permeated every square inch of the RV, drowning out the screams of children and weeping adults alike. Michael increased his speed slightly as they slalomed through the open space with trees on one side and abandoned motor homes on the other. He plowed through the parade of bodies like they were bowling pins. Hugging the curve, he watched as more and more ghouls were crushed beneath the wheels. The shiny paint job was now crusted over with organic matter that splattered the RV like a Jackson Pollock painting. Michael’s head pounded as his eyes darted back and forth, desperate to avoid any major impediments that might make him crack up. 

 The passengers sitting in the cramped confines of the bedroom in the back of the Winnebago stared through the windows, trying to snatch details of what was going on outside. Despite their fears, they couldn’t help but look as they sped away from the place that had been their home. Seeing the other RVs from the outside, with all the blood and decay dripping down their walls like biohazard graffiti, made it hard to comprehend how those metal sentinels had kept them safe for so long.

 Michael yelled for everyone to hold tight, snapping them out of the daydreams and nightmares they were all having. He twisted the wheel to the left, sending Megan sliding to the floor as Lydia clung to the children. Jeff grabbed a hold of Megan’s arm and hoisted her back up on the bed. Everyone else gripped whatever stationary object they could find. 

 Jeff’s van was the marker for which Michael had been watching. He had parked it east of their exit point, and it was a beacon amongst the swarm of bodies telling him where to make his turn. When he saw it pop into view, he knew it was time to switch directions. 

 He steered through the trees toward the field that lay beyond. Thankfully, the crowd had spread out enough to give him all the room he needed. There were still a lot of bodies to plow through, but not enough to hold the fifteen-ton vehicle back. The driver breathed a sigh of relief as he looked down the wooded tunnel that would take them to the outside world.

 Michael knew the trip might only last a few minutes if the broken bodies got jammed in the wheel wells or the axle got clogged up as he rolled over them. Far too many military vehicles, even tanks, had gotten their wheels and tracks snagged with shattered flesh and bone. Only speed and surprise could conquer these bastards when they were in huge numbers. Speed, surprise, and a hell of a lot of luck.

 As the mammoth machine forced its way through the narrow route between the trees, Ben, George, and Jeff moved forward in the RV until they were grouped around the small dinette table. They pulled back a shade and looked out, their eyes wide. The bloated and broken bodies kept coming, whizzing by the window. Many were knocked back as they blindly moved into the path of the Winnebago. But for every one taken out, two or more took its place. 

 The jumble of screams and inquiries about what was going on from the back slowed as they broke out into the open. Sadie and Nathan were still crying, inconsolable in Lydia’s arms, but some of the adults clapped and cheered. To Jeff, it felt as if they had burst free from an infected womb, a nightmare threatening to imprison them forever. 

 The brief celebration died as everyone saw the field ahead. 

 “Sweet mother of God,” was all George could say as they watched the huge packs of migrating bodies outside their window. He looked at Jeff and Ben, and neither could add anything to what he had said. 

 On the field to the north were even more plague victims than Jeff had seen back in Gallatin. They were pressing in from all directions, their agitation increasing as they saw the moving feast coming toward them. The ghouls traveled in clumps and clots like gangrenous scabs scattered across the earth’s surface. They pushed and jostled one another, jockeying for position. Jeff blinked and looked at Michael as he attempted to navigate through the crowd. He avoided all the impenetrable knots and clusters while blasting through smaller groups that were more easily scattered. Up ahead, closer to the road, the crowd was thinner. The infected were spread out to almost nothing on the asphalt. 

 “Which way are we going?” Jeff yelled to Michael as he stood up and inched his way toward the front of the vehicle. 

 “Just sit back down and leave Michael alone!”

 Jeff looked at Frank, who was seated in the swivel chair across from the driver. The one door on the motor home was directly behind his seat. Frank had a white-knuckled grip on the armrests as he swung around to face Jeff. Although he was angry, Jeff could detect a hint of fear in his voice. The hillbilly’s face looked pale and had the consistency of cottage cheese. 

 “Look, I’ll sit down, just tell me where you’re taking us,” Jeff said, raising his voice in an effort to cut off Frank. “I can tell the others … maybe calm them down a bit, if you just let me know where we’re going.”

 Jeff forced himself to sound meek as Frank and Cindy, who was sitting directly behind Michael, stared at him. Getting even this close to them was elevating his blood pressure, but he knew he had to play it cool. 

 “We’re heading east, through Manchester and out into the country.” Michael dodged another glut of stiffs before turning to glance at Jeff. “Does that meet with your approval?” The words came out in a sneer, the hatred coming off the driver in waves. Michael turned back to face the road, the steering wheel dancing in his hands. 

 Jeff felt naked as Cindy continued to glare at him, a nasty smile on her face. He wished he had his baseball bat, but it was in the back with Megan. 

 Fighting to retain his balance as the RV hit another bump, Jeff mulled over what Michael had said. They were driving into Manchester, which was insanity. Groaning inwardly, he knew what had to be said, but was already regretting the words before they left his lips. 

 “Going through town? Pardon my French, but are you fucking nuts? Do you see the same shit I do outside these windows? How many more of these crazed mother fuckers will we have to plow through if we go through town?” 

 Cindy bounced to her feet, the look in her eyes feral as she stalked toward Jeff. Her tattoos and raggedy mismatched hair gave her a wild, animalistic look. Her hands were tensed at her sides, claws at the ready. 

 Jeff stumbled back, but managed to stay on his feet. His eyes never left Cindy’s as he waited for the attack. She had no weapon, but looked prepared to scratch his eyes out. He thought he heard her hiss. 

 “Cindy, sit the fuck down.” Michael’s voice was harsh, a nervous master ordering his pit bull to heel. “Jeff, I suggest you back off before Cindy shreds you to pieces.”

 Jeff’s eyes darted over to Michael, but quickly returned to Cindy. He saw no change in her demeanor, nothing that would indicate she had even heard her boyfriend’s command. Then it happened. If he had blinked, he would have missed the transition. Her eyes steadied, and she relaxed. Though an evil glint remained, she looked human once again. She continued to stare at Jeff for a few more seconds, then licked her lips and moved over to Michael. It was clear that both the driver and his guardian bitch had dismissed him. 

 Jeff backed up past the table where Ben and George sat and headed back to the RV’s bedroom while Cindy continued to stare at him with ferocious hatred. When a wall was between him and the evil bitch, he was able to relax and give Megan an uneven smile, but wasn’t able to breathe normally again until he collapsed next to her and Jason on the bed.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 3

 This hadn’t been the plan. 

 They were going to make it through Manchester, no problem. Just a few turns of the wheel and they would be past the pisshole town and out where there wasn’t any population to give them more grief. All they had to do was dodge a few stiffs on the town’s streets and they would be golden. 

 But they shouldn’t have been out here at all. They should still be back at the camp, turning back the dead up on the walls, or better yet, sitting quietly with those ghoulish bastards none the wiser that they were there in the first place. 

 Of course, that was before that prick Jeff had screwed everything up. 

 Michael felt better about things once they got past the field. They were going to be okay. He felt it in his bones. Jeff was still bitching, insinuating himself in every decision made, but Cindy had put him in his place. Even with the tension that strummed on every one of his nerve endings, Michael felt an almost primitive pleasure at seeing Cindy unleashed. Jeff might have enough backbone to snipe at a man with an automatic weapon, but he had no interest in taking on Cindy in full bitch mode. Once she flicked out the claws, the best a guy could do was to avoid pissing himself. 

 They hit the asphalt of the street, and the vibrations that had been rattling the RV stopped. Michael’s eyes swept the road, and he knew they would be all right. There were plenty of meat sacks milling around, but not enough to do any real damage to the beast he was driving. The ones on the road were even more clueless than the ones they’d left behind. They didn’t seem to be sure what to make of the big vehicle; they were too busy stumbling around like some crappy imitation of the Keystone Cops. Michael’s eye twitched as another loosely stitched rag doll disintegrated against the grill. Watching another one of them obliterated was only a minor pleasure by now, but the knowledge that he had put another pathetic bastard out of his misery still gave him a bit of a rush. 

 His black leather boot pressed down on the gas pedal as they sped past the car trap he and Ben had created. It was a nifty little setup. Too bad they had netted such a worthless bunch of losers with it. Michael gripped the steering wheel a bit tighter and clenched his jaw muscles until they ached. Rage whipped through him like a poisonous wind, and he pressed his foot down even harder, watching the speedometer inch up. Jeff’s presence felt like a blood-sucking tick pulsating in his ear. 

 Soon.

 That one word dampened the anger, took the edge off of it. They would be done with this stinking place, and then he would be done with Jeff for good. Once they got past the town, he could clean house. 

 Michael swerved to avoid a loose configuration of limbs and teeth waggling at him, excited and energized to see flesh behind the wide glass bubble of the windshield. One of the slugs pointed at him, and for a moment, he felt like a menu selection at some posh restaurant. He resisted the urge to run it down, straightening the wheel as the RV rolled past. He could not let his anger get the best of him. The distractions outside were nothing compared to the pains in the ass in the back of the RV.

 Soon.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 4

 


 The crash happened quickly. 

 Even if Frank had noticed the pileup in the middle of the street and warned Michael, they were going too fast to stop. As it was, Michael only saw the mess in the street at the last second and spun the wheel hard to the right as he slammed on the brakes. They hit the curb going forty miles per hour, and everything shifted as the rear of the Winnebago started to slide, the wheels on the right side of the beast going airborne. 

 They landed on their left side, the ground rising up to shatter the windows. After that, the sound of screeching metal running along the asphalt drowned out everything else. 

 When they stopped sliding, Michael felt nothing, but soon discovered several large chunks of treated window glass sticking out of his cheek and hands. There had been a huge whump when they made contact with the road, then he heard a sound like a thousand fingernails assaulting a chalkboard. The sound persisted, echoing inside his head as he lay strapped in the captain’s chair behind the steering wheel. Thoughts flew through his head as he gathered his wits: What had happened? Was he dead? 

 Hearing a groan nearby, Michael looked up to see Frank dangling above him, his seatbelt holding him in place. He was conscious, but in a daze, his eyes trying to focus as he twisted and turned in his seat. 


Thank God that fat bastard snapped on his seatbelt before the crash, or he probably would have crushed me beneath his blubbery ass.

 Dismissing Frank for the moment, Michael’s eyes wandered toward the windshield as he tried to puzzle out what had happened. It had cracked, but hadn’t shattered. Glass had exploded upward as the left side of the RV made contact with the road, but that was underneath him. He had been wearing his seatbelt as well, which had prevented him from getting cut to ribbons as they slid along the asphalt. 

 Over the ringing in Michael’s ears, he made out faint moans and several sharp cries of pain from the back of the motor home. He ignored the sounds as he twisted his head in an effort to see behind him.

 “Cindy?” 

 Shifting his weight, Michael contorted his body, but still couldn’t look backwards. He reached down to the seatbelt snap. It wouldn’t pop with his weight pressing on it, so he put his left arm against the doorframe and braced his leg. He was careful to avoid more slivers of glass as he lifted his body off the strap holding him up. There was a clicking sound, and he was free. As Michael got his feet underneath him, he could hear glass grinding beneath his boots. He twisted until he was in a crouched position, standing on the left wall of the RV and looking toward the back of the vehicle. 

 What a total cluster fuck. Michael could hear more screams from the back now and almost called out for the others. He stopped short as he looked at Cindy. Her entire left side was bloodied where glass and the impact with the asphalt had wounded her. She had not been wearing her seatbelt and had gone flying into the wall, skimming across several jagged shards of glass as she did so. Despite her new horror-show look, she was already standing and didn’t look all that dazed. 

 Michael shifted his eyes up to Frank as he heard him groan. The slack-jawed look on his face wasn’t much different than his usual expression, but it was clear he was still groggy from the accident. His groaning continued as he shifted in an effort to free himself from his elevated prison. 

 “Don’t undo your seatbelt, you idiot. You’ll fall on top of me.” Frank stopped squirming in his chair near the new roof and watched as Michael took out his knife. “I’ll cut you down. Just don’t land on your head. Brace yourself.” 

 As he sawed at the belt, the ringing in Michael’s ears abated. Now, in addition to the cries of panic and pain inside the RV, he could hear other noises coming from outside. 

 The infected were heading their way. 

 As he cut through the tough, fibrous material of the seatbelt, Michael could almost smell the fear on his sweaty underling. Frank was pushing up against his armrest, and Michael wondered how long it could hold his massive weight. At least Frank’s effort was giving him enough room to slide the knife back and forth. Michael managed to cut through it in a few seconds, and after the final slice, he moved back toward Cindy, ignoring an imploring hand as it reached down from Frank’s precarious perch to request help getting down. 

 “Well, how the fuck do we get out of here?” Cindy growled. 

 Michael stiffened as he got a closer look at his girlfriend. Her arms were crossed, and there was a vicious snarl on her face. She was bleeding from a thousand tiny cuts on her face and arms, and bits of glass were lodged in most of her wounds. In the half-light sneaking in through the windows surrounding them, she looked more like a ghoul than one of the living. 

 When Michael heard a thud behind him a moment later, he almost jumped out of his skin before realizing it was Frank.

 “Damn it! I lost the gun!”

 Michael looked back at the other man, who was scanning the RV’s new floor for the missing .357 Magnum that had fallen out of his pants. It was the excuse he needed to look away from the horror that was Cindy’s face. 

 Michael gripped the strap attached to the M16. It had stayed in place through the accident, unlike everything else. As he looked at the jumble of boxes and other stuff strewn out behind them, Michael frowned. They hadn’t just lost the handgun. Many of the bags they had carried on board had burst open, and an assortment of clothing, canned goods, and other necessities was mixed together like some sort of strange potluck. 

 He sighed. “Leave it. Leave it all. We don’t have the time to mess with this.”

 Frank looked stricken, but Michael ignored him. They were going to have to leave the other weapons behind as well. The rifles and shotgun were buried in the pile of crap on the floor with everything else. He motioned toward the front of the RV.

 “Let’s knock out the windshield.”

 When the bloody hand touched his shoulder, Michael almost screamed. He bit down hard on his tongue instead, gagging as Cindy spun him around. He could taste coppery blood in his mouth as he looked at her. 

 “What about the others?”

 Michael stared into his girlfriend’s eyes, doing his best to ignore her gore-peppered skin. Taking a steadying breath, he looked at the back of the RV. 

 The others were still trying to sort themselves out in the bedroom, and he heard a voice asking if everyone was okay. They were still in a haze back there. There weren’t any seatbelts in the back of the RV, so chances were they had all been tossed around quite a bit, and there was a good chance at least one of them was dead. Wasting time trying to sift through the mess back in the bedroom in an effort to save the others was a surefire way to get them all killed. 


Plus they all want you dead. The thought hit Michael like a punch in the gut. He wanted to deny the cold logic of the assessment, but he knew it was true. Even the look on Lydia’s face after he’d killed Ray betrayed the fact that she’d lost all faith in him as a leader. Each and every one of them would betray him the first chance they got. 

 “Fuck ‘em. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

 Frank looked happy with the decision. His darting eyes made it clear he was ready to get out of the RV and make a run for it. Cindy looked somewhat more reticent about the idea of abandoning the others, but Michael knew it had nothing to do with any affection she might be harboring for them. 

 Michael pushed Frank aside and braced himself. Aiming his right foot at the crack in the windshield, he shot his boot out in a powerful kick, which landed with a thud against the tempered glass. Instead of the satisfying crunch of glass, he felt something pop inside his ankle. He resisted the urge to cry out as pain knifed through his foot and charged up his leg. Gripping the chair, the injured man pinched his eyes shut as he raised his foot, afraid to put it back down. 

 “Nice try, hot shot. Why don’t you just use the butt of your rifle on it instead?” 

 Michael tried to ignore Cindy’s snide tone as he stared at the windshield. His effort had created a few more spider webs, but the glass was still in place. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he tried to keep his breathing calm. 

 Tensing, he put his foot back on the floor. Although his ankle hurt like hell, he was certain he hadn’t broken anything. Doing a reasonable balancing act, he slid the rifle off his back. Cindy was right about using it on the glass, though Michael hated to admit it. Careful to keep most of his weight on his left foot, he slammed the butt of the weapon into the glass. The pain was incredible as the blows vibrated his arms before the windshield gave way. When the glass finally collapsed, Michael pushed aside the remaining stalagmites and stalactites and limped outside. 

 Frank was glued to his ass, anxious to be free of the dungeon the motor home had become. Cindy hesitated, staring toward the back of the RV, watching and listening as the other passengers collected themselves.

 “Quit fucking around, Cindy! We’ve gotta get moving!” 

 Cindy ignored Frank’s nervous command as she squinted, looking back into the gloom of the motor home one last time. The sun was bright, but not shining directly behind her, and it floated through the windows and danced on the wreckage, swirls of dust moving lazily over everything. 

 The door near the back of the RV was opened. Two of the men had been outside the bedroom when the crash occurred, and one was already at the edge of the wall, leaning over it, trying to help those stuck in the back. The other still lay on the floor, unmoving. 

 She wasn’t interested in either of them. Cindy stood on the tips of her toes, desperately trying to see inside the bedroom. She cursed silently when she got nothing better than a glimpse of frantic movement beyond the Good Samaritan at the doorway.

 With a sigh of regret, the bloodied woman turned and climbed out of the shattered windshield. As she did, the man on the floor opened his eyes to watch her leave. When he was certain the punker girl was gone, he searched the debris surrounding him. He stopped when he found what he had spotted earlier and shoved the object into his pocket. He then stood up and turned to help the other man with the rest of the passengers. 

 


 




 


 


 Chapter 5

 Michael led the way as the threesome moved away from the wreckage. It was easy to steer clear of the ghouls that were shambling toward the RV. The sounds of shouting and cries of pain from inside the vehicle were enough of a lure that none of the rotters seemed too interested in following the fleeing trio. Leading his small contingent down one of the nearby cross streets, he was able to gain some separation from the milling corpses. 

 His ankle was throbbing, but he discovered that if he was careful, he could put some weight on his foot and maintain a decent walking speed. 

 “You okay?”

 Michael shot Frank an angry look.

 “What?” Frank stepped back, out of Michael’s range. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right.” His voice sounded defensive and whiny as his eyes traveled from Michael’s face to the M16 and then back down to the ground.

 A grin nearly split Michael’s face in half. Frank couldn’t have made his desires any more obvious. The fat man was unarmed for the first time in forever, and it was not sitting well with him.

 Michael dismissed Frank for the moment and studied Cindy, who kept looking back at the RV. He slowed his pace until he was walking next to her.

 “Feeling a little guilty, my darling? Do you want to go back and help the poor little plebes?” 


 Cindy’s head whipped around, her expression menacing. Michael continued to taunt her. 


 “You go right ahead, sugar britches. Go save those poor little lost lambs.”


 It was clear he had struck a nerve from the growing look of resentment on Cindy’s face. She did want to go back to the RV, for whatever twisted reason. Michael moved in for the kill. 

 “Sorry, sweets, no time for more of your games. But I’ll tell you what: if one of your pals back there happens to get up after that crowd of stiffs is done with them, feel free to turn around. Then you guys can have all the fun you want, okay?” 

 After watching Cindy glare at him with raw hatred for a few seconds, Michael grabbed her shoulder and pulled her close. His voice had been soft and taunting up to that point, his eyes sparkling with amusement. Now his face was dark and tight with anger, his words coming out in a hiss.

 “Listen, Cindy, I’m done with your bullshit. We’re not turning around to save those dumb fucks just so you can torture them some more. Just get that idea out of your thick goddamned skull so we can focus on more important things, like getting the hell out of here.” 

 The sly smile that appeared on Cindy’s face threw Michael off. Her hand slid around his neck until she was able to run her fingers through his dark brown hair. He did his best to ignore her ravaged face as she gently pulled his head toward her lips until they were close enough to graze his earlobe. 

 “I’m really sorry, baby,” Cindy whispered in a husky voice. “But it looks like they’re not the only ones that need saving.” 

 She nibbled on his ear, gently tugging at first, but then Michael felt a sharp pain as she sank her teeth in, ripping away part of his earlobe. 

 “You stupid bitch!” Michael screamed as he gave Cindy a violent shove. Her laughter sent a spike of anger through him as she landed hard on the asphalt. Grabbing for his ear, he hissed in pain as his fingers met raw, torn flesh. Cindy continued to laugh hysterically as her boyfriend’s blood dribbled down her chin. As the shock of what had just happened wore off, Michael limped toward his assailant, a homicidal look in his eyes. 

 “Michael … MICHAEL!”


 Michael cursed and turned to see what was so important that Frank was screaming at him. 


 There were two stiffs coming toward them.


 Michael felt his skin grow cold, and the anger with Cindy evaporated as he stared at the ghouls. 


 One was small, withered, hunched over. The other stood tall and ramrod straight, its spine unaffected despite its having been dead for several weeks. They had crept out of a store nearby whose door was hanging wide open. They made a fine odd couple: one looked like a little old lady—stiff, brittle, and fighting a monumental case of arthritis, while the other looked like a young boy who had been cut down in the prime of his life. It looked like the younger of the two had a lazy eye, but Michael realized the socket had been traumatized and the eyeball was floating freely inside the creature’s skull. Its other eye stayed focused on Michael. The old woman (or man or deformed child … he really couldn’t tell) let loose with an excited moan, and a thick pus-colored liquid spilled from its mouth. 

 “What, don’t you find me fascinating anymore, darling?” 

 Michael ignored Cindy’s mocking words as he slid the M16 off his shoulder. Gripping the weapon in both hands, he drove the butt of the rifle into the face of the taller ghoul. Not waiting to see the results of his handiwork, he winced and shifted his weight, hip-checking his geriatric opponent to the ground. Turning quickly despite his ankle, he saw that Stretch, as he had dubbed the taller stiff, was still vertical. The rotting creature had stumbled backwards from the blow to its nose, but hadn’t fallen. Michael advanced and slammed his rifle into Stretch’s head once again, ignoring the outstretched arms reaching for him. His blow connected with the boy’s forehead, and there was a satisfying pop as the younger assailant crumpled to the ground, inert. Michael gritted his teeth at the throbbing pain in his ankle and looked over at the older fiend, who was having a hard time getting back up. Before he could make a move, Cindy advanced on the aged ghoul. As the brittle creature reached out to grab her, she raised her right leg and brought it down hard on the bridge of its nose. Black goo squirted from the new fissure in its skull as Cindy ground her heel into the thing’s face. When its arms stopped twitching, Cindy stepped back to wipe her dripping shoe on the pavement.

 Michael glared at Frank as his dumbfounded crony stared at the remains of the ghoul near Cindy’s feet. “Feel free to jump in any time.”

 Frank looked confused, and his eyes grew wide. “I thought … I thought you were gonna shoot them.” 

 “Idiot,” Michael mumbled under his breath as he turned and began walking again. He slung the rifle over his shoulder as he gently touched his bleeding ear. He would deal with Cindy later, but his first priority was to find a working vehicle so they could get the hell out of Manchester.

 A quick glance around confirmed that there were plenty of cars, but none looked drivable. Someone must have had some fun with fire as things got out of hand in the town. Several businesses had been torched, along with most of the cars lining the street. A few charred bodies inside some of the automobiles made Michael wonder if they had already been infected when the fires came or if they were just poor fools who’d gotten caught up in whatever riot had consumed the area. 

 It wasn’t long before Michael’s sense of urgency was spectacularly reinforced. As the trio continued moving down the street, a dark shadow blotted out the sun momentarily and a body landed nearby. It sounded like a bag of mushy potatoes as it splattered all over the pavement. Cindy had seen the shadows shift and yanked Michael back from the point of impact just in time. He stumbled back and yelped in pain as he put his weight down on his bad leg, but Frank’s scream of terror drowned him out completely.

 “Will you shut it? You’re going to bring the whole town down on us if you keep up that crap!” 

 Frank’s mouth slammed shut as he stared up at the two-story building from which the ghoul had jumped. When it appeared that no more bodies would be following the first off the rooftop, he gave Michael an apologetic look.

 “I’m sorry, man, but this shit is really starting to freak me out,” he moaned, his voice on edge as his eyes darted back and forth. “I wish I still had my shotgun. Damn, I miss my baby.”

 Michael was ready to lay into the whiny idiot when four figures stepped out of an alleyway to their left. The rotters were already on top of them—just a few steps away and closing fast.

 The sound of rifle shots filled the air. Michael ripped off two three-round bursts and watched as four bodies fell to the ground, their spoiled brains dripping on the asphalt.

 Cursing silently at the noise, Michael kept the rifle out as he limped down the street as fast as he could. He had just announced their presence to every stiff in town. Frank bounced along beside him, bumping up against the other man repeatedly, like a dog whose leash was too tight. As he did, he verbalized what Michael was thinking.

 “We’re fucked now, man! They’re gonna keep coming at us!”

 As if Frank’s words had magical power, several moans echoed off the steel canyon of buildings surrounding them. Michael slowed, trying to get a fix on where the noise was coming from. Frank skidded to a halt as Michael gestured for silence. He swung the rifle in front of him in a wide arc, hoping to spy movement ahead. 

 “Cindy, do you see anything behind us?”

 Michael knew how doggedly persistent the infected could be. They were able to track a normal person with uncanny ease. Chances were, in this small downtown section of Manchester, that the three of them were already surrounded. But if they could move a few blocks in any direction, they would be out of the cramped urban setting and have more room with which to work. The injured man could feel his ankle stiffening up and knew they were running out of time. 

 “Cindy?”


 He looked back when there was no response. Frank did as well, and they scoured the landscape. Michael’s blood began to boil. 


 “Where the hell did she go?” Frank asked, baffled. 


 Michael screwed his eyes shut and clutched the rifle to his chest. The temptation to yell for Cindy was strong, but he already knew where she had disappeared to and why. It would be pointless to call out to her. She would ignore him. 

 The crazy bitch had abandoned them. 

 “I should have killed you when I had the chance,” was all he could mutter as he shook his head in disbelief.

 Doing his best to blot his psychotic girlfriend from his mind, Michael tried to focus on more pressing concerns. The moans were getting closer.

 “Oh shit.”

 Michael opened his eyes at the sound of Frank’s fearful voice. He raised the M16 to his shoulder and stared at the shifting shapes out in front of them. There were six in all, the closest about half a block away. More moans were coming from behind but didn’t sound as close. 

 Frank grabbed Michael’s shoulder and pointed at another batch of ghouls coming from their left. They were everywhere. At present, the two men could only spot a few, but other rotting forms seemed to be boiling up from the earth like ants. Michael spun, not sure where to shoot first. Then something caught his eye. Tensing, he made a quick decision.

 “This way.” 

 Gesturing toward a side street that appeared clear of the undead, he limped in its direction. Frank moved forward, barreling ahead of his gimpy partner. There were more echoing cries of excitement as the stiffs closed on their position. Michael glanced back in time to see more coming, small groups merging to form a larger pack. He turned and kept limping down the road. 

 Frank glanced back, and Michael could see how tempted the cowardly bastard was to take off and leave him behind. But his beady eyes moved down to the M16 again, and the fat hick’s expression changed. He slowed to give Michael a chance to catch up, not interested in being too far from the man with the weapon. Frank even smiled as he urged Michael forward, his loyalty on full display. 

 As they moved farther down the street, the moans grew louder.

 Michael ripped off several shots in quick succession, switching the rifle to semiautomatic mode to preserve ammunition. He had only two thirty-round clips and had already burned through several rounds in the first one. 

 Only two of his targets went down as bullet holes appeared in the chests of several others. He cursed silently and scanned the buildings surrounding them in the hope of finding a safe haven. There were surprisingly few shattered windows or smashed-in doors, and there were only a couple of abandoned cars on the road, with no corpses lying out in the open. It felt like a massive and deadly contradiction: the bright sun casting its rays down on a relatively pleasant little street while two people raced to escape a couple of dozen ravenous cannibals trying to eat them.

 “Michael, we need … we need to get out of here! Please! Get us out of here. I can’t handle this anymore … please!” 

 Frank was losing it. If they didn’t get somewhere safe fast, he was going to get them killed. 

 Gritting his teeth, the man with the rifle searched the area until he saw the perfect place for them to go. Michael knew it would solve all their problems. He raised his hand and pointed. 

 “Let’s head that way. But you’ve got to help me, man, it’s hard for me to walk anymore.” 

 Frank glanced down the alleyway Michael had pointed out. He could see daylight peeking out from the opposite side. It was narrow, but not a dead end. Frank continued to quaver, but nodded in agreement. 

 Michael slung the rifle and lifted his arm. Frank slid underneath it and allowed the taller man to lean against him. They moved toward the alley at a brusque pace while a slow parade of rotters followed. Despite their awkwardness, the two men managed to increase the distance between them and their pursuers while closing in on the narrow opening between the two buildings. Michael looked back, satisfied at the distance between them and the nearest hunters. As they moved down the alley, he gripped Frank’s shoulder and urged him to slow down. Frank anxiously obeyed. 

 “You know, Frank, I’ve been thinking.” 

 Frank looked up at the man he had obeyed dutifully for over a month, his expression filled with hope. Michael was smart, and when he focused on a problem, he typically came up with a solution. 

 “You need a weapon. I think my knife will work,” Michael said as he unsheathed the blade. 

 Frank frowned, disappointed. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’d rather have something I won’t have to fight up close and personal with.”

 Michael shook his head. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

 When the knife entered Frank’s belly, his expression didn’t change. It was only when Michael drove the blade deeper that the bolt of pain hit and the heavyset man looked down to see the hilt protruding from his gut. Frank looked back up at Michael, confusion stamped on his face. He shook his head as if to reiterate that he really didn’t want the knife. 

 Michael wriggled out from Frank’s grasp and pulled the knife free. Without the other man to hold him up, Frank slumped to the ground, landing on his knees. His thick fingers covered the wound as he stared at the blood gushing out of it. As he toppled backwards, he screamed. 

 When Frank felt the hand on his leg, he shrank back toward the wall and stared at Michael, his eyes wide with fear. Only when he saw that his former friend was trying to say something did he stop screaming. 

 “… truly sorry. I really am.”

 “Wha-? Why ... Michael? Michael! What have you done to me?”

 Michael shook his head and grimaced as he leaned in closer and clamped his fingers even more tightly around Frank’s leg. The other man was too busy trying to hold his guts in to squirm out of the iron grip. Frank kept looking down as if he expected his organs to start spilling out of the hole in his belly, but so far there was only blood. 

 He started to cry, and Michael shushed him like a baby, raising a finger to his lips and shaking his head back and forth, a stern look on his face. Before Frank could blubber even more, Michael spoke again. 

 “I’m sorry, Frank. I really am. But you’re just too damn weak.” His fingers dug into Frank’s calf, but the injured man didn’t seem to notice. “I can’t babysit you any longer.” 

 Frank felt another sudden sharp pain, this time from his ankle. For a moment, the agony in his belly was forgotten as Michael’s knife cut efficiently through his Achilles tendon. 

 Michael stood up, a grunt of pain escaping his lips as he balanced on his good leg. A look of grim satisfaction claimed the murderer’s face as he stared at the mouth of the alley. 

 Frank howled as he tried to wrap his fingers around the sliced ankle, recoiling in pain the instant he touched the wound. Groaning heavily, the fat man tried to lever his body up the alley wall behind him, but only made it a few inches before slipping back to the ground, exhausted.

 After a few moments, Frank’s eyes refocused on Michael, who was still backing away. His limp was far less pronounced now. 

 “You were a good soldier, Frank. Weak, but a good soldier nonetheless. You should feel proud of what we accomplished together.”

 As Michael stared down at the bloody mess Frank had become, the hamstrung man lay motionless, his eyes dull as they stared back at the man who had betrayed him. His crying had stopped; perhaps he was going into shock 

 A small group of undead appeared at the entrance of the alley. They sniffed the air as they came, drawn forward by the rich coppery scent of Frank’s blood. The one at the front of the pack raised its head and caught sight of Michael at the opposite end of the narrow passageway. For a moment, their eyes locked. Michael felt an icy finger sliding down his back, and he blinked. When his eyes opened, the dead man was focused on the fallen form of Frank, which was far closer. Michael watched for a couple more seconds, certain that something had passed between him and the ghoul. Whatever it was, it made him feel more discomfort than fear, as if the wretched creature somehow knew he had betrayed Frank, and had judged him for it. 

 Wiping the sweat from his brow, he turned, fleeing as quickly as his wounded ankle would allow. He had exaggerated his injury to fool Frank, but it still hurt mightily. After running the knife blade along his pants to get rid of Frank’s blood, Michael sheathed the weapon at his wrist. 

 *

 Frank watched as Michael’s form diminished. He wasn’t in shock, but his thoughts were getting fuzzy. The pain had been incredible at first, but there was a numbness creeping into his belly and ankle as more blood flowed away from his open wounds. That helped keep him from crying out in agony, which was good. Tears still blurred his vision, and he knew he had to figure out a way to get back on his feet. He had to drag his sorry ass down the alley and follow Michael before any of those flesh-craving lunatics found him. As his fingers dragged along the dirty concrete in an effort to gain purchase, he tried to blot those horrific bastards out of his mind. 


I won’t die. I can make it. If I can get back on my feet, I can limp along. The gut wound isn’t so bad. I just need to get stitched up. Lydia will do it for me when I find her. 


 Frank’s wet fingers slid into a mortared groove between two bricks on the wall, and he tried pulling himself up once again. When his fingers slipped and he fell back to the ground, a small whimper escaped his lips. I’ll get back to the others and they’ll help me! They have to! A small sound like a hiccup escaped his lips as he grinned. 

 “They’ll take me back. They’ll forgive me for abandoning them,” he insisted aloud. 

 The only response he got was an excited moan from behind where he lay on the ground. Frank hiccupped again, laughter trying to force its way to the surface. He couldn’t go any farther. He was stuck, and someone was coming for him. There was a small desire to turn and look, to see who it was. He wanted to believe it was Lydia. Dear, sweet old Lydia. She would comfort him, take care of his wounds like she took care of everyone else who’d been hurt. She wouldn’t care that he had run off with Michael and left them behind to suffer and die. She was too much of a saint to hold a grudge. 

 The moans grew louder, and Frank finally understood. He wanted to ask God for forgiveness; he wanted to pray for some sort of redemption. But instead, he felt rage building inside as the sound grew louder. He could hear awkward footsteps sliding along the hard surface of the pavement. They were getting close. Only a few seconds left to live, and Frank knew he still had a choice. He could ask for forgiveness and hope for a charitable God to grant it, or he could continue to think about Michael. The unholy bastard had hamstrung him and hadn’t just left him to die; he’d left him as bait. 

 There were more footsteps dragging closer. Too many to count. A whole army. That was when Frank made up his mind. He screamed again, the rage outweighing any terror he felt. It was not some high-pitched wail that escaped his lungs, but a single word repeated again and again for whoever remained in this wretched world to hear. 

 Even as the monsters tore into him, ripping his flesh and rending his bones, he screamed, howling his curse on blood-flecked lips until he could scream no more.

 *

 Michael had made it a block when Frank’s first scream pierced the muggy air. He stopped and looked back at the gap between the two buildings he’d just escaped. There weren’t any bodies tumbling out in pursuit. 

 The plan had worked. Frank’s immobile form had been too much of a lure for the mob to pass up. As another scream burst forth from the alleyway, Michael knew his crony would keep the ghouls occupied for a while. 

 The screams grew higher in pitch and then cut off abruptly. Satisfied, Michael continued down the road. He made it a few more feet before Frank screamed out again.

 “Miiiiichaaaaaaaeeeeeeel!” 

 Even as the dying man’s ragged voice faltered, he continued to shout. Michael could not outdistance the sound, even as it turned into one long, final scream that never seemed to end.

 He limped along as fast as he could, a small whimper escaping his lips as he realized what he had done. 

 Now he was truly alone.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 6

 Ben frowned as he scanned the area. He had just stepped outside through the broken windshield to get an idea of how much trouble they were in. He and George had already hoisted Jeff over the back wall, and the two other men were dealing with the women and children still inside the bedroom.

 They were in the center of Manchester’s small downtown area, surrounded by shops and office buildings. Ben saw the pile of cars that Michael had been forced to dodge, which had sent them skidding into the curb. But it wasn’t what he saw that bothered him; it was what he heard. The howls of the infected. Ben’s eyes narrowed as he spotted the first of them on the street. As he surveyed the neighborhood, he saw more coming. There wasn’t much time.

 Moving with purpose, Ben went back inside the RV. George and Jeff had just lifted Teddy’s unconscious body over the bedroom wall with Lydia’s and Megan’s help. Jason, who had a huge gash on his forehead, was straddling the barrier and assisting them as best he could.

 Ben performed a rapid evaluation of the two men standing before him. George was the bigger and stronger of the two and looked like a linebacker who could probably plow through a pile of stiffs like they were nothing. Jeff was physically average and didn’t strike Ben as the athletic type. He was just another soft suburbanite. Yet it was clear that there was more to Jeff than that. The end of the world had changed the man. That was apparent from the way he had stood up to Michael and stuck with Ray even when the boy had been as good as dead. 

 Making his decision, Ben stepped forward. 

 Grabbing Jeff by the arm, he pulled him out of earshot. After a few seconds of furtive whispering, Jeff nodded and scooped up the baseball bat lying at his feet. They made their way outside. 

 “Holy shit,” was all Jeff could think to say as he saw the bodies pouring out of the buildings surrounding them. 

 “How long do we have?”

 “A couple minutes at the most.” Ben saw the fear on Jeff’s face morph into grim determination and knew he had made the right choice. 

 “What do we do?”


 “We need to distract them. All of them.”


 Jeff looked around again as he felt his skin grow cold. His teeth started to chatter, and he clenched his jaw to make them stop.


 “We need to tell the others.”


 “You do it. I’m going to get started.” Ben moved away, but turned back to say one last thing. “Don’t take too long. Just tell them to get the hell out of here and find someplace to hole up. Whichever way they go, head in the opposite direction. I’ll find them, wherever they go.”

 And he was off, whooping and hollering as he charged into a group of staggering forms, bowling them over. Jeff watched in amazement as Ben kept running, his wild movements and bellowing voice drawing attention from every cloudy eye in the area.

 Jeff’s heart pounded as he scrambled back inside the RV. He was relieved to see that everyone was out of the bedroom and George already had Teddy’s unconscious form over his shoulder.

 George gave him a questioning look, but Jeff ignored it as he faced Megan. As he closed the distance between them, she smiled. Her expression changed as she saw the look on his face.

 “Take the kids and find someplace to hide.”

 The words hit Megan like a ton of bricks. Jeff grabbed her hands. “I’m going to try and lure away as many of those things as I can from.”

 Megan’s eyes widened as she heard the sounds from the street. Everyone else was coming to the same dark revelation. The crash had been so traumatic that no one had the time to think about anything other than getting out of the smashed-up RV, until now.

 “How many of them are there out there?” Lydia asked.

 Jeff gave her a bleak look that told her everything she needed to know. She had Sadie in her arms, and Nathan and Joey clung to her, dazed and frightened as they stared at Jeff. Everyone could hear the howls and cries of rage building in volume as the undead that hadn’t been distracted by Ben’s antics drew closer to the RV.

 Jeff dragged Megan forward, and the rest followed them until she set her feet and stopped him. “Wait a minute! You can’t just leave us! This is insane.”

 Jeff turned to her, his eyes sad. “Ben’s already left. He lured away as many as he could, but it’s not enough. I have to do this.”

 Megan shook her head, tears flowing as she gripped Jeff’s hands tighter. She tried tugging him back inside the RV, but he resisted and pulled her toward the broken windshield.

 “Everyone outside now. Megan and I will be there in a couple of seconds.”

 Jeff gave a pleading look to George, who nodded solemnly. The older man herded the others outside, urging them forward as several sets of eyes remained on Megan and Jeff.

 When they were gone, Jeff turned to Megan, who was already starting to mount a new protest. “Megan. Megan! Listen to me! If I don’t do this, we’ll all die. Do you understand me? But if I can get those bastards’ attention, you’ll have a fighting chance.”

 Jeff had a tight grip on her shoulders, and when Megan shook her head, he squeezed them until she stopped and stared up at him, her eyes wide with panic.

 “You need to pull yourself together. Please! Do it for Jason and the children. Do it for me!”

 Jeff’s eyes burrowed into Megan, and she stared blankly in response. When he shook her roughly, she was able to blink and then nodded. Not giving her a chance to change her mind, Jeff yanked her outside. He pushed the stunned woman toward George, who wrapped his free arm around her before going back to staring at what was happening around them. 

 Ben had left a wake of bodies following his trail. Jeff could no longer see the big man, but it was obvious which street he had taken from the movements of the crowd. His heart sank as he saw the mass of bodies still surging toward the little group of survivors. Gripping his bat, he turned to the others.

 Teddy had regained consciousness, and George and Jason were supporting his weight. He looked groggy and was the only person not staring at Jeff. Lydia had the children calmed down and seemed prepared for whatever she had to deal with. As Jeff’s eyes moved toward Jason, he could tell the kid was putting on a brave face. It heartened Jeff as he looked back at George, who nodded in return. George understood what had to be done, that he was now the group’s guardian. Jeff silently mouthed the words ‘thank you,’ and George gave him a sad smile. Finally, Jeff turned back to Megan. She looked miserable and angry and didn’t speak as she glowered at him, her blue eyes icy.

 “Get out of here,” he said. He pointed at a street that appeared to be clear of shambling bodies. “Head down that way and try to find a place to hide out.” Megan’s expression softened as she realized he was serious about leaving them. 

 Jeff backed up. “I’m going to lead as many of them away as I can. Now move!” He started to jog in the opposite direction from the one in which he had pointed. Several staggering ghouls took notice and shifted away from the stationary group. Jeff’s eyes narrowed, and his lips curled into a devious grin. Gripping the bat loosely, he picked up speed and took off running.

 The last thing Megan and the others heard Jeff say as he rushed the horde was, “Find someplace safe to hide! I’ll find you! I swear to God I’ll find you!”

 Then he gave a loud war whoop as he swung his bat at a ghoul reaching out to grab him. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 7

 George took the lead, ushering everyone away from the wreckage. They could smell the diesel fumes as they moved past the rear of the RV. The tank was cracked, and fuel flowed beneath their feet. 

 As they moved away from the intersection, George found a stout piece of wood that had been part of a doorframe, and Jason, following suit, found a slender piece of metal in a pile of crunched-up glass. Teddy, who was coming around, joined in and picked up a few chunks of pitted metal and rocks light enough to throw. 

 They moved north, up the road Jeff had recommended. He had lured most of the stray infected with him in the opposite direction, and their path was clear for the moment.

 The small group was in the heart of town, with streets flowing in all directions. They were surrounded by buildings and storefronts for several blocks. As they moved, Lydia managed to keep the children calm and quiet by suggesting they make a game of it. Whoever could remain quiet the longest won. They were still terrified, but it served as a good enough distraction to keep them from crying out. 

 Megan suppressed her anger and disbelief at what Jeff had done as her survival instincts kicked in. She kept Nathan and Joey next to her, relieving a grateful Lydia of the burden of tending to them as George and the two older boys walked ahead, scouting in silence. 

 The survivors soon turned down a side street with several free-standing buildings—offices, boutiques, and a couple of chain restaurants. The area appeared abandoned, and George suggested that they move a few more blocks away from the RV before picking a place to hide. 

 It was not long after George spoke that they heard the first shots. The sounds echoed off the buildings making it hard to pinpoint their source. Everyone froze. There was no movement nearby, so after a few moments, George urged everyone to get going again. 

 Megan had not thought much about Michael, Cindy, and Frank since the accident, but she guessed they were involved with the gunplay. She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilty pleasure at whatever predicament they had gotten themselves into after they had so willingly abandoned her and the others. As a small grin of satisfaction found its way onto her face, she spied a ghoul staring at her. 

 A startled scream escaped Megan’s lips as she watched the monster stumble out of the McDonald’s they had just passed. The rotting figure’s neck was broken, its head dangling from a bloated tube of flesh with split marks running down its length. It was like some over-ripened melon whose insides had burst free from the rind. A badly soiled uniform with a nametag pinned to it completed the picture. Megan could see that the teenager was named Jamie, and he was missing several fingers from the hand that reached out to her.

 Nathan and Joey began to cry, tugging hard on Megan’s hands, urging her to run. She remained frozen as she watched Jamie approach, fascinated by whatever dark magic was keeping him upright. 

 Jamie’s skin had gone from gray to an almost brownish black. Though his neck was broken, his equilibrium seemed adequate enough to close the gap between him and Megan. 

 George rushed past, with Teddy and Jason close behind. Teddy let loose with one of his heavy chunks of metal, grazing Jamie in the shoulder. It did no visible damage, but served to knock the walking corpse off balance, and he stumbled before getting his uncoordinated feet back underneath him. 

 Jamie stepped out onto the street, stumbling between two crumpled cars with matching flat tires and shattered windows. As the infected boy moved beyond the wrecks, Megan noticed the way his sneakers flopped loosely around his ankles. The shoes had burst at the seams as Jamie’s feet swelled with fluid. The canvas was like some sort of tent covering the huge blackened feet.

 The thick piece of wood George wielded came crashing down. A spray of soupy gruel splashed up as Jamie’s head popped free of his neck like a swollen tick. The boy’s hands stayed elevated even as his body followed the trajectory of his detached head toward the ground. They finally flopped to his sides as the former McDonald’s employee hit the asphalt. 

 “Is everyone okay?” 

 George wiped splatters of fluid off his face as he glanced around at everyone. They all seemed okay, but Megan had a dismal look on her face. 

 “I’m so sorry I screamed, George. I won’t do it again, I promise,” Megan said with remorse.

 George shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Your scream warned me he was coming.” He nodded toward Jamie’s corpse. “We’ll be fine as long as we keep moving.” 

 Before Megan could say anything else, they heard more shots off in the distance. George strained his ears to ascertain from which direction the gunfire was coming, but he knew it was a pointless task. 

 Dismissing the sudden distraction, he patted Megan on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s get going.”

 George moved back to the middle of the road, and the others followed suit as their eyes searched every doorway and window for more trouble.

 Less than a minute later, two shapes separated from the shadows near a small shop and limped out into the open. Before George could react, the two teenagers leapt into action, darting in opposite directions. It was clear almost immediately that this tandem of rotters was even slower than normal due to a lack of muscle mass. They had been thoroughly mauled before turning, and only a few shreds of meat and tendon remained on their torsos. The boys lured the slow-moving creatures in separate directions, giving George the chance to take care of them individually with a few efficient swings of the heavy plank he carried.

 Jason and Teddy were still high-fiving one another when Lydia spotted another group of stiffs coming out of a vacuum repair shop nearby. She was ready to yell to George, but he saw them only a split second after she did.

 The leader was clad in motorcycle gear, and his left leg was chewed down to the bone. The remains of his torn chaps slapped against his leg as the monster limped toward Jason, his closest target. The biker reached for the boy and let out a froglike croak.

 In his euphoria at his and Teddy’s success, Jason didn’t hear the low sound right away. It was only when the ghoul gave an excited squeal that he whirled around. Jason’s eyes went wide as the biker grabbed his arm and leaned in to take a bite.

 He screamed and tried to back up as the stiff lunged forward. The monster’s teeth snapped on empty air, but it tightened its grip on the boy’s elbow. Jason’s scream changed from terror to pain as he felt something tear under his skin. The infected man pulled the twelve year old closer to his gaping maw, insensible of the boy’s struggles to break free. The ghoul gurgled in anticipation. 

 George crashed into the biker, causing the rotter to release his grip on Jason’s elbow and slam into the sidewalk. There was a snapping sound as several brittle bones broke in the monster’s arm from the force of the blow. George kept rolling, avoiding the stiff’s claws as he bowled into the other three creatures that had also come out of the vacuum repair shop. 

 Teddy rushed up and launched several chunks of metal and rocks at the bodies struggling to grab at George. He threw the missiles one by one as he steadily slid forward, focusing most of his effort on a particularly decrepit creature. George was throwing punches and landing kicks on the other two from where he lay on the ground, but the one on which Teddy had zeroed in had escaped the burly man’s attention and was rising up to strike. As a sizeable stone bounced off the slug’s head, it turned and hissed at Teddy. The boy’s eyes were wild as he growled, “Come on!” and continued to taunt it.

 Jason shot a glance toward the biker as he struggled to slide backward on his butt. It was clear his friends were too busy to help him, but the blinding pain in his elbow was making him dizzy. His movement was hampered as he cradled his injured arm protectively. Jason had no idea what was damaged; all he knew was that his arm felt as if it were in the steel grip of a vice. He could barely move it, but fear helped him ignore the jolts of pain as he inched away from the battle. The leather-clad ghoul’s arm may have shattered, but unlike the twelve year old, the inhuman monster felt no pain. Its tongue licked the air in anticipation as it closed the distance between it and its prey.

 Jason tensed, preparing to kick out at the looming figure as it got closer. The hand that had damaged his arm reached for him, and Jason bit down hard on his tongue, forcing himself not to scream. His eyes narrowed, and he waited for the right moment to strike.

 There was a sudden blur of movement as Megan crashed into the biker. Jason could only gape in amazement as she lashed out with a thin, whip-like sliver of metal, jabbing it at the ghoul’s eyes.

 Before the biker could respond to the surprise assault, Megan was able to drive the broken car antenna she had picked up off the street through one of its eyes and deep into its brain. Wrenching it up and down, she screamed like a madwoman until the antenna broke off in her hand. 

 Rolling off the inert body, Megan popped up into a crouch as Jason watched in stunned silence. She scanned the area and saw that Teddy was in danger as well. He had whipped the last of his rocks at one of the ghouls that had been harassing George and was now preparing to go toe to toe with the rotter as it advanced on him. 

 Megan charged in like a halfback, plowing into the female ghoul’s chest with the full force of her ninety-pound frame. She landed on it with a heavy thud, and there was a whip-crack sound as its skull hit the pavement. Raising her hands to the leathery, tight skin of the monster’s forehead, Megan slid her fingers into a tangle of hair. She drove the skull into the asphalt several times, her palm forcing the forehead forward even as her fingers yanked up on the scalp. She only stopped when a small spatter of liquid covered the pavement underneath the fractured skull.

 As she rose, Megan felt the buzz of adrenaline dying inside, leaving her aching and exhausted. When she looked back to make sure the boys were okay, Megan’s eyes widened. Teddy had already dragged Jason several yards away, and they were screaming for her and George to run. Turning to look past the vacuum shop, she understood why. 

 The screaming Megan had done as she attacked both ghouls endangering the boys had blasted her eardrums to the point where she could hear nothing else. Not Teddy’s or Jason’s warnings, or the screeching howls and moans as a second wave of infected rolled down the street toward them. All the noise the group had been making, all their screams and shouts to one another as their battle raged, had drawn a crowd.

 George had also just stood after rubbing the second fiend’s face into the sidewalk like sandpaper and snapping the first’s neck. Aware of the moans and caterwauls coming from down the street as he fought, he’d done his best to make quick work of his two opponents.

 He’d also heard the boys screaming and spotted the impending attack. There was no time to count how many ghouls were coming. All he knew was that there were too many. Megan was standing next to him with a dazed expression on her face and blood on her hands. The body at her feet told the desperate man all he needed to know. Jason and Teddy were still waving frantically at them as they followed Lydia and the children between two small office buildings across the street. 

 Making a quick decision, George pushed Megan in their direction. 

 “Go! Get out of here! NOW!”

 His words snapped Megan out of her daze as she stumbled back. George knew that was all he could do for her as he turned to face the first attacker. The big man’s meaty fist shot out, dislocating the nurse’s jaw. The cannibal jittered sideways and fell to the ground. As three more monsters lunged at him, their teeth gnashing, George let out an enraged howl and body checked them into the next group of ghouls coming his way. 

 As he waded into a mass of monsters, he screamed at the others.

 “Get them the hell out of here. I’ll hold these things off as long as I can!”

 His arms were a blur as George drove his elbow into the temple of one of the people tearing at his clothing. He whirled around, bumping another malnourished form to the ground.

 As more of the townsfolk of Manchester closed in on him, their howls and screeches filled with inhuman rage, George spied Megan backpedaling. Lydia and the children were already out of sight, along with Teddy, but Jason was standing near the opening of the alleyway, his eyes filled with horror as he watched what was happening to George. 

 “I’m right behind you!” George shouted as he lashed out with his foot and turned away from his friends. He tried to repeat the words, but they were cut off as a small wriggling body smashed into him. The big man lifted the rancid child above his head and launched it at two more stiffening forms coming straight at him. 

 George growled as he twisted away from another set of shattered teeth that snapped and gnashed at him. All he could see was gray, putrid flesh and milky white eyes as more and more hands tried to pull him to the ground. 

 As he continued to fight, images of his family flashed through his mind. They seemed farther away now than ever. The people he’d met over the past few days were all too real, but his wife and two daughters seemed like nothing more than a dream.

 Shaking away the despair that threatened to take hold of him, George gritted his teeth as he landed another punch and broke free from a throng of bodies. 

 “I’m still coming for you, babe. No matter what, I’m still coming for you and the girls.”

 It was all he managed to say as he barreled into another pile of corpses.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 8

 Megan picked up her pace and urged Jason to keep up. He kept looking back as if expecting George to come running up behind them. She urged the kid on, but was careful not to jar his injured elbow.

 They caught up with Teddy and Lydia, and Megan took hold of the two small boy’s hands as she slowed her pace to match the others. She refused to think about what George had done for them. She had already lost Jeff, and thinking about both of them being gone was too much to bear. Instead, she needed to focus on the task at hand: the remaining survivors had to get off the street and find a place to hide as soon as possible. 

 The others slowed down and bunched up behind Megan as they hit the end of the alley. They were looking out on another street. Taking a deep breath, the new leader of the group motioned for her charges to follow. Noise was cascading down from all sides, distant cries mixed with closer sounds from where they had left George.

 The street onto which they moved was lined with low-slung buildings of various configurations. Several free-standing offices and storefronts made of wood, aluminum, and brick dotted the road. Megan spotted a door across the way that appeared to be made of steel and looked sturdier than the rest. It was one of several entryways in the building, but the others were all made of decorative glass or wood. The gold-trimmed paint on the steel door spelled out a name, though much of it was covered in filth and was hard to read. All Megan knew was that if it was unlocked, the sturdy door and what lay beyond might present the desperate group with a secure hiding place. 

 The seven human shapes scurried across the street, their panic not lessening when they saw no one nearby, since the echo of agonized moans still surrounded them. 

 ***

 As the frantic refugees moved out of the alley and onto the street, a shadow separated from one of the walls behind them and followed. Its excitement was palpable as it narrowed the distance to its prey.

 The creature had been following them for some time. It ignored George as he was swarmed and kept tracking the group now composed exclusively of women and children. They were a far more tantalizing target. 

 It hissed in anger as the small group entered an abandoned office on the opposite side of the street. As the last of the survivors stepped inside and shut the door, the shadowy figure licked its lips greedily. 

 There was noise coming from farther down the alleyway, behind it. The others were getting close, but that didn’t matter. They would not get there in time to interfere.

 The shadowy creature crept across the street.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 9

 Michael wiped the sweat from his eyes, the rifle heavy in his arms. The heat was an oven blast he’d not gotten used to, but quietly endured. Lack of water was taking its toll, along with the agony of his injury as he continued limping forward. The excited moans that had accompanied Frank’s final agony had faded fast. The undead were on the hunt again. But even if those beasts remembered he existed after their feast, they would have no idea where he had gone. 

 The injured man kept moving, changing directions more than once to throw the hunters off his trail. He’d seen none of them for quite some time and relaxed a little.

 Despite the increasing pain in his ankle and the thick, humid air that clogged his lungs, Michael dared to feel good about things. As he strolled along the city sidewalk, he knew it wouldn’t be long before he could purge this hellhole from his memories and put it behind him. He would find a car and drive right out of this place. There were plenty of abandoned vehicles from which to choose, he just had to find one with the keys still in the ignition. He resisted the urge to whistle, instead allowing a small smile to cross his lips. 

 The attack from behind came as a complete shock. 

 The four children hiding in the rusted bed of the pickup truck piled high with junk rose up as Michael passed, detecting his scent on the air after having remained immobile for several days. It took less than a second for the first to launch his little body like a sluggish missile up over the side of the old Dodge and directly at Michael. 

 The minor blow to his back knocked him off balance and forced Michael to put weight on his bad ankle, twisting it as he tried to overcompensate. A howl of agony burst from his lips as he crashed to the ground, writhing in pain. 

 The boy plopped down next to Michael, who clutched his ankle, his vision dimming. Realization of what was happening came quickly, and the man rolled over, his ankle held tight to his body. Clenching his teeth as he continued rolling away from grasping hands, he looked up in time to see a second child, smaller than the first, diving off the edge of the truck toward his exposed torso. At the same time, two other heads popped up over the side of the truck, mouths smeared with blood. Michael deflected the girl’s descent toward him with an elbow to the ribs. He pushed up hard, and the miniature revenant bent in the middle, her legs flopping wildly as she skidded backwards across the pavement. 

 Michael snatched up his rifle, which had clattered to the ground during the opening attack. He drove the metal muzzle through the left eye of the next child who dove at him, skewering the creature like a fish. Pushing the weapon and its impaled victim away, he followed up the assault with an elbow smash to the first assailant, who was creeping closer. The blow connected with the child’s forehead and drove its head into the cement. Michael ignored the crunching noise and the stench that erupted from the young boy’s shattered skull as he detected a wet plopping sound a few feet away. He turned to see that the fourth child, the most ravaged of the bunch, had managed to drag its maimed carcass over the side of the truck, but had the misfortune of landing head first on the edge of the curb. The pathetic creature’s body flopped over and leaned against the rear wheel of the vehicle, motionless. Michael reassured himself it was truly dead before twisting to face his single remaining opponent. The little girl had skidded to a halt a few feet away, but was back on her feet. The initial blow to her chest had likely cracked a few ribs, though she was unfazed by the damage. She charged at him, pigtails bouncing. 

 Michael met the child’s rush on his knees. In a fluid motion, he gripped both sides of her skull as she got close. Without so much as a cringe at the rotten-apple mushiness beneath his hands, the ruthless killer twisted the girl’s neck violently. The doll-like arms, extended to embrace him, did a jittery dance and flopped to her sides. A sound like crunching peanut shells told Michael all he needed to know, and he dropped the feather-thin body to the ground. 

 Growling in pain, he grabbed his rifle, wrenching it free from the eye socket of the boy he had speared. Using it like a crutch, he climbed back to his feet. As the exhausted survivor rose up, his stomach roiled from an overload of pain in his leg. 

 Michael surveyed his handiwork. Three dead children and one paralyzed from the neck down. The little girl stared up at him balefully, her body and appendages useless. 

 “I hope you live forever, you little cunt,” he spat at her.

 Lifting his head, Michael blotted the children out of his mind and listened intently. He cursed and resumed limping down the street. 

 Those things had heard his scream. They were coming for him again. 

 It only took a couple of minutes for the infected in the immediate area to tighten the noose around Michael, who was forced to open fire with the M16 once again. Breathing raggedly, the harried man picked his shots carefully, skipping targets not directly impeding his forward progress. With every step, his wounded ankle felt like it was being dipped into molten lava, but he knew he couldn’t stop for any reason. Even as he took a risk and turned a blind corner around a building in an effort to confuse his pursuers, there was no slowing up, not even to catch his breath.

 The bullets were gone quickly, the second clip evaporating faster than the first. A dry click marked the end of the ammo, and Michael immediately changed course again, swerving away from a ghoul that had been in his crosshairs. Weaving between buildings, he was positive he was getting close to escaping downtown Manchester. Moments later, as he moved in front of a little market, he spied a small stand of trees up ahead.

 Nearly weeping with relief, the desperate renegade counted only a few more retail establishments standing between him and the suburban landscape. Grunting in pain, Michael picked up his pace. The noise had faded behind him, and he hoped that his tortuous path had confused his pursuers, if only for the time being.

 Just a few more buildings to go: an auto parts store, a hair salon, a drug store, and a bank. Past that, it would be far easier to see anything coming for him. Fewer mangled vehicles, ruined bodies, and piles of ash to contend with. Michael couldn’t see any houses, just trees, but there had to be a neighborhood nearby. He was sure the air was starting to smell better, cleaner somehow. The haze from the heat rising from the asphalt would be gone soon as well. Soon. Very soon.

 That was when the two teens slithered from their hiding place just inside the grocery store vestibule. Michael saw them out of the corner of his eye and barely had time to raise the rifle to which he still clung possessively before they tackled him. He toppled over, the M16 the only thing separating him from the teeth of the boy above him. The other ghoul, a girl, collapsed on top of the two combatants. Her eyes bulged with excitement as she reached for Michael.

 Panic took over, and Michael scrambled frantically in an attempt to break free of the gibbering piles of flesh groping him. Teeth snapped at his clothes, and clawed hands pawed at his exposed flesh. He didn’t hear the distressed cry that broke free from his lips as he drove his rifle forward with a surge of strength born of desperation. Michael somehow managed to wriggle free of his two attackers and, from his position on the ground, lashed out with his good leg. There was a huff of air as his foot connected with something solid. He kicked again and used the contact to push back from the two stiffs. Rolling away, he wrapped his arms around his face in an attempt to avoid getting scratched or bitten. Tucking the rifle tight to his chest, the survivor didn’t stop until he was certain he was in the clear. 

 Slamming the M16 to the pavement, Michael pulled himself skyward. His ankle was a blast furnace sending endless signals of pain to his brain as he tried to focus. The two teens were still on the ground, their arms raised toward the living man as if asking him to help them get back to their feet.

 The waves of panic rushing through Michael ebbed, and he scanned the area for other attackers. He blinked away the burning, sweaty tears from his eyes, and still saw no one. Gripping the rifle rigidly, he advanced on the prone forms. He saw the girl’s eyes blaze with anticipation just before the butt of his weapon slammed down on the side of her face with a satisfying whap! Several teeth went flying, and the foul monster’s head turned at an abnormal angle. Raising the rifle again, he brought it down repeatedly on the boy’s head until the creature’s ghastly eyes closed for good. A whimpering burble of agony came from deep in Michael’s throat as he took the last swing.

 Hands raw, Michael stared at the mangled mess the M16 had become. The barrel was bent, and the useless weapon clattered to the ground as he staggered off. 

 He set his sights on the bank he had seen up ahead. It was just past a hair salon, and there was an empty parking lot situated between the two buildings. The salon was a worn-down wooden building with a huge picture window out front. It looked like a giant fishbowl. The bank, on the other hand, had a brick veneer with several nooks and crannies that could provide temporary shelter while he took a short rest. That was what the exhausted warrior needed: a few moments to rebuild his strength before moving on. 

 Michael did not look back, but couldn’t avoid hearing the sound behind him. The low rumble of vocal cords corrupted by infection seemed to be crying out for him. 

 The thought that he was probably the last survivor in Manchester elevated his pulse as he tried to increase his speed. His arms spun like a windmill, and he nearly fell over. Desperately righting himself, he slowed, forcing his good leg into a hopping motion. 

 “Let me make it … got to make it. Fuck if I’m going to die here … no way, no how,” Michael hissed through dry, cracked lips. The words kept time with his hops as the gimpy man worked to maintain his balance. The pain was intense, but manageable, and he repeated his newfound mantra over and over again. 

 Angling toward the bank, he saw three drive-through lanes on the side of the building. He was passing the hair salon, which looked like a creaky old place where sixty-year-old matrons went to get their bouffant hairdos spruced up every other week. There was a modest sign hanging in the front window with a pair of scissors and the name ‘Josie’s Hair Care’ on it. A bright yellow plastic sign sat on a small metal trailer out near the street. The sign had lit up at one time in the past but now was cracked and stained, years of dry rot taking its toll. As Michael limped through the salon’s modest parking lot, he looked inside the dingy little shop. Beyond a cheaply paneled receptionist’s desk were four empty hair-cutting stations and several hooded dryers. The place was empty, and he relaxed slightly as his eyes moved back to the bank.

 The bank’s recessed entrance faced the street, but was draped in shadows. There were two sets of doors, one outside and one a few feet past a vestibule leading to the lobby. All he could hope as he hobbled toward them was that both sets of doors were unlocked. If they weren’t, he might have to find something out in the parking lot with which to smash the plate glass. 

 A quick glance behind made Michael’s mind rest a bit easier. There was no one following him just yet. The distant caterwauling cries of the dead remained, but he could see no one … and hopefully no one could see him either. Only the dead teens caught his eye, but he didn’t concern himself with them. The infected tended to ignore their kind, dead or alive. Apparently virus-tainted flesh didn’t appeal to their taste buds.

 Michael’s relief was palpable as he turned back toward the bank, but he nearly fell over in shock as he stopped short. 

 “You have got to be kidding me.”

 Creeping around the far corner of the bank was a hick in tight blue jeans. Michael froze, his nerves fried. His eyes darted from side to side as he looked for a way to avoid the redneck pusbag meandering toward him. He looked wistfully toward the bank entrance and noticed that the ghoul’s eyes followed the movement. 

 Taking a deep breath, Michael carefully moved forward. The hillbilly was dragging a wounded leg that mimicked his own injury. 


You can handle one. Just one more of these bastards. Get rid of it quickly, and things will be okay. 


 “So what do they call you? Billy Bubba?” the injured man hissed between his teeth, the words dripping with disdain. 

 The grim specimen let out a noise that sounded more like a belch than a moan, and Michael snarled in anger. The noise carried, echoing off the bank walls. It would certainly draw attention. 

 As he moved closer, the stiff matched him stride for decrepit stride. Billy Bubba had the obligatory mullet, molester mustache, and sleeveless t-shirt allowing a clear view of a series of tasteless and poorly drawn tattoos running up and down his arms. He shuffled forward, his slow, stiff-legged gait looking natural and unforced. Despite the ragged bite wounds on his upper thigh and his pale gray skin, Michael guessed that death hadn’t changed much about old Billy. 

 He stopped short of the ghoul’s outstretched arms and assumed a defensive stance. They were close to the darkened entrance of the bank, and Michael knew his best hope was to take the ghoul out quickly and then head for the doors.

 Recalling the moves he had learned from four years of studying Tae Kwon Do, he made a circular motion with his left hand. The side of the appendage connected with the ghoul’s cheekbone. Michael bent his elbow, moving his fist toward his own body and then quickly lashing out, slamming the back of it into the other side of Billy’s face. The living man’s other hand flew out with a straight jab to the bridge of the rotter’s nose. There was a satisfying crunch of bone, and the monster rocked backwards. 

 Michael sighed when Billy grinned at him through shattered black teeth. The crushed nose was no deterrent. There wasn’t even any blood leaking out of the smashed remains of the stiff’s beak. All it did was add to the gruesome charm of the determined predator.

 Michael’s knuckles ached, but he ignored the pain and attempted another move. Unfortunately for him, a fake jab did not elicit the hoped-for response. Billy didn’t even blink as Michael’s left hand stopped short of the hick’s face while his other hand struck him in the temple. The blow knocked the creature’s head to the side, but Billy wasn’t deterred, and his momentum carried him into Michael, driving the injured man backwards on his bad leg as they crashed to the ground together. Even as they were falling, Billy’s greedy eyes stayed focused on his prize.

 Michael tensed his shoulders to keep his head from smacking the pavement, and his back exploded in pain as air rushed from his lungs. The full weight of Billy wasn’t impressive, but Michael felt a slicing sensation in his back as several of his ribs cracked.

 Despite the white-hot pain, Michael couldn’t scream. He forced his forearm underneath the ghoul’s chin as he tried to catch a breath. Billy’s fingers clawed at his arms and face as the foul demon hissed and drooled. Cracked and tar-colored teeth were inches from Michael’s eyes.

 He fought the urge to puke as a powerful graveyard stench poured over him. A hand grasped his shoulder, the ragged, broken nails digging into his thick camo jacket. Grunting, Michael pushed up on Billy’s throat. There was a snap, and the hissing noise suddenly stopped as the ghoul’s esophagus closed off, but the damage didn’t deter Billy. Another wave of nausea washed over Michael as the pain in his back took on an immediacy that had not been there before. 

 Shaking off the mitt pawing at his shoulder, Michael deflected Billy’s other hand as it came up to tear at his face. He planted his good foot on the asphalt and managed to thrust the rotting ghoul back several feet. A searing flash of pain ricocheted through Michael’s head, and his vision swam, but a surge of adrenaline allowed him to scramble over to the edge of the building. Dragging his hands across the brick surface, the bruised and battered man pulled himself to a standing position. 

 Fighting to stay conscious, Michael stared at the ghoul. It was trying to lever itself back to its feet, but its gimpy leg was prolonging the process. Billy attempted a growl, and all that came out through his wounded throat was a bubbling hiss. Michael shook his head in frustration. The rotting bastard looked no worse for wear, while the survivor was deteriorating quickly. It was time to finish things. 

 The knife plowed into Billy’s left eye socket just as he got to his feet. There was a small popping sound as the blade ruptured his eyeball and sliced into his brain. A small amount of vitreous humor trickled onto the knife as Michael twisted the blade for good measure. He snarled as he did so, reaching for Billy’s mullet to get a better grip. When the blade snapped off at its base, Michael relaxed his fingers, and the ghoul slumped sideways to the ground. The body twisted, and Billy landed face up. The victor stared down at his handiwork, and Billy stared back up at him with his one remaining eye. 

 A few moments later, the world came crashing in on Michael. He fought to stay on his feet as he shook with weakness. It was tempting to remain standing where he was and wait for more of those monsters to come for him. It didn’t matter anymore; he was all used up. But with the last bits of his rational mind that remained, he realized that he still wanted to survive. Wheezing, he wrapped an arm around his midsection and dragged his body toward the bank entrance. 

 As he pushed on the metal door handle, tears burned at the corners of Michael’s eyes. It creaked in tired protest but swung inward, and he nearly toppled forward, caught off balance. He hiccupped in disbelief at his good luck, his tears mixing with a muffled laugh as the door swung wide, granting him access to the vestibule. 

 Dust swirled as though furious at being disturbed, caking Michael’s exposed skin with a grungy sprinkling of dirt. He moved forward, and his hand touched one of the inside doors. The bank lobby beyond looked cool and inviting, not the least bit frightening. 

 The door resisted his effort, and Michael crashed into it, unable to check his momentum. It rattled in protest but didn’t budge. He turned, pressing his back against the locked doors as he slid to the floor. He felt a sharp pain from his cracked ribs as he leaned back. 

 As the pounding of blood in Michael’s ears subsided, he took slow, short breaths. It was too painful to breathe any faster or deeper. When he did, it felt like daggers were being driven deep into his back. 

 He looked out the glass doors to the world beyond and snarled. “I’m still alive, you fuckers. You haven’t gotten me yet.”

 He sat and listened. They were getting closer. Looking up, Michael confirmed that there was no deadbolt, just a keyhole lock on the exterior doors. He shifted his body, enduring the agony of the movement until his good foot, with its solid black boot, was wedged in front of the seam between the outer doors while his back was flat against the inner doors. He gasped in pain, his exhaustion from the effort acute. 

 The noise outside was getting louder, and Michael giggled. It started deep in his throat, and he covered his mouth when it became uncontrollable. More tears rolled down his face, and he could feel his mind slipping away. 

 He was as much of a gimp as he had turned Frank into. At least with Frank it took a knife to do it. All the damage to Michael’s body had been caused by his own stupidity. He looked at his right foot, swollen inside his boot, and the giggles rained down. Each laugh brought a stab of pain to his back. But he couldn’t help it. 

 “Sorry, Frank. God, I’m sorry. For whatever it’s worth.” 

 The words brought another laughing jag. He couldn’t figure out if he was trying to pray to Frank or to God. Not that either one was listening. And for whatever reason, that was hilarious to Michael. 

 There wasn’t any point to asking for forgiveness. Michael knew he could never apologize for all the pain he’d inflicted on the people who had relied on him, and he had no desire to do so. No, he was hell bound, if there was such a place, and that suited him just fine. A grin split his face. Hell would be a vacation compared to this place.

 His eyes were still closed when he heard a fist banging on the door.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 10

 The bat bent on the second swing, the thick aluminum splitting and folding in on itself. 

 Jeff rubbed his hands gingerly. The ghoul had already been sliding down the brick wall when his swing connected with the corner of the building right above its head, sending unpleasant vibrations up and down his arms. 

 A decorative splat of gore remained on the bricks as the remains of the stiff hit the ground. Jeff glanced at his bat before tossing it away in frustration. It was time to find another weapon.

 He had snuck in between a dumpster and the back wall of a fast food joint moments before. He’d been running in circles trying to track the gunfire while avoiding the clumps of infected scattered all over town. They were spread much thinner than at the RV wreck, and only a few had spotted him so far. He had taken care of those few, just like the one on the ground next to him, which had wandered too close as it chased a rat into the parking lot. 

 Jeff froze. The sharp scream was the only sound other than moaning that he had heard in fifteen minutes. It was short, full of surprise and pain. Nothing like the prolonged cry of agony he’d heard earlier. This sounded like someone had been taken off guard. 

 There was a response out on the street to the scream. The rotters out front grew excited and moved with purpose toward the sound.

 Leaning against the dingy metal door at the back of the restaurant, Jeff stared past the drive-through menu board. The scream had come from down the street. He stood silently for another minute listening as growls, moans, and the occasional high-pitched whimper floated past his position. The bulk of the noise came from in front of the restaurant, but he caught a few stray sounds that were hard to pinpoint. A fence that ran along the back of the restaurant parking lot and past several other lots would hopefully keep the stiffs from creeping up behind him.

 Jeff stood waiting, gnawing on one of his fingernails. He spit out a sliver of nail and moved on to the next. This was his fourth nail in the last half hour. He could feel the guilt curdling in his stomach. He’d been able to escape the large group of stiffs that had chased him away from the RV, but hadn’t turned back around once he was in the clear. Instead, he had heard the gunfire and followed it, like some bloodhound tracking a scent. And now he was far too twisted around and lost to find his way back to the RV. Not that he suspected the others were anywhere close to the wreck anymore. With any luck, they’d gotten as far away from that area as possible. He would search for them later … after he was sure Michael didn’t present a threat to them anymore. 

 When the gunshots resumed a few moments later, spaced out but steady, the noise broke Jeff’s reverie, and he knew it was time to get moving again. 

 The gunfire continued, and the infected moved with it, lured forward. It wasn’t coming from too far away. Jeff’s heart raced as he abandoned his hiding spot and ran toward the fence. 

 He looked back toward the street, pausing to make sure no one saw him climb the rusty chain link. Spotting another fence off in the distance a few lots away, he ran toward it.

 For the next ten minutes, Jeff plotted a course parallel to the ghouls, sneaking behind buildings and climbing fences not only to keep up, but to get ahead of the pack. When he was sure he had gained a sufficient lead and the coast was clear, he worked his way back toward the street. 

 That was when he saw the two corpses lying on the ground. Their skulls had been caved in, and black ooze was still dripping onto the asphalt from the fresh wounds. 

 He scanned the immediate area and noticed something nearby. Moving closer, he bent over the twisted remains of a military rifle. As he ran his fingers along its metal surface, his lips curled into a dark smile. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 11

 “FUCK YOU!” 

 Michael braced his foot as the doors vibrated beneath it. He stiffened his body as the two ghouls spit and lashed out from outside his glass prison. Each time they bashed on the frame or pushed against the doors, his back clenched up, and his broken ribs stabbed at his lungs. Yelling seemed to help. It was something he’d been unable to do much of over the past few weeks, and being granted the freedom to bellow with abandon felt liberating, despite the circumstances.

 The two defectives looked nearly as bad as Michael felt. Their skin was cracked and peeled, separating from the bone while glistening fluids oozed from their wounds. As they slammed and scraped against the door, chunks of nerveless tissue broke free of their bodies and slid down the glass. 

 Another ghoul joined them, and Michael’s frustration turned into hopelessness. The woman, whose torn face showed the full extent of her dental work, had her hair cropped into the signature style of a soccer mom. She was dressed comfortably in a pair of athletic shoes, jeans, and a form-fitting t-shirt, which showed off what might have been an attractive figure before she was transformed by the virus into a freak show. 

 With a scream filled with determined anger and agony, Michael shifted his body. The pain in his back nearly caused him to faint, but he refused to give up. He slid one of his hands behind him and pressed it up against the inner doors. He gently dragged his twisted ankle until his knee was bent and pushed his weight upwards. His other foot remained firmly wedged against the outer doors as beads of sweat popped up all over his body. If he could turn around … maybe there was a way to stand without letting the doors crash open. 

 His injured ankle gave way, and Michael cried out as he tumbled down. His elbow crunched on the floor and prevented his back from slamming into the wall. The pain from bracing his body stung, but was overridden by other agonies. Tears rolled down the man’s face as he slammed his fist into the thin, musty floor mat in frustration. 

 The movements had his admirers frothing at the mouth. The rain of blows grew more frantic, desperate in their insistence. He ignored them and shifted back into the most comfortable position he could muster with his foot still wedged in place.

 “So this is it, huh? I get to spend my last minutes on earth with you three cocksuckers? Just great. Just fucking great.”

 Michael took slow shallow breaths as he looked around the vestibule. There was nothing of interest in it. There was a framed poster bolted to the wall, which advertised new higher interest rates on CDs, but nothing that might help. 

 He resisted another concerted effort by the three rotters to break in. The glass showed no signs of damage; there was not a single crack in it, and Michael wondered if it were shatterproof. 

 He also wondered how much longer he could hold out. 

 His good leg remained stiff as he pressed on the door, but with each violent thud, it was weakening, the tremors hammering him mercilessly. If just one more of those things came to the door, he was done for.

 Michael let the moments slide by as he thought about what would happen if he just gave up. The infected wouldn’t leave him alone. They would stay here as long as it took for him to either give up or grow weak enough that he couldn’t hold the door shut anymore. Being stuck in this stiflingly small space like a rat in a trap was not the answer. 

 Michael let his knee relax, just a bit. The doors inched inward with each jarring blow. They would swing back into place for an instant, and then another meatless fist would paste itself on the glass, pushing the doors farther inward each time. 


It won’t be that bad. Just a few moments of pain, then an eternity of oblivion …

 After one of the more violent blasts, Michael heard a different noise outside. Looking up, he saw smears of blood along with a few teeth splattered across the double doors. As he studied the graffiti, the face of one of the ghouls slammed into the middle of the smear. The door vibrated, but stayed closed as more crud besmirched the glass, expelled from the creature’s mouth and eye sockets. It left a gooey streak until its head separated from the glass, the body’s momentum pulling it away as it crumpled to the ground, immobile. 

 The other two stiffs lost interest in the door as they turned to respond to whatever had bashed their cohort’s skull in. 

 Michael watched in amazement as a blow came down on the head of the soccer mom. Through the smudged and blurred glass, he saw her legs quake then collapse beneath her. The blow was strong and precise, exerted with tremendous force. Someone still breathing was out there.

 The third rotter moved out of Michael’s field of vision. The injured man pulled his leg back and leaned on his elbows. He heard a hollow thud and what sounded like a sack of laundry being dumped to the ground. 

 Still stunned at the sudden change in his situation, Michael inched backwards, his good leg pushing until he was propped up comfortably against the inside doors again. 

 His mind raced with possibilities as he shrank back against the wall. He knew the odds were not in his favor that whoever was out there would be friendly to him. 

 Roaring in pain, he tightened his fists as he worked to pull his leg up underneath him. With an agonizing twist of his body, he reached for a door handle and rose to his feet. Shifting until he was leaning against the inner door, Michael hoped that whoever was outside would not immediately realize how banged up he was. 

 A shadow crossed the door. Michael tensed as he saw a hand reach for the handle. It was impossible to catch a glimpse of who it was past the befouled glass. The door moved inward. 

 “Jeff?”


 He blinked at the question and stared out at the person who had asked it.


 “Michael … is that you?” 


 Michael’s mouth moved silently as he attempted to form words. He was shocked. Standing before him was not the person he’d expected. 

 George stepped into the vestibule, his eyes wide with shock. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 12

 George could barely remember what had happened to him. 

 The battle with the pack of ghouls had been intense, and he’d been running on pure adrenaline the entire time. The last thing he remembered was breaking free of the crowd and running. His clothing was torn, but he had not been bitten and was able to lead the stiffs on a wild goose chase. It was touch and go for a while, yet he somehow managed to escape. When there was a moment to rest, he realized he was completely lost. Looking for any landmarks that might lead him back to the others, he instead discovered a trail of bodies.

 Hearing gunfire up ahead, he ignored it, hoping the beaten bodies of the children next to the truck indicated that someone without a gun, perhaps Ben or Jeff, was responsible for their demise. A little while later, when George saw the two mangled teenagers and heard several stiffs beating on the bank doors, he was certain he’d found one of the other two men. So instead, when he saw the man who had done everything he could to prevent George from getting back to his family, he was livid.

 ***

 “You unbelievable bastard.”

 Michael smiled. It helped hide his surprise while he attempted to wrap his head around the fact that the big lummox standing before him was alive.

 “George. Now is that any way to say hello to an old friend?” 

 George glared at him. “You’re no friend of mine. I should kill you where you stand.”

 Michael tsked and shook his head as his smile widened. The cold fear he felt when he first saw George had shrunk to a manageable lump in the pit of his stomach. 

 “George, George, George. What good would that do? Look, we’re both big boys here. Time is short. Why don’t you just step aside and let me pass?” 

 Michael raised his hands to show he was unarmed. “Nothin’ up my sleeves, George. I did all I could to survive until now, but I’m not in real great shape. So why don’t you just let me head out that door and on down the road? I swear you’ll never see me again.”

 He watched the hulking figure standing before him, and when George didn’t respond, Michael moved forward, carefully balanced on his good foot. When George shifted to block the exit, Michael stopped, fighting hard to remain standing. 

 “You’re not going anywhere.” 

 Michael’s eyes widened in anger. He was tired. Tired of dealing with both the living and the dead, and this oversized bastard and his misguided sense of nobility were starting to piss him off. 

 “So what the fuck are you going to do, George? Are you going to stop me? I’ve had enough bullshit for one day. Enough bullshit for a lifetime. Now get out of my way.”

 The hand shot out faster than Michael could see. The flat of George’s palm sent him reeling back into the glass doors. Crying out in pain, Michael lost his balance and fell to the ground.

 “You’re going to pay for what you did to us … for what you did to Ray.”

 Michael looked up at George, who was now crowding him. The shock of how fast the oversized lump could move was wearing off as anger bleached the pain away.

 “Fuck you, old man. The boy was going to die anyway. It was a mercy kill, and you know it. All you weak, whiny bitches wanted to do was waste time crying over him as he turned into one of those things. You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve trying to judge me just because you didn’t have the balls to kill him yourself.”

 He spit at George, but the wet glob got no higher than his knee. 

 “You’re all fucking pathetic. You don’t have a clue what it takes to survive. You just want to cling to how things used to be and how they used to work.” Michael’s eyes were on fire, and he shook with anger. “That ain’t how it is anymore, George! But you’re just too fucking stupid to see the truth. I’m the only one who’s figured it out. Until you morons came along and screwed everything up.” 

 Michael clenched his fists and pounded the floor as he cursed.


 “Pathetic. You’re all pathetic.”


 George stooped lower and narrowed his eyes at Michael, his nostrils flaring. 


 “I could just kill you.” It sounded like an offer, and Michael’s eyes widened. “Or maybe I should let those poor confused people out there find you, after I snap both of your legs so you can’t get up and leave.” George paused and moved back as he tried to reign in his emotions. “But I’m not going to do that. I’m going to take you back to the others. So we can decide how you should be punished.”

 Laughter sputtered out of Michael’s mouth. It lasted a few moments before he looked up and saw the surprise on George’s face. He began to clap. His laughter grew stronger, like the uncontrollable giggles from earlier. It hurt his ribs, but he couldn’t resist the urge to mock the dumb bastard. 

 Michael knew he had lost his sense of reality. Sanity these days was a very subjective thing. You had to be at least a little bit ‘off’ to still be alive. Very few sane people had lasted past the first week after the dead had risen. But some of the survivors had lost all depth perception. That was George. He had no perspective on reality whatsoever. 

 When he could finally catch his breath and stop laughing, Michael tried to explain things to the puzzled man above him. “I know I said you were pathetic … but I didn’t realize how pathetic. You just don’t get it, do you, George? There isn’t going to be any war crime tribunal, and I’m not going to be sentenced to twenty-five to life, you dumb fuck!”

 George grabbed Michael’s shoulders and shook him hard. “You’re the one who’s pathetic, Michael! I don’t give a shit what you think. You’re coming with me to face your punishment.”

 Michael’s smile did not fade, despite the strong fingers digging through his jacket and into his skin. 

 “George, I’m kind of wondering where you plan on taking me. Don’t tell me someone else made it out of that busted-up bus alive? Pretty nifty trick. So where are they now? All shacked up at the Ritz-Carlton?”

 George shook Michael again, eliciting a grimace as he snarled. “Shut up! You thought we all died back there, didn’t you? We didn’t! We got out of there in spite of what you did, you fucking coward! We made it out alive!”

 Michael gawked at George, his mind swimming. He didn’t think the man was capable of bluffing about something like that, but what he said didn’t make sense. He shook his head. 

 “I don’t think so, George. Why would you be here alone if everyone else is alive? Why wouldn’t you be with them?”

 “Shut up! It doesn’t matter what you think. What does matter is that I’m going to drag you out of here, by your hair if necessary!”

 The pain in his back was acute, and the broken ribs were digging deeper into his lungs, but Michael fought through the pain and guessed at what must have happened after he fled the RV with Cindy and Frank. 

 “You ran away from them, didn’t you, George? You left them all to die somewhere, right? Those things were coming for you, they were closing in-”

 George slammed him back again, and Michael’s head hit the glass, leaving his ears ringing. George was yelling at him, a string of curses flying from his mouth, but in his dazed condition, Michael couldn’t quite hear them all. 

 As George continued his denial about leaving the others behind, Michael’s head began to clear, and his eyes narrowed as he thought of something else. 

 “So you saw Cindy then?”


 The words sliced through George’s rant with the precision of a scalpel. He cut off mid-word when he heard the woman’s name. 


 “What?” George’s brow furrowed as he tried to puzzle out why Michael was asking about Cindy.


 “Cindy, man! Cindy. Don’t you remember her? My mean-ass bitch of a girlfriend with all the freaky tattoos? She left the RV with Frank and me, but got some wild hair up her ass and decided to turn back.” Michael shifted his head thoughtfully, as if he had just recalled another critical detail. “I think it had something to do with taking care of some unfinished business with you fine upstanding folks.”

 George’s mouth opened, shut, and opened again. Michael resisted the temptation to cackle. Instead, he knew he had to slip the knife in just a bit deeper. Twist it around a bit. 

 “Oh …” Michael took on a look of mock surprise. “So you didn’t see Cindy, huh? Well, she must have met up with the others after you abandoned them. I’m sure you juuust missed her.” 

 George still looked confused. 

 “George. George?” Michael snapped his fingers. George had been staring off into space as he tried to sort out what he was being told. “What does that matter anyway? Those people aren’t your responsibility, now are they?” George’s confused look changed slightly. Michael’s words were no longer harsh or snide. They sounded almost sympathetic.

 “It really doesn’t matter what Cindy plans on doing to them, does it? What does matter is your family, right?”

 The confusion in George’s eyes faded as his jaw clenched. He glared down at his prisoner. 

 Michael tsked again. “It’s a goddamned tragedy when a man can’t take care of his own. All this time spent tending to Jason and Megan when you should have been with your family, not a bunch of fucking worthless refugees. And now they’re probably dead because you fucked up. It’s a downright shame.”

 The hands slammed into Michael’s throat before he could react. He brought his knee up, attempting to drive it into George’s groin. It missed as the big man shifted forward, and the blow glanced off of his leg instead. Michael brought his hands up at the same time, grabbing at the meaty paws wrapped around his neck. 

 He scratched at the tightening hands threatening to crush his windpipe, dragging his fingernails across the skin, leaving deep gouges in it. Michael pushed up on George’s face, scratching him there as well, trying to shove him away. Nothing seemed to work. The hands were too strong, and Michael’s airway was closing off. It was not long before his struggles slowed and spots wavered before his eyes.

 Michael had been supremely confident that George was a gutless worm and would crumble when push came to shove, but as he started blacking out, it was painfully and belatedly obvious how wrong he was.

 He didn’t feel the hands around his throat relax or the weight of George’s body disappear above him. All Michael knew was that he could breathe again. He coughed violently and sucked in huge gouts of air. The strangling victim’s vision swam back into focus, and he gingerly touched at the bruises around his throat. 

 When he could finally see clearly again, Michael looked at George, who was leaning against the wall with his face in his hands. He wasn’t quite sure, but he thought the big oaf was crying. 

 As he tried to breathe normally, or at least what passed for normally with broken ribs and a mangled throat, Michael hissed painfully and shifted his wrecked body. Reaching for the door handle for a third time, he began the arduous task of lifting himself off the ground once again. 

 He heard the hitching of George’s chest and couldn’t help but smile. The old man didn’t have the guts to kill him, just as he had suspected. The new bruises on his neck stung, though Michael knew he would be able to walk through the bank doors and George wouldn’t do anything more to stop him. The pathetic loser just didn’t have it in him.

 Listening, Michael heard no nearby moaning—at least not any more than before. And after all he had been through, he was willing to take his chances outside once again. He’d been given a reprieve and intended to take full advantage of it. Limping over to the outer doors and putting his hands on them, he looked back at George one last time. 

 “Don’t let it stress you out, man. There are plenty of guys who don’t have the balls to kill someone. That doesn’t make you a pussy.” Michael paused, savoring the moment. “But not taking care of your family ... now that makes you a pussy.” 

 He turned, his evil grin growing even wider. He was ready to face the world again. 

 The grin faded as he pushed the doors open, contorting and twisting into a fearful grimace.

 Jeff was standing outside with a gun in his hand. Michael stared at the weapon and didn’t recognize it. It was some sort of small semiautomatic. 

 Michael shook his head in disbelief. Jeff was supposed to be dead. That had been made obvious when it was George who came bursting through the door. Jeff had died back at the RV with all the others. He wasn’t supposed to be here. 

 Michael’s lips moved, but he couldn’t do anything more than shape the word ‘No’ silently.

 “George might not be able to kill you, but I sure as hell can.”

 The first shot struck Michael’s cheek. He reached up to touch the spot where the hole was, not quite sure what had happened, his head still shaking in denial. The second shot tore through his throat, and the small bullet lodged in his spine, paralyzing him from the neck down. Before he fell, there was a third shot, which punched a hole in his upper dental plate, shattering two of his incisors as the bullet plowed at an upward trajectory through his sinus cavity. As Michael dipped toward the floor, the fourth shot struck him in the forehead, the bullet lodging in his brain and forcing all mental activity to cease. At the same time, Michael blinked twice, and his mouth remained open, shaped in a final ‘O’ of disbelief. The last two shots in the clip slammed into the dead man’s body as he lay on the ground.

 Jeff didn’t realize the gun that had been buried in the front pocket of his jeans for the past few days was empty until he heard several dry clicks. When he did, he dropped the weapon on Michael’s motionless corpse. He continued to stare at the body for the next few seconds, trying to comprehend what he’d just done. 

 Several loud howls from outside put an end to his reverie. The infected army was on the move. They had a new direction to head after hearing the shots, which would lead them directly to the bank. He shifted his eyes away from the body, which was preventing the outer doors of the bank from closing. 

 “Come on, George. We have to get out of here.”


 George looked at Jeff as if he didn’t recognize him.


 “George! We have to leave, now!” Jeff glanced out the door and then at George. “They’re coming. Let’s move it!”


 George continued gawking at Jeff. The man showed no signs of stress or trauma. In fact, he looked downright serene. His hands, which had gripped a pistol and pulled the trigger over and over again, sinking bullet after bullet into Michael, weren’t shaking. 

 “How could you do it? How could you kill him?” George’s eyes were red with grief, and his voice was tinged with wonder. Jeff could detect the revulsion underneath, and wiped the sweat away from his forehead before answering as best he could.

 “It was better than he deserved.”

 It was all he could say. He was too tired to argue, too exhausted to care what George thought of him at the moment. He knew exactly what he had done and was certain the guilt over his actions would gnaw at him plenty if he ever gave it a chance. But for now, all he wanted to focus on was finding the others, if they were still alive, and getting the hell out of this godforsaken town once and for all.

 George hesitated a couple more seconds before taking Jeff’s hand and letting him pull him to his feet. He closed his eyes as he stepped over Michael’s body. For Jeff, George’s willingness to reach out to him after what he’d done wasn’t absolution for his sins, but it was close enough. 

 As they stepped out into the parking lot, Jeff asked the question whose answer he dreaded. 


 “What happened to the others?” 


 “Cindy is still alive.” 


 Jeff stopped and turned to face George. “What?”


 There was despair in George’s eyes as he spoke. “Michael said Cindy is still alive. He said she doubled back to the RV after they left.” He paused, the words like lead in his mouth. “I had to leave the others behind. I tried to give them a chance to get away when we were attacked. And now Cindy is after them.” 

 “Do you think he was lying? George! Was he lying to you? Maybe just trying to fuck with your head?”

 George shrugged, his eyes swimming in confusion. “I’m not … I’m not sure.” He looked at Jeff. “But I don’t think so.”

 Jeff frowned as his mind raced with nightmarish possibilities. He had heard screams before—screams that came from the throat of someone dying. Now, after finding Michael and ending his miserable life, he had let himself believe for a moment that he was done with the man’s twisted entourage. Hearing that Cindy might still be alive was like taking a sucker punch to the gut. 

 The sun was heading west in the sky. It would be dusk in an hour or so, and then they would be blind until morning … if they managed to survive until then. Somehow, Jeff doubted Megan and the others would be able to make it that long if they didn’t find them … especially before Cindy did.

 He took off at a fast trot with George following, sliding between the bank and the hair salon, moving to the back of the buildings. Their first priority was to get as far away from the bank as possible. 

 “We have to find them. Take me to where you split up.”

 George hesitated and then nodded. He wasn’t sure if he could remember where he’d pushed Megan away as he did battle with that wretched pack of ghouls. Even if he could, it wouldn’t lead them to where the other survivors were now. That could be almost anywhere. 

 He prayed silently as he took the lead. He wasn’t quite sure where they were going, but they had to find the others, and quick. It would be getting dark soon, and Cindy was still out there, somewhere, and she was on the hunt.

 ***

 Not too long after the two men left the bank, others came. They crept clumsily up to the building, where they smelled fresh meat. 

 The body lying near the entrance still had the delicate aroma of warm flesh, though the heat was dissipating. They pushed and snapped at each other as they reached down toward Michael’s corpse. Little of his skin was exposed, though there was a pool of blood beneath his head. A young boy pulled at the flesh of the handsome man’s face while two bloated adults clawed and ripped at the clothing blocking their access to his torso and legs. They didn’t fight with the boy for the spoils as he pulled and tore at Michael’s lower lip and dipped his fingers into the already emptied left eye socket. Others joined them, and Michael’s clothes were torn away and his flesh along with it. The tender organs under the skin were yanked free, along with the thick meaty muscles from his legs and arms. The crowd of ravenous creatures scooped out his brains, chewed through his intestines and sucked the marrow from his bones. 

 In the end, nothing but his shredded clothing and boots marked Michael’s passing. Not even the blood, which had dripped thickly onto the pavement. It was licked clean by those who came too late to the feast.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 13

 “Get upstairs with the kids. Teddy, help me move this desk in front of the office door.”

 Lydia rushed to the back of the musty insurance office, ushering the children in front of her as they moved toward the stairs. The area was dark, but clear of danger. The dust was thick and covered a loveseat and the small receptionist’s desk that had a grimy monitor, keyboard, and business telephone on top of it. A calendar showing July hung on the half wall behind it next to a defunct fax machine sitting on a credenza. 

 Megan couldn’t believe their good fortune when she found the door to the insurance office unlocked. The office had been untouched by pillagers who had ransacked many of the stores and other businesses in town. Then again, there was nothing of real value in the place. Besides brochures explaining the benefits of auto, home, and life insurance, and the agent’s customer files, there was little to tempt someone. 

 A small utility closet and washroom sat at the back of the room, and stairs led to a second-floor storage area with a small window and several filing cabinets. More important, as far as Megan was concerned, was the door at the rear of the building that would serve as a quick escape route if needed.

 She ushered Jason up the stairs with Lydia and the children. Megan was stern with him when he protested that he wanted to stay below and help. His elbow had swollen up, and he could only do so much with his one working arm. It was clear he was having a hard time coming to grips with losing George, but refused to admit it.

 Megan and Teddy worked quietly in the shadows. The door that led to the street was made of steel, and she thought it would hold up fairly well under attack, but that wasn’t the access point into the building that worried her most. 

 There were two small rooms off the entry area: the insurance agent’s private office and a conference room, both with large picture windows facing the street. Megan and Teddy had already dragged the loveseat in front of the conference room door and were now sliding the desk in front of the office. If the windows were smashed in, neither piece of furniture would buy them much time, but the obstacles might give them the few precious seconds needed to make their escape out the back.

 Thoughts of panic crowded Megan’s head as they maneuvered the desk into place. She had resisted the urge to break down crying, but it was becoming ever more difficult to hold back the scream that threatened to burst free from her lungs.

 “Thank you.”

 Megan looked over at Teddy. The teenager was wrung out, and his eyes were dull, but he made an effort to smile at her as he spoke. 

 She shook her head, feeling wretched about herself. “What are you thanking me for? I haven’t done anything worth being grateful for lately.” 

 Megan regretted the words as they came out, hearing the bitterness in her tone. She knew she sounded whiny and defensive, as if daring the kid to disagree with her. Teddy’s eyes focused a bit as he responded.

 “Don’t say that! If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead.” He paused, considering. “We’d all be dead. Don’t you know that?”

 The force of the words surprised Megan. Her chest hitched as she studied the boy who was barely taller than she was. For the first time, she realized how handsome he was. Despite his diminutive stature, she guessed Teddy had gotten plenty of attention from the girls at school. She smiled at him.

 “Thank you.” It was a whisper as she moved her hand to the teenager’s face and caressed his cheek. His skin was hot, and there was a layer of moisture on it. They were both drenched after moving the furniture around the room. Teddy blinked and seemed to lean into her hand, relishing the human contact.

 The loud banging on the front door made them jump. 

 Megan moved back, a startled gasp escaping her lips as she eyed the steel door. Teddy whirled, recoiling as his eyes bulged out in fear. 

 Again, a heavy pounding shook the doorframe. There were two loud knocks. Megan cocked her head, puzzled. The knocks were concise, measured. It didn’t sound like something one of the infected would do. 

 Her heart leapt. George had found them! She crossed the floor toward the door, ready to fling it open and jump into his arms.


 “Please! Let me in!”


 Megan’s feet stopped before her body did. She swayed and then took a step back as she felt a creeping dread. 


 She glanced over at Teddy and could tell by the look on his face that he was feeling the same thing. His lips moved as he uttered a single word that confirmed her worst nightmare.

 “Cindy?”

 He spoke the name with both fear and reverence. Megan didn’t nod in response, as if by doing so she would provide the last component to whatever dark spell was being cast on them. When the door vibrated again with the sound of desperate knocking, they both jumped a second time. 

 “Megan? Is that you in there? They’re coming for me! Please! They’re not far behind. I DON’T WANT TO DIE LIKE THIS! Please … I’m sorry for everything I did to you. You have to believe me! Please, God!”

 Megan shrank back as she listened to Cindy’s tear-choked scream. The banging grew louder and echoed through the office. Megan put her hands over her ears and then dropped them. Ignoring the pleas wouldn’t make them go away.

 That was when they heard the moans. It was also when Cindy threw her body against the door and howled with fright.


 “What’s going on?” Jason said from behind them.


 “Get back upstairs, now!”


 The twelve year old stepped backwards, almost stumbling with shock at the anger in Megan’s voice. Her blue eyes glowed with rage. 

 “Get up there and stay put, do you understand me? Do NOT come back down here again!”

 Jason nodded and practically flew up the steps. 

 Megan turned back to the door, the brief interaction with Jason helping to jar her out of the near-catatonia-inducing fear taking hold of her. Cindy was still banging on the door, and Megan walked toward it with Teddy behind her.

 “What’re you going to do?” 

 Megan cursed under her breath and leaned against the wall, her eyes level with the door. She watched it vibrate from Cindy’s efforts. She could hear the ghouls getting closer. 

 “Megan, please! I am soooooo sorry! I don’t want to die.” 

 There was a sudden pause, and the banging on the door stopped. Megan lifted her head up off the wall, wondering if Cindy had decided to run. The howls and catcalls were getting louder, closer.

 “They’re almost here! You have to let me in, NOW!”

 Megan looked at Teddy and saw the pain in his eyes. Never had she heard such terror in someone’s voice, and the look on the boy’s face made it clear that he was scared for Cindy, no matter what kind of person she was. Besides, if Cindy really wanted in, she could simply smash one of the picture windows and climb inside.

 Megan swallowed hard as she reached for the doorknob. She gave one last look at Teddy, who hesitated for a moment and then nodded, giving his reticent blessing. 

 She twisted the knob and flipped the deadbolt. The door crashed in on her, knocking her backwards as Cindy flew inside. Megan landed on the ground with a loud oomph! Surprised and stunned, she felt a pain in her back, but was already trying to get to her feet.

 When she looked up, Megan realized what a horrible mistake she had made.

 Cindy was an open wound. Glass fragments had pierced the entire left side of her face from scalp to jaw. There were other cuts and gashes on the exposed part of her neck, the red crust of dried blood mixing with the dark ink of her tattoos to create an eerie display of swirling demonic images. The white tank top she wore was in tatters, and the black bra underneath was in barely better shape. It looked as if the punker had been dragged face first across fifty yards of uneven pavement. Her grin showed several cracked and shattered teeth. 

 Cindy slammed the door shut, muffling the raucous noises outside. She turned to look at Teddy and then shifted her gaze to Megan. Her smile widened.

 “Thought you could keep me outside, didn’t you?”

 Megan slid backwards on the thinly carpeted floor as she shook her head in denial. Cindy followed one step at a time. She turned her back on Teddy. It was clear that Megan had her undivided attention. 

 “Weren’t going to let me in, huh? You were going to let those rotten mother fuckers eat me, right?” Cindy paused for a second, feet stationary as she licked her lips, hands sliding down her maimed midriff in an almost sensuous manner. Her eyes rolled back in her head as the psychotic witch arched her back and moaned. “The idea of getting eaten alive does sound … tantalizing. I’ll give you that.” Suddenly, her eyes snapped back onto Megan. “But I think I’ll enjoy watching you die even more.”

 The predator moved forward again. Megan whimpered and turned over, bringing her knees up underneath her. The sudden sharp pain of Cindy’s fingers grabbing her by the hair elicited a piercing scream from the petite woman. Megan scrambled to get to her feet as Cindy gave a ruthless tug upward. Megan could feel her tormented scalp relinquishing chunks of hair.

 “Get off of her, you fucking bitch!”

 Suddenly, Megan was back on the ground. Cindy gave her a brutal push as she turned to face Teddy, who was charging at her. The boy had stood in stunned silence as Cindy barreled inside and turned on Megan, but when she grabbed his friend, something inside him snapped. He flew with a blinding rage at the woman he had despised from the instant they met. Turning to face him, she gave the teenager a lascivious grin. 

 As Teddy dashed toward Cindy, he didn’t notice the long shard of glass she pulled out of her jeans pocket. When he crashed into her and they slammed to the ground, he barely felt the makeshift blade slide deep into his abdomen. His fingers were already around her throat as she squeezed the glass tighter, letting it cut into her palm and fingers. Teddy’s eyes widened as she watched him from below. Cindy pushed her hand down in a sudden violent thrust and watched the surprise register on the boy’s face. She kept pushing until the glass shattered, leaving a bloody pile of shards in her hand. 

 Megan, still on the ground, only heard the two bodies slam into the carpet. She rolled over, hoping Teddy had managed to subdue the madwoman. 

 When she heard him scream, Megan went cold. Cindy was underneath the boy, her legs wrapped around him as he struggled to break free of her tight clench. Her mouth was next to his ear, and she was whispering something into it. Teddy’s struggles were already beginning to weaken.

 The screams faded as Megan scrambled to her feet and rushed over to the two intertwined figures. Cindy wiped the blood from her saturated hands, smearing it on the back of Teddy’s shirt. 

 “NO!” Megan shouted as she knelt over them and grabbed for Teddy. She desperately tried to pry the boy free, but Cindy had her legs wrapped too tightly around him. 

 Cindy slid her head away from Teddy’s ear and glanced up at Megan. As she did, the teenager’s head slumped to the floor. The psychopath smiled. 

 “Damn! That was good!”

 Megan kept shaking her head in disbelief, but stopped fighting the crimson-drenched woman for possession of Teddy. She stumbled backwards, stunned. Another scream surged past her lips at the sound of several fists banging on the door. Unlike Cindy’s measured knocks, there was nothing precise about them. 

 “Ah, my friends have arrived.” 

 Megan continued to backpedal as Cindy pushed the limp teenager’s body away. Gasping, Megan knew immediately that Teddy was dead. Blood was pooling around him from a ragged slice that went from his belly button down to near his groin. 

 Whipping her hand back and forth several times to clear it of excess blood and the tiny slivers of glass, Cindy ignored the hammering sounds as the door behind her vibrated in its frame. Instead, she set her sights on Megan.

 Cindy broke into a diabolical grin and uttered one chilling syllable: “Next.”

 Shaking off her stupor, Megan turned and ran for the stairs. Cindy caught up with her just as she reached the railing and drove the small woman forward. Megan tripped, and her chest slammed into the steps. A painful grunt escaped her throat, but she avoided smashing her head as the wind was knocked out of her.

 “Now, now, Megan. You don’t want to miss all the fun, do you?”

 Cindy snagged the collar of Megan’s shirt and dragged her back into the room. Desperately grasping at anything that might slow their progress, Megan snagged the edge of the partition wall in the reception area and held on for dear life. Cindy ground the heel of her black sneaker into Megan’s hand until she cried out in pain and let go. 

 Cindy flipped her over, and Megan could see a serene smile plastered to the demonic visage peering down at her. 


 “Why are you doing this to me? What did I ever do to you, Cindy? Why do you hate me so much?”


 The words came out around hiccups and moans of pain. It hurt when Megan breathed.


 Cindy shook her head, disappointed. “Shame on you, Megan. You just don’t get it, do you?” 


 She moved her left leg up and brought her foot down on Megan’s chest. Megan screamed in agony and wrapped her hands around the shoe driving into her injured ribcage, but couldn’t move it. Cindy leaned down until her face was close enough for Megan to smell her sour breath.

 “I hate everyone! Haven’t you figured that out yet? I even hate Michael!” Cindy sneered. “Even so, I couldn’t have you trying to take him away from me. No, no, NO! No bony bitch is going to touch my man!”

 Cindy pushed down harder on Megan’s chest. The pain was incredible, and she was finding it hard to suck any air into her lungs. Stars flashed in front of her eyes, and she let her hands flop to her sides.

 Megan felt the pressure lessen on her chest, but then Cindy was on top of her, the vile woman’s crotch a few scant inches from her face. Attempting to move her arms, Megan realized she was immobilized. The young woman’s muscular legs were clamped tightly around her. Cindy bent over and studied her prisoner’s face. Megan closed her eyes.

 “Aw, you don’t want to see it coming, do you? That’s fine. I was planning on plucking your eyes out anyway. That might be fun. I figure maybe I can set you loose outside with my friends and watch you run around bouncing off of them, trying to get away. That might be fun.”

 “You sick bitch,” Megan hissed. “I never wanted your piece of shit boyfriend. Are you really that stupid?” She tried to spit on Cindy, but it missed, and drool dribbled down her chin as she gave her torturer a defiant look. 

 She could hear the sounds intensifying outside, though the door continued to hold up to the pummeling it was taking. Megan desperately hoped Cindy would grow angry enough to kill her quickly, so she wouldn’t have to face what was on the other side of the door.

 Instead, Cindy gently wiped the spittle from her victim’s face. Her eyes brightened. “I knew you would come around, Megan. Given time, I knew you would put up some kind of a fight.”

 There was a loud crash behind them, and Cindy swiveled her neck to look at the door. She looked back down at Megan. “Not much time left. I guess I’ll only get to do you. My friends will have to take care of the others.”

 Megan squirmed beneath Cindy’s weight. She had hoped the malevolent bitch hadn’t realized anyone else was with her and Teddy, but it had been a long shot. Panicking, she found the strength to push Cindy up and slide backwards underneath her at the same time, twisting her way out of the other woman’s grasp and scrambling to her feet. 

 Cindy whipped around and tackled her, driving her back to the ground. Megan scratched at her attacker’s face, driving her nails into the open wounds already there. She raked them downward, pulling off gobs of skin. Cindy roared in pain and punched Megan, sending her head rocking into the carpet.

 Megan, stunned, barely heard Cindy speaking. It sounded as if she were talking underwater. 

 “That’s the spirit!” Cindy leaned over and licked the bruise she had left on Megan’s face as she dripped blood on her. Megan could only groan in pain, her head floating. Cindy plopped on top of her again, this time farther down her chest, making sure she wouldn’t be thrown off her victim again. 

 Cindy glanced at the front door. It was buckling. She shrugged. 


 “Oh well. I guess it’s time to get down to business.” She winked at Megan. “Sorry there won’t be any more foreplay.” 


 Cindy wrapped her hands around Megan’s throat and squeezed. 


 Though Megan was still stunned from the punch, she sensed pressure around her neck and uncomfortable weight on her chest. She raised her arms to swipe feebly at Cindy, and her eyes fluttered open. Panic set in as she registered the look of ecstasy on the face of the woman straddling her, and she thrust her hips in an effort to buck Cindy off.

 “Good. Mmm, yeah, that’s good. Fight it. That’s the way I like it!” 

 Megan’s face was stricken with revulsion as she realized Cindy was getting off on strangling her. Hands constricted her windpipe, yet weren’t crushing it. Cindy was too interested in savoring every terror-filled moment as she thrust her pelvis against her captive’s chest and moaned with pleasure. Megan wanted to scream, but didn’t have the breath to do so.

 Cindy watched with a morbid fascination as her victim’s eyes bugged out and her struggles became weaker. The sadistic woman was so wrapped up in her task that the noises at the door faded into dull background noise as the satisfaction from causing Megan pain crashed into her like waves of ecstasy. 

 That was also why she didn’t hear the footsteps coming up behind her. 

 Lydia grabbed Cindy by the hair and yanked her head back with her left hand. In her right was the straight razor she’d used to shave Jeff that morning. With ruthless efficiency, she cut Cindy’s throat from earlobe to earlobe.

 Cindy felt the sharp cut of the blade and a quick, bright pain. After the cutting ceased, there was only a cold numbness as her vision faded. Blood poured down her shirt, mixing with the gore already covering her. Splatters and ropes of it splashed Megan’s face as the hands around her neck loosened. She felt Cindy’s body being yanked to the side as she coughed and sucked in large gulps of air. 

 “Are you all right? MEGAN! Can you speak?” Lydia knelt and looked into Megan’s eyes. Megan nodded, finding it hard to form words, though she was able to breathe again. The razor was gone, but blood remained on the older woman’s hands, evidence of what she had done. 

 “We have to go! That door isn’t going to hold much longer.”

 Megan sat up with Lydia’s assistance and gawked at Cindy. Lydia had tossed her aside like a rag doll. Her lifeblood was still pouring out onto the floor beneath her open neck. She looked away, revulsion and fear clouding her thoughts. She saw Jason kneeling next to Teddy. He was weeping as he touched the boy’s face.

 “We have to go,” Lydia repeated for the benefit of both of them. She yanked on Megan’s arm, helping her to stand. “We can still get out the back door if we hurry. I didn’t hear anything back there as we came down the steps.”

 Megan glanced down and saw the straight razor Lydia had dropped to the floor. She reached to pick it up. Ignoring the blood on the blade as she folded it, she tried to hand it back to Lydia. The older woman shook her head. 

 “I don’t want it anymore.” 

 Megan pushed it toward her savior and looked her in the eyes as she whispered, “We need everything we can get.”

 Lydia paused for a moment and then nodded. With a shaking hand, she swiped the blade back and buried it in one of her pants pockets. 

 Megan grabbed Lydia’s arm as she tried to turn away, tried to hide the shame and anger on her face.

 “Thank you.” 

 A weak smile passed over Lydia’s lips. She nodded once again and broke free of Megan’s grasp, moving to the back of the building.

 “I’ll get the children. Get Jason.”

 The words came out as a croak, and Megan understood. Lydia was crying at what she had been forced to do. Megan couldn’t cry, not for a life as worthless as Cindy’s. Not for that animal. 

 She moved over to Jason. Behind her, she heard the doorframe make a sharp snapping noise. A crack had spread through the drywall surrounding the metal frame, though the steel door was still holding against the pounding. 

 A sound of shattering glass came from the conference room. The monsters outside had figured out an easier way in. 

 “Come on, Jason, we have to get out of here.” Megan found herself able to put a bit of volume behind the words. Her throat felt raw, but her voice was returning despite the soreness. She reached for Jason, and he shrugged her away.

 “I don’t want to go. Just leave me here.” He rocked back and forth over Teddy’s body. 

 Megan leaned over the twelve year old and grabbed his good arm, pulling him around to face her.

 “Jason, listen to me.” Her heart raced as she heard the table inside the conference room tip over. The infected were inside the building. “We’re leaving now, you and me both. I know Teddy’s dead, and I don’t know what’s happened to George or Jeff, but I do know this much: we’re still alive, and I damn well plan on keeping it that way.” She gripped his arm tighter, her blue eyes flaring up as she let the anger take hold. “I won’t let you make their sacrifices meaningless, just because you want to give up after all this time. Now get off your ass and move!”

 Megan practically yanked him off the ground as she heard a wet slap on the hollow wooden door behind the loveseat. Jason heard it as well and watched as the door splintered. His resistance melted as the reality of what would happen if he stayed came crashing down on him.

 They ran to the back of the building. Lydia was already at the door with the children and looked relieved to see them. Sadie was in her arms, and Nathan and Joey clung to her waist. 

 “Hold mine and Jason’s hands, boys. We’re going to make it out of here together!”


 Megan smiled down at them. Neither smiled back, but they unlatched from Lydia and grasped the proffered hands. 


 Lydia put her ear to the door and listened. Satisfied, she nodded at the others. 


 “Let’s go.”


 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 14

 Fatigue was a thing of the past and exhaustion a faint memory. Jeff could hear the wheezing of his breath in his ears and felt as though razor blades cut into his lungs with every inhalation. Desperation was the only thing that kept him moving.

 They drifted from shadow to shadow, rushing from one gap or open space to another among the milling forms. They would slip into an open door or darkened entryway for a few moments until they spotted another place to which they could move. Everywhere they turned, the dreary creatures bumped and bounced against one another in agitation. 

 Their progress stalled as the crowds grew thicker. It felt as if they were wading into the surf against a strong current, buffeted and turned back as they were forced to shift directions time and again.

 Jeff gripped the steel post he had plucked out of a gutter. It was the remnants of some road sign—a welded steel tube with perforations running down its length ending in a jagged sheared-off point that would allow him to both stab and bash. It wasn’t as comfortable in his hands as the baseball bat, as its squared shape was somewhat unwieldy, but it would have to suffice. 

 He glanced ahead at George. As his chest rose and fell, he cursed the older man and his seemingly endless supply of energy. George had barely stopped to take a breath as he moved them through a winding path of vacant buildings and useless vehicles. The middle-aged man was physically up to the challenge of finding the others, while every muscle in Jeff’s body cried out in agony. 

 They stopped occasionally to let George get his bearings and adjust their route. Jeff noticed that each pause was longer than the last, even if only long enough for him to gasp in exasperation as his legs begged for mercy. 

 As quietly as they tried to skirt the groups of the undead, Jeff was certain his heavy breathing could be heard for miles as he slogged after George. He also wondered if the stench of his sweat and bad breath might give him away. They were not feathers in the wind; they were elephants trumpeting their presence with every step.

 They had already been seen from a distance, though one that was too far for the slug that watched them run by to do much about it. Still, they could hear the noises of anticipation behind them as the mob began to realize something was amiss.

 The two men didn’t bother looking back to see if they were being followed, keeping their eyes on the path in front of them as their feet slammed into the pavement at a rapid pace. That allowed them to deal with the two rotters that crossed their path swiftly.

 George’s thick plank of hardwood did one in while Jeff’s newfound weapon whistled as he swung it in a downward arc onto the already fragmented skull of the other. They wasted no time studying the results as they flew past the felled bodies. So far, those two had been the only ones that had tried to intercept them. They knew their luck couldn’t hold out much longer. There were just too many.

 “You have … any idea … how close … we are?”

 The words were spaced out between Jeff’s distressed breaths as they stopped behind a wrecked Mercedes that had slammed into the wall of an ice cream parlor. George’s head popped up above the roof of the car to scan the roadway. After a moment, he knelt down next to Jeff. 

 “This is close to where I left them … I’m pretty sure,” George said, his eyes tentative as he looked around, trying to recognize any of the buildings in the immediate area. 

 He had seen three ghouls on the other side of the car about twenty feet away, milling around, unaware of the duo’s presence. There were others farther down the street and an even thicker clot in the opposite direction. Several abandoned vehicles clogged the street and hid the two survivors from view.

 George shook his head. “I don’t know. They’ve had plenty of time to find someplace to hide. Maybe they’re in one of these stores.” 

 “Well if they were nearby and in trouble, we would probably hear something.” Jeff leaned closer to George. “I mean, think about it. If they were under attack, all these dipshits would be going nuts, right?” He looked around, watching the movements of the stiffs off in the distance as he whispered. “They go ape when they find anyone.”

 “Unless they’re already dead.”


 Jeff shook his head. “We can’t think that way. We might as well-”


 George raised a hand, cutting off the words. Jeff tensed as he moved his eyes in the direction of the other man’s gaze.


 The group of walkers up the street was moving their way, though it didn’t appear as if they had seen the men. They weren’t restless or howling in excitement. Jeff was certain they were just wandering randomly, as the infected had a tendency to do when there wasn’t anything nearby to stimulate them. 

 They watched the progress, hearts pounding. Jeff didn’t want to move. This was the longest rest he’d had since leaving Michael’s bleeding corpse, though he knew they had to get rolling again soon, even if the stiffs weren’t agitated by their presence.

 George stood back up. “I’m going to see if the ones on the other side of the car are still there,” he whispered. 

 Jeff nodded, taking a deep breath as he bounced up and down on his knees. He maintained his crouch, afraid to slump all the way to the ground. Getting back to his feet would be difficult enough, as exhausted as he was. His legs ached, but he wanted to be prepared as he watched George extend his body.

 When George jumped back and yelped, Jeff exploded to his feet. The arm that came swinging around the rear of the car was nowhere near his friend, but the shock of the attack stunned them both. The big man crashed into Jeff, nearly knocking him off of his feet. If he had still been in a crouch, they would both have wound up on the ground. Instead, Jeff only stumbled back a couple of feet, unable to see anything with George’s back in his face. 

 Jeff stepped to the side as he continued to backpedal. As the eclipse caused by George’s broad torso was removed, he tensed at what he saw. All three pusbags were coming around the car. He gripped the metal pole with both hands and cocked his arm back.

 George thrust the two by four he carried at the first ghoul, who wore a tattered cashier’s uniform. Her head was already mutilated, her skull partially exposed. She rocked backwards from the jab, falling to the rear of the other two stiffs who had worked their way around her.

 The metal shaft vibrated in Jeff’s hands as he clocked one of the other wretches on the top of its skull. Its spindly legs collapsed underneath it even as it continued reaching for George. Hands aching from the hit, Jeff knew there would be blisters and cuts on his palms as he took a wild swing at the other, missing and slamming the pole on the top of the Mercedes. The blow hurt, but he resisted the urge to drop the weapon. The stiff ignored the swing and launched its mangled body at George.

 Jeff advanced on the cashier as he heard the grunts of George battling behind him. Recuperated from the initial blow to the chin, the desiccated girl was moving toward them once again. Jeff lunged forward, jabbing the pole at her like a spear. The sharpened end struck the teen in the throat, and there was a horrible crunching noise. He relinquished his grip on the metal cylinder, which remained lodged in her throat, as she collapsed to the ground. 

 Darting sideways, Jeff avoided the hands of the first stiff he had clocked as it reached up for him. His blow had done little more than send it to its knees. Dodging around it, Jeff made a move for his weapon. The ghoul reached up again and fell flat on its face as the agile man slipped its grasp.

 Jeff reached for the pole lodged in the cashier’s throat, but recoiled. The girl’s eyes were still open and staring at him, her jaw working as best it could with a shaft of metal shoved in her neck. Her arms and legs were immobile, but her eyes followed his movements. 

 It dawned on Jeff that his blow had paralyzed her. The point must have connected with her spine. She didn’t seem to care about the injury as she glared at him balefully, her mouth opening and slamming shut like some steel-jawed trap. Repressing a shiver, Jeff wrenched the metal shaft free of her neck. 

 Turning, he saw the other ghoul still trying to get back up. Jeff whipped the pole around, smashing the monster’s ear and knocking the ghoul flat. He bashed it in the skull again to ensure that it would not rise another time.

 He was about to turn to help George when a hand slammed down on his shoulder, yanking him backwards. Tripping over his own feet, he fell to the ground as a shadow blotted out the sun above his head. As he tried to catch his breath, all Jeff knew was that it wasn’t George bending over him.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 15

 Tom’s Donut Shop had been one of the more popular places for breakfast in Manchester. Despite the introduction of several trendy coffee shops in the area over the past few years, it had remained well trafficked up until the virus hit. Lydia led the desperate group toward the shop and away from the insurance office, which was now swarming with rotting bodies. She knew Tom’s was close to the old movie palace, which had been shuttered nearly a decade before, but never torn down. If they could get to the decrepit old building and manage to find a way inside, perhaps they could hole up for a while.

 They stole away from the insurance office, squirming between anonymous warehouses and boutiques, shops and office buildings, until they were at the back of the donut shop. From there, it was a matter of crossing Exeter Street and they would be at the rear of the theater.

 Lydia set Sadie down behind her as she peered out from behind the aluminum-clad building to look at the street. 

 “There are only a few of them out there. If we time it right, we can make it across the street before they see us.” She did not bother looking at Megan and Jason as she spoke. Lydia was the only one who could see the entire street from where they hid, but they could all hear what was going on out there. 

 Megan knew even from her tucked-down position behind Lydia that there wasn’t a chance in hell they wouldn’t be spotted. 

 The back door to the donut shop was locked. A layer of slick grease had leaked out from underneath it, all the way to the dumpster twenty feet back from the building. The coagulated oil and smell of spoiled butter coming from the shop tempted Megan. Despite its slight funk, the scent brought back memories of fresh baked goods. Her stomach, confused and rebellious, spoke its piece with an acidic gurgle. Megan’s hunger had grown over the past few days to the point where she felt ravenous all the time. On top of that, the sun had sucked every last bit of moisture out of her body. At least the saliva created by the images of fried bits of glazed dough covered with icing allowed the gummy thickness in her mouth to loosen.

 As Lydia watched the street, her eyes were drawn to an elderly man half a block away. He was digging through an overflowing trashcan that had fallen over on the sidewalk. Something must have crawled into it, perhaps a rat or even a cat, because the old man was doing a strange dance as he stooped over the opening. He would dig inside and then pull back, stumbling as he tried to regain his balance. To Lydia it looked as if he could barely stand—he was feeble and looked intoxicated. His slender legs added to the cartoonish image: two pipe cleaners propping up a slack body that looked warped, only a caricature of a human being. She dismissed him as she scanned the other stiff forms standing even closer to their position.

 “I’m scared, Nanna Ly-Ly,” Sadie cried out from behind her. 

 Lydia whipped around, alerted to the danger the child’s voice represented. Sadie flung her little body at Lydia, wrapping her tiny arms around the grandmotherly figure. 

 “I don’t want them to get us, Nanna!”

 “Shh. Hush now, Sadie. Everything is going to be okay, but you have to keep quiet,” Lydia whispered in Sadie’s ear as she tried muffling the little girl’s mouth in her ample bosom. She could feel the hot sting of tears on her t-shirt as the five year old wept. 

 Lydia nearly crushed Sadie in a desperate bear hug as she wrapped an arm around the child’s face and clamped her hand over her mouth. But it was too late. Sadie’s cries shattered the monotony of the moans on the street as they echoed between the buildings. Worse yet, the sound of her wretched sadness had been joined almost immediately by Joey and Nathan’s sympathetic keening. There was almost relief in their cries, as if a steam pipe under tremendous pressure had burst, spewing out a hot blast of frustration that they had been feeling ever since the camp had come under attack. 

 Megan reacted as quickly as Lydia, her eyes first darting toward Sadie and then down at Joey, who clutched her hand with a frantic resolve. She knelt to comfort him but already sensed it was hopeless as Nathan chimed in. Gritting her teeth and clamping her hands on Joey’s shoulders, Megan hushed and cooed at him, whispering plaintively for him to be quiet, the whole time knowing it was pointless and yet unable to think of anything else to do. Exasperated and fearful, she looked toward the street. That was when she saw the old man staring at them. 

 At the moment all he was doing was staring. More specifically, in the instant Megan looked in his direction, it appeared he was staring directly at her, right into her eyes. A mouse-like squeak escaped her throat. 

 Lydia was still desperately trying to silence Sadie when someone started shaking her shoulder. The frazzled woman tried to shrug the hand off, but felt fingernails digging into her skin. When she glanced up, Megan was pointing to the street with a terrified look in her eyes.

 Standing, Lydia shivered as she scanned the road. The tension in her shoulders eased as she realized Megan’s fear had stemmed from the few wrecked and twisted bodies heading in their direction. This was no advancing horde. It was several small groups of stiffs moving in to attack, spread wide across her field of vision. Lydia’s eyes did not seek out the old man at the trashcan this time. He, like the other ghouls in the background, was a hazy shadow presenting no immediate threat. 

 In less than a heartbeat, she knew what she had to do. The children would continue to cry, and their path would only get more clogged the longer they waited. There were monsters on the street, yes, but they could make it to the theater if they kept low. 

 She glanced back at the others as she scooped up Sadie. “Follow me!”

 Megan was stunned as she watched Lydia tear across the parking lot toward the street. The sixty year old dodged a small cluster of ghouls that had heard the cries of the children and moved in to investigate. The rotting creatures were surprised by the woman who burst out from behind the building, but reacted with the same ponderous and lethargic energy with which they did everything. They slowly turned and tottered after Lydia as she ran past them.

 Megan glanced at Jason, motioning for him to follow. They gripped Joey and Nathan’s hands and urged the boys to get moving. Tears still flowed, but the crying stopped as the quartet ran for the parking lot.

 Lydia came to a sudden halt out on the road. The three ghouls she had passed in the parking lot were not the only ones that had spotted her. There were more stiffs on the street than she had estimated from the back of the donut shop, and an even greater number were pouring from every opening and gap between the buildings lining the roadway. The asphalt vibrated beneath her feet from the massive thrum of moaning voices, and everywhere she looked, there were more bodies coming toward her. Even the theater she hoped would provide sanctuary had several contorted human shapes oozing out of the shattered rear door. 

 Lydia barely heard Megan scream her name as panic overwhelmed her. Clutching Sadie close, she spun around in hopes of finding a gap in the thickening ranks of ghouls. It was only then that she noticed the old man who had been rooting through the trash can. From a distance, he had looked insignificant, a feeble old wreck.

 But now he was standing directly in front of her.

 Before she could react, his arm shot out and wrapped around the back of Lydia’s head. The octogenarian let out a bloodcurdling scream as his jaw went wide. He bit deep into the side of her face, and a scream erupted from her throat. The teeth lodged in the muscles toward the back of her jaw, just below the ear. A freshet of blood burst free and splashed the cannibal as he braced his feet and moved his free arm to the opposite side of her face. 

 Megan and Jason avoided the same three slow-moving assailants in the parking lot with ease. One even tripped over its own feet, confused by the choice of targets. As the survivors kept moving out toward the street, Megan saw the old man running, actually running, toward Lydia. She screamed to warn her friend, but it was too late. 

 To Megan, it was as if he had glided up to Lydia, cutting a straight path at a speed not normally seen in the undead. As he closed in, she could see his eyes. They were huge floating pools of darkness that defied reason. The infected all had milky white eyes with barely visible pupils. Not this old man. His eyes were as dark as charcoal. 

 She watched in horror as Lydia was held in place by the old man’s embrace. His head shook like a terrier with a rat caught between its teeth, and his victim nearly collapsed. She tried to sink to the ground, but his gripping claws held her up. Megan’s own scream died, allowing her to hear the high-pitched screech coming from Lydia as the ghoul’s teeth dug even deeper into the fibrous muscles of her jaw.

 The next moment was a blur as Jason sped past Megan and jumped on the man’s back, injured arm and all. Remarkably, Sadie had remained attached to Lydia during the attack—the child’s arms still wrapped around her protector’s shoulders. Jason’s weight forced all of them to the ground as the ghoul’s stiff legs collapsed under their combined weight.

 Megan watched in horror as Jason fought to get a grip on the man’s face, but his hand became slick as blood poured out of the jagged tear in Lydia’s face. Megan could see a little leg sticking out of the pile and realized Sadie was stuck somewhere in the jumble of bodies.

 Taking a step back, Megan felt the weight of Nathan and Joey pressing on her back. The boy’s wailing mixed and mingled with the cries of the infected until it was impossible to tell the difference. She could see the same dark shadows Lydia had seen moments before as the cursed and condemned inched closer to her position. The rational part of her mind screamed for her to run, to just grab the boys and flee. They could find another hiding place if they left now. But Megan knew that her heart couldn’t bear the loss of another friend … not after having already lost everyone else about whom she had ever cared. 

 The howl of frustration that poured from her lips was raw and painful—a fair match to the cries all around her. Several cloudy eyes, which had been focused on the battle taking place nearby, rose up to look at her. For a moment, the infected thought they had heard a kindred spirit, but as they glared at Megan, they realized she was not one of them.

 Staring at the bleeding pile of bodies, Megan’s mind went blank, much like it had when she picked up that broken antenna and jammed it into that biker’s eye. She moved forward, dragging the boys behind her.

 As they approached the skirmish, she let Nathan and Joey go as she dug into the pile of bodies. With a strength that would have shocked her only moments before, she pushed Jason aside and snagged a handful of the ghoul’s hair. She knew she only had one chance to do this right. Tightening her grip and giving a mighty yank, Megan heard the sickening sound of flesh and muscle tearing away from bone. The ghoul had already bitten through most of the muscle on Lydia’s jaw, which made her job all the easier. Lydia tore free from her captor. 

 Without hesitation, Megan drove the ghoul’s head into the pavement. There was some resistance, but with a mouth full of meat, the stiff was too preoccupied to fight back. There was a satisfying clunk as bone connected with the hard surface. Megan plowed her knee into the side of the vile creature’s skull and punched at him wildly. 

 She could not recall how many blows she landed, but she didn’t stop until the old man’s movements ceased. As Megan relinquished her grip on the pulpy remains, she could feel an ache in her arm and a fire in her chest, but she had a clear understanding of what needed to be done. 

 “Grab Sadie! Move it!”

 Jason looked dully at Megan as she dropped down beside Lydia and barked out the order. Lydia’s long gray mane was damp with the blood running freely from her face. She made an ineffective attempt to cover the ragged wound with one hand, her fingers camouflaged in red. 

 “Jason!” Megan yelled. He nodded and moved toward Sadie, who was still latched onto Lydia’s waist. Reaching down, Jason grabbed the little girl as he grimaced in pain. Despite using only his good arm to attack Lydia’s assailant, his injured elbow had been batted around as well.

 Sadie resisted at first and clung fiercely to Lydia, but as Megan helped the traumatized woman to her feet, the little girl relinquished her grip. Jason reached for her tiny hand and moved toward the boys. Nathan and Joey were statues, frozen in silence, but the twelve year old barely saw them as his eyes widened.

 “MEGAN!”

 Megan heard Jason’s shout as she attempted to drape Lydia’s hand over her shoulder. When she looked over at him, her heart sank. They had forgotten about the three ghouls in the parking lot.

 Two were already close to Jason, who had taken up a protective stance in front of the children. The third was still in the parking lot, having just climbed back to its feet after falling over earlier. 

 “No!” Megan screamed, running toward Jason and leaving Lydia behind. One of the two rotters, a sexless blob of rancid flesh, was taking a feeble swipe at the boy. The other, a woman in a pair of tight polyester pants and a bedazzled white blouse, heard Megan’s scream and happily shifted her attention to the emaciated woman. Megan stopped short of the extended arms, but made sure she had the creature’s undivided attention. It crept toward her as she inched back. 

 Jason easily dodged the other ghoul’s weak attempt to grab him. He was grateful for Megan’s quick intervention, but had no more idea of what to do than she did. He looked at the pathetic figure in front of him and gritted his teeth. It smelled ripe and gassy, the graying monster bloated to the point where its features made it look like a giant smiley face rather than an actual human being. Jason ducked another clumsy swipe and danced sideways. 

 Lydia, weak and fighting delirium, used her free hand to pull the children close. Her head spun as she fought to remain on her feet. She knew the youngsters were staring at the hand covering the mangled remains of her face, and she had no idea how to convince them everything would be okay. Sadie smiled at her, a gesture the mauled woman could not return. Even speaking was going to be difficult with her jaw in its current condition. 

 Lydia stumbled, feeling the world grow dark and cold around her. Her eyelids fluttered, but she managed to remain conscious as she saw Megan dart around some snarling woman in a tacky outfit. Jason was nearby, contending with some faceless monster taking ragged swipes at him. At the same time, a third ghoul was creeping up behind the other two, threatening to shift the odds in the infecteds’ favor. 

 Lydia hissed a ragged sigh. The realization that her constant battle to survive was done calmed her. As the pain buzzed in her head and threatened to consume her, she resisted the urge to fall to the ground. Darkness threatened to consume her vision. She was growing dizzy from the loss of blood, but was coherent enough to know what needed to be done.

 Out of the side of her face that was still working, she tried to speak to the children. The blood sloshing around in her mouth made her gag as she moved her throat muscles. It felt like a giant bag of salt mixed with alcohol had been poured into her open wound, and she leaned over to let the blood run down her face. Spitting was impossible. Ignoring the coppery taste, Lydia sucked in another breath. Her mouth was clear for a moment. She leaned over and looked down at the children. She hoped they could understand her garbled words. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 16

 Lydia was a solidly built woman. “Thick,” as her husband had once put it when he was a bit tipsy and couldn’t stop his nearly fatal slip of the tongue. So when she plowed into the brittle figure and drove it backwards, there were several sickening snaps as its weakened bones broke under the pressure of the swift assault. She had angled her attack, intentionally or not, so that she took down both Megan’s attacker and the third ghoul, spinning them sideways to the hardtop. The three crashed with a unified whump! Lydia’s shredded mouth sprayed blood and gobs of loose flesh as she howled like an enraged banshee. 

 Jason was still busy dodging the troglodyte-like beast he was facing when he heard the scream, as did the warped blob of flesh in front of him. It paused, halting its persistent dance, and sniffed the air, though it was hard to understand how it could do so with such a swollen and cracked nose. Then it turned, Jason apparently forgotten. The boy froze, suspecting a trick even though he was certain the infected were incapable of deceit. When the slug moved away, he could only stare at its backside in complete shock. 

 Jason took a tentative step forward, fearing the bloated abomination that had attacked him was going after Megan. Instead, he saw movement a few feet to her left, and his eyes were drawn to a tangle of bodies writhing on the ground. That was where his adversary was headed. Megan’s ghoul and the other that had been creeping up on her were in the pile with someone else covered in fresh blood. It hissed and howled as it dragged its nails across their putrefied flesh and attempted to bite at them despite its mangled jaw. The third ghoul fell into the pile, and the maddened creature reached out for it, excited to have another victim to obliterate.

 Jason watched, motionless, as it dawned on him that it was Lydia in the pile. He went cold as he saw one of the creatures sink its teeth into her arm. She didn’t seem to notice as she smashed her elbow into the throat of another. Her eyes were ablaze with anger as she ripped her arm free and tore off a gob of flesh from the face of another enemy. Blood sprayed from her arm, and she howled again, but not in pain.

 Without realizing it, Jason moved toward the pile. An instant later, he felt someone pulling him away. Dazed, he looked back at Megan. She shook her head, fighting back tears.

 “You can’t do anything for her. We have to get out of here!”

 The words didn’t register, and he looked back at Lydia. She was still moving, twisting around as she landed a solid punch to the jaw of one of the creatures beneath her. Despite the damage from the tackle, the two original ghouls looked none the worse for wear, still moving and clawing at the homicidal woman as she beat on them. She doled out an equal share of punishment to the third, shifting away from its snapping teeth as she scratched at it. Her screams sent a shiver through Jason’s heart as he saw another set of teeth sink deep into her shoulder. Another hand rose up out of the pile of loose body parts, and its fingers raked furrows across the now-exposed flesh of Lydia’s back. The hand continued to dig into her flesh, scratching, burrowing as she writhed and tried to wriggle free. 

 “She’s dead already, Jason. Please …”

 Jason stared at Lydia for a moment longer and then turned away, his own eyes stinging with tears as he reached for Megan. They turned to the children, and twin looks of surprise crossed their faces as they saw them standing there, a few feet away, holding hands. All three looked frightened, but Sadie, standing in the middle, looked almost tranquil, as if she had undergone some type of transformation. 

 Relieved, Megan gestured for the children to join them as they began to run.

 She wondered how much time had elapsed since they had moved onto the street. It couldn’t have been long, yet the little clump of breathers was now the center of attention for every slug within earshot. Megan knew there were hundreds more of them beyond sight range that knew exactly where they were. The cacophony, the roar of the dead, spread outward like ripples on a pond. More were coming. Many more. 

 Night would be upon them soon. The summer sun’s harsh rays were subsiding, weakening and dimming as they fell beyond the horizon. The moving shapes progressed ever forward, casting long shadows on the street. These darkened outlines on the ground were distant specters reaching out for the survivors, closing the distance with elongated arms and fingers wriggling in anticipation. 

 Megan and Jason looked for cracks or breaks in the gathering crowd and saw none. There was nowhere to run. There were ebbs and flows to the oncoming tide of death, but none promising freedom. When a gap opened for an instant, it was immediately filled with more rotting bodies. Megan took a shuddering breath and looked back at the donut shop. 

 There was no hesitation as she took the only option remaining: they had to backtrack. Several apish shapes, bent over and dragging defective appendages, had passed in front of the curio shop next to Tom’s and were coming for them. There wasn’t much time. 

 “Behind the building. We can lose them back there and find another place to hide.” The words came out breathlessly, but Jason understood. 

 Through the tinted windows of the donut shop, Megan could see several booths and a counter that ran half the length of the shop. A register stood to the left in front of the racks of empty donut displays. None of the windows had been shattered. 

 She looked back at her wards. Jason was holding Joey’s hand, and he was pulling the other two children along behind him like a little train. They were far enough away from Lydia that they could no longer hear her screams over the racket of the crowd. Shouts and cries reverberated off the windows of the donut shop, giving the unsettling impression that the ghouls were right next to them. 

 Megan turned back toward the donut shop and stopped dead. A keening noise spilled out of her lips as she saw that the narrow passage between the two buildings was now clogged with bodies. Several shadows moved toward them through the gap. 

 Jason saw them as well, and the rest of the little group skidded to a halt. The moving shadows between Tom’s Donuts and the curio shop were taking shape, and he could see faces staring out at him. He could also see the milky whites of their eyes as they reflected the last of the sun’s rays.

 “Megan?” 

 Megan bit her lip to avoid screaming at Jason to leave her alone. Her head felt as though it was being squeezed by some massive force, and she was trembling with a terror beyond anything she had ever experienced before. They had perhaps a minute, maybe two, before the fiends inching closer tore them to pieces.

 Taking a deep breath, Megan fought the faintness that threatened to overcome her and looked around once more. Each filthy and contusion-laced body she saw was worse than the last. They were everywhere. There were still pockets of open space on the street, but they were slowly being filled. She knew instinctively that even if they could manage to weave through those gaps, they wouldn’t make it more than a hundred yards before being slaughtered. 

 Turning back toward the donut shop, she looked through the plate glass window. That was it. It was the only option left.

 Pointing frantically at the building, she looked back at Jason and shouted at him. “Come on!”

 Snatching up Nathan’s hand, Megan did not wait for the kid’s response as she ran for the entrance. The splinter of hope remaining in her gut felt like a blowtorch, burning away everything else as her feet pounded on the pavement.

 She focused on the door’s handle as they got close. Closing the last few feet, Megan reached out for it, her entire body quivering as she felt the cold metal beneath her fingers. Taking a deep breath, she tugged.

 The door didn’t budge.

 Rattling it again, Megan slammed her fist against the glass, and still it did not move. She howled in frustration, beating on the door and cursing at it.

 Jason reached out to her and touched her shoulder. Megan shook him off as she continued to slam her fist ineffectively against the door.

 After a few moments, the boy spoke. “Megan, please. They’re getting close. What do we do?”

 Stopping the senseless pounding, Megan leaned her head against the glass and shuddered. She could hear the pleading in Jason’s voice and the sound of the children crying. The sounds felt like drips of acid in her ears.

 Turning away from the door, she wiped tears from her eyes, opened her arms, and pulled Sadie and the boys toward her. She felt the little bodies tremble as the three children latched on to her like a lifeline. Putting a hand around Jason’s neck, she pulled him close as well.

 Megan could see the question in his eyes and could barely stand the frantic hope remaining there. Jason was still counting on her to save them. 

 Her heart shattered as she shook her head and watched the boy’s face crumble, the belief that they were somehow going to make it dying inside of him. Megan guided his head to her shoulder and hushed the children.

 Taking one last glance out at the parking lot, she shivered. There, out where Lydia had fallen, was a countless mass of ghouls. They surrounded whatever remained of the gentle soul who had been caretaker of the children. That she was dead and no longer in pain gave Megan no relief as she watched the teeming mass of bodies push and pull at one other in an effort to collect a scrap of meat. The rest of the monstrosities had pushed past the bloody feast and were making their way toward the front of the donut shop. Catching her breath, Megan averted her eyes and stared down at the children huddled around her. 

 Moments later, there was a roar behind them, and they all tensed, squeezing as close to Megan as possible. It was a brief and sudden outburst that faded into the background of gibbering howls and crazed screams. 

 Bending her head, Megan pressed up against the children, cherishing their warmth and life as she prayed to God that the end would be quick and, if possible, painless … at least for the children.

 As she heard the steady beat of slogging feet and ruined bones dragging close, she whispered to the children, “Everyone, close your eyes.”

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 17

 “Hey, babe.”

 Megan reached out to her husband with both hands, pressing against his shoulders, doing her best to push him back down. As she did, she noticed the silver revolver in her right hand.

 “Don’t try to get up, honey. You need to just lie there. You’re dead.”


 Dalton smiled. It was a little disconcerting with a bullet hole winking at her from his forehead.


 “Babe, I’m perfectly fine.” He took her tiny hands in his much bigger ones as he got up. 


 “But I shot you.”


 Dalton sighed. “You don’t get it, do you, Meg?”


 He lifted one of his hands and rubbed at his eyes. Megan noticed how tired he looked. 



God I miss him, she thought. It was a strange to think that. He was right here in front of her. So why was she missing him?

 “Because I’m not actually here, Megan. I’ve been dead for a long time. You’re just imagining me.”


 Megan’s eyebrow arched as she gave her husband a skeptical look. 


 “What the hell are you talking about?”


 Dalton smiled. “I know you want to forget everything that’s gone on over the past few days, sweetie, but you can’t.”


 Megan let out a hiss of angry breath. “What in the hell are you talking about?” 


 “You know what I’m talking about. You just don’t want to accept it.”


 Megan shook her head, baffled. “No, I think you don’t know what’s going on, and you’re trying to confuse me for God knows what reason.” Megan inched backwards as Dalton moved closer to her. After a heartbeat, she stopped. 


Why am I afraid of him?

 “Because of the dreams you’ve had about me since I’ve been gone.” 


 Megan saw the sadness in his eyes. 


 “What … what dreams are you talking about?”


 Dalton looked uncomfortable, his feet shifting underneath him as he stared at the floor. “The ones where I come back to kill you.”

 *

 They were sitting at the kitchen table. The space was light and airy, with the sliding back door that went down to their little patio behind them. Megan thought it was kind of strange that all the boards that had been put up to make sure the exit was secure were gone, but it was nice to look out on their back yard. The kitchen was nice and tidy, as was the family room. That was how she liked it, and she always did her best to keep up with the cleaning. But something was out of place.

 “This is a dream.”

 Megan’s head swiveled around toward her husband. The bullet hole was gone and he was in his old ‘work around the yard’ clothes. A ratty t-shirt and his baggy shorts with the paint stains on them. She stared at him, trying to take in the changes that had taken place in him since … since they had been down in the basement. 

 How long ago was that?


 “It was just a few seconds ago, sweetie.”


 “Stop doing that!” 


 Megan stood up, nearly knocking her chair over as she rushed to the kitchen. She made for the sink, her hands shaking as she grabbed a cup out of the strainer and held it under the spout. When she lifted it, nothing came out.

 “There’s no water, babe.”

 Dalton did not try to dodge the cup as it sailed toward his head. It bounced off his shoulder and rattled to the ground. He didn’t even blink. 

 “What are you trying to do to me?” The words came out in a single blast of confusion and rage as Megan gesticulated frantically with her bird-thin arms. “What the hell is going on around here, Dalton? What’s happening to me?”

 Megan felt her legs weakening beneath her, and she slid to the floor. 

 “What am I doing here?”

 Dalton walked over to her. “You are trying to block out what’s happening to you. You don’t want to think about it or feel it. So your mind just shut down, and tada! You were here, in the safest place you know.”

 Megan listened to the vague words and tried to understand what they meant. “Is that all you can tell me?” She couldn’t keep the resentment out of her voice. 

 Dalton knelt down in front of her. She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. “But Megan, you already know all you need to know. You don’t need me to tell you a thing.”

 She wanted to get angry, indignant. Throw out a scathing remark or yell at him. Anything to get him to give her a better answer. She didn’t like playing these cutesy games with Dalton. But when she opened her mouth, nothing came out. She knew that he was right.

 “Megan!”


 The shouted word sent a ripple of shock through Megan’s body.


 “You can’t stay here! You came here to escape the pain, but you have to go back, now!”


 Dalton was standing, pulling her up with him. The sudden change in his demeanor was more than startling; it frightened her terribly.

 “But I don’t want to go back! I don’t even know what I’m going back to, because you won’t tell me!”

 “Megan!” 

 Her husband shook her, rattling her teeth. She looked at him, not even sure who he was. Other faces swam before her eyes. A man who was not her husband, but someone for whom she cared a great deal … a boy … an African American boy with gentle eyes … a little girl with long blond hair. 

 She broke free of her husband’s grasp. Stepping backwards, she shook her head violently. “No. No, no, no. I DON’T WANT TO GO BACK!”

 Dalton didn’t move. “They need you, Megan. You have to go back.”

 “But I want to stay here with you!”

 He was already starting to fade. His voice was a whisper as she watched his eyes. She could see the rest of the kitchen and the table behind him, but they weren’t much more substantial than he was. 

 “Remember, my love, this is just a dream. You can only dream for so long, and then you have to wake up.”

 Megan closed her eyes, and she could see it all. The children, Jason, the monsters coming for them. They were there, suffering alongside her. Waiting to die. Looking to her for a little comfort while they still lived. Just a few moments of pain, and it would all be over.

 She opened her eyes. Dalton stood right in front of her, his face only a few inches away from hers, his eyes wide open. The bullet wound in his forehead had reappeared. Her heart stopped.

 “MEGAN!” he shouted at her.


 She began to scream. 


 *


 “Megan!”


 She kept her eyes shut, her heart racing as she bit down on the scream. She was huddled with the children crammed between her, Jason, and the glass wall of the donut shop. The noise surrounding her was so loud that it felt like another wall closing in, pressing up against her back. Swimming through that noise were clammy claws, coming to rip her away from those she was trying to protect, claws that would pull her out into the crowd. She wondered if she would manage to keep her eyes closed as rotten teeth sank into on the flesh of her arms, legs, breasts. Perhaps, if she was lucky, the bellows from dead throats saturated with her blood and bits of meat might drown out the last sounds of the children as they were torn apart alongside her.

 “Megan!”

 She closed her eyes tighter, and she wanted to cover her ears, but could feel Jason twisting away from her. She tried to get a grip on him, but he freed himself. Megan whimpered but still refused to open her eyes as she held onto the other children.

 She felt a hand on her shoulder a few seconds later, and she almost screamed as she was pulled around. Opening her eyes was almost an involuntary reflex. It was Jason, standing in front of her and pointing, his eyes filled with excitement.

 “MEGAN, God dammit! Please!”

 It wasn’t Jason speaking. He was already gawking at the sea of bodies milling around them. Megan didn’t want to do the same, but she forced her eyes to stay open.

 All her nightmares were arrayed before her; it was like a single organism made up of everyone who had ever been consumed by the super-virus. Appendages swayed and flapped like tentacles writhing on some dark beast out of the abyss, hypnotically gesturing for Megan to join them in their agony. It tasted the air, seeking out warm flesh. It would not just consume her and the children—it would absorb them so they could become one with it. Her chest shuddered as she took the graveyard air into her lungs and looked out at the monstrous legion arrayed against them. The shock to her system came not only from the infected in front of her, though it was obliterating in its potency, but from realizing that while they flowed and rippled all around her, their animosity and their ferocity were directed not just at her, but in several different directions.

 “Ben?”

 Megan did not hear the tentative word that spilled from Jason’s lips, but watched in amazement as the behemoth of a man burst through a tightly knit crowd of ghouls nearby. They were debris before him, dried-out autumn leaves that crunched and crumbled as he bellowed in rage and slapped them out of the way. His voice overwhelmed all the keening and crying that surrounded him. 

 It dawned on Megan that his voice was the noise she had heard before—the roar she believed was the sound of the mob closing in on them. It was, in fact, the angry bellow of the man currently barreling into three persistent attackers. As they fell to the ground, Ben stomped on the revenants, using his mass to crush their skulls beneath his giant boot heel. 

 “MEGAN!”

 Her head whipped around as she heard her name once again. Megan felt dizzy and feared it was just her mind playing tricks, as it had to be with Ben. Then she saw something: a shape gliding quickly through the crowd. Her eyes darted back and forth, trying to catch another glimpse as she clung to the children. 

 “Megan, over here!”

 Megan’s world froze as her eyes found the spot from which the voice came. A clash of emotions, of agony and euphoria, spilled over her as she saw a face above the crowd, somehow floating above everyone else. It was a face she knew well. 

 It was Jeff.

 Time snapped back into place as Jason grabbed her by the arm and spun her around. “It’s Ben! It’s Ben!” He was trying to straighten out his lame arm and point as he hopped up and down. Megan nodded, but she did not turn, fearful that Jeff would dissolve, reveal himself as a figment of her imagination if she broke eye contact with him. 

 Jason was confused by how unimpressed Megan was at the startling news. But as he followed her eyes, his knees nearly gave out. Instead, he pumped his fist and whooped in delight.

 His excitement convinced Megan that Jeff was no mirage. He was still there, standing on top of a station wagon, swinging a long metal pole above his head and trying to get her attention. He was above the crowd, across the street. Megan waved as Jason continued to holler in celebration. The cheer was cut off as they saw the metal pole come crashing down on a woman’s head. She had been trying to crawl on top of the Taurus to get at Jeff, but now slumped back to the ground. 

 Megan kept her eyes focused on Jeff while Jason looked back and forth between the two men. A cold revelation gripped her: their friends were trying to save her and the children, but were committing suicide to do so. The station wagon on which Jeff stood would be completely surrounded soon. She moved away from the safety of the donut shop toward him, letting go of the small hands wrapped in her own without even realizing it, until Jason grabbed her arm, pulling her back. Megan glared in anger at him until she saw the look of fear on his face. She looked down at the children and realized what she had been about to do. 

 They stood and watched, helpless, as the two madmen kept the crowd’s attention. Ben picked up a police officer and raised him, squirming, over his head. He had the ghoul by the throat and crotch, and the giant was not straining a bit as he launched the cop, flailing limbs and all, into a group of five incoming stiffs that had made the mistake of being clumped too close together. Still, more of the squirming forms in the street were coming for Ben. 

 The same could be said for Jeff, who jumped off the car and ran screaming like a wild man as a wake of corrupt bodies followed. He shifted gears and turned sharply to avoid another group, swinging his oversized weapon at a man wearing the remains of a three-piece suit. The blow was only glancing, flattening the businessman’s partially detached ear, but it was enough to allow Jeff to get by. He ran, sliding through clusters of agitated bodies reaching out for him. 

 Megan grimaced as she saw that there were still small pockets of rotters not taking the bait and ignoring the two men. Some were starting to notice the quiet group huddled against the wall again.

 “They’re still coming for us.” 

 Jason forced his eyes away from Ben and tracked the rest of the crowd. At least a couple dozen ghouls would be on top of them in less than a minute if they didn’t get moving soon. 

 As he continued to stare at the crowd, Megan felt the tug of a small hand on her arm. She didn’t want to look away from the hypnotic advance of bodies; she tried to ignore the sensation, but it was persistent. She looked down to see Sadie’s big round eyes staring up at her. 

 “Is Ben going to save us?” 

 Megan’s heart was already shattered into a hundred pieces, but the desperate plea crushed her even more. Sadie tried waving at Ben, but it came as no surprise that the man did not see her. Nathan and Joey were catatonic with fear while the little girl seemed very aware of what was happening. 

 Jason heard the question and turned to Megan, who could feel the weight of both sets of eyes waiting for her answer. She opened her mouth, trying to force something out, but she could find no words. Taking a shuddering breath, Megan tried to see where Jeff had gone, but she couldn’t spot him. 

 “Megan, Jason! This way!”

 Megan wanted to scream in surprise at the new voice coming from her left, near Ben, but she had nothing remaining inside that would allow her to do so. Almost as if she had no will of her own, she turned in the direction of the voice. 

 It was George. Of course it was George. Jason was already moving toward the man, dragging Nathan, who followed like a robot. The boy moved his feet, but his stunned face showed no reaction to the potential rescue. George was at the corner of the building, in the gap between the donut and curio shops, waving them forward. Ben had moved the crowd far enough away from the strip of asphalt between the two buildings that the little group of survivors could squirm through. 

 Megan felt nauseated as she moved, grabbing Joey and Sadie’s hands and pulling them beside her at a half run. She understood now: Ben and Jeff were the bait so George could get them out of there. Her eyes remained focused on him as her heart flooded with guilt at the thought of the other two men’s sacrifice. 

 George was drenched with sweat, and his shirt was ripped, but he looked okay. He was toting another large piece of wood. It looked cracked and abused, ready to shatter, but menacing all the same. 

 Jason crashed into George, hugging him with his good arm. The big man’s expression changed to relief as he returned the affectionate embrace. There was a smile on his face as he looked past the boy to Megan. For a moment, the smile faltered as the two adults shared a brief, sad moment. 

 They both understood. As Megan came trotting up, there was no need for words. Whatever regrets either of them had needed to be put aside. They could pray for the survival of the other two men later. For now, all they could concern themselves with was making their escape from this deathtrap.

 They moved around the corner toward the rear of the shop. They were only a few seconds ahead of the advancing horde. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 18

 The small group of survivors disappeared from view. Several of the rigor-riddled forms that had been advancing toward them when they were stationary immediately lost interest and shifted their attention to Ben, who was not too far away and didn’t seem interested in fleeing. His scent was far too tantalizing to resist. 

 Most of the revenants broke off their pursuit of Megan and the others, but a few continued moving toward the gap between the buildings. The one leading the way was not as stiff limbed, though she was just as maimed as the others. Her wounds were fresh. A spray of blood from the shredded muscles in her legs, arms, and face served as a bright decoration on her torn clothing. 

 The gray-haired woman tried to moan through a broken and dangling jaw. A bubbling hiss was all that came up from her throat, but it was enough to attract several other ghouls nearby. She had the scent of the children on her. It was a rich, sweet aroma that excited them as they followed her between the buildings toward their prey.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 19

 Jeff took a frantic swing at a stiff-necked farmer standing in front of him. Solitary ghouls that interrupted his movements were becoming less the norm. The pole sent its vibrating message of agony down his arms as it connected solidly with the left side of the man’s head and sent him staggering. It gave Jeff the moment he needed to slide past. 

 The gaps in the crowd were shrinking. Everywhere there were islands of moving shapes. Two or three clumped together, forcing him to barrel through them with the hope that his diminishing speed and power would prove sufficient to force his way to the next vacant spot. As he moved, so did the crowd, contorting and twisting to block his progress.

 ***

 He was still trying to figure out how he had gotten here. When Ben found him and George, pulling them out of the sticky mess they had gotten themselves into near the cracked-up Mercedes, there had been little time for greetings. Ben had breathlessly told them that he thought he knew where the others were, and they were off and running. 

 They were amazed as he took them on a twisting route that avoided nearly all of the lumps of infected bodies. He picked his way around the town, slipping into various buildings and popping out onto other streets that were clear of traffic. All the while, the noise grew greater as they got closer to where their guide thought Megan and the children might be. Ben knew the town like the back of his hand and had been trying to track everyone’s movements almost since the moment he had left the RV. He confirmed that Frank was dead and was able to guess Michael’s fate as well. When they asked about Cindy, he had no answers, which made them move even faster.

 When they finally spotted the others, it was already too late for Lydia. The three men watched from their hiding place across the street, shell shocked, as a crowd of undead tore her to pieces. 

 There was no time to mourn her death when they saw the rest of the group standing against the wall of the donut shop. Ben made the quick decision that George would guide Megan and the children to safety while he and Jeff would lure the mob away from them. 

 When George tried to protest, Ben bluntly stated, “You have a family out there. If you ever want to see them again, I suggest you shut the fuck up and do as I say.” 

 That ended the argument before it even began.

 Jeff remembered clasping hands with George moments later as he prepared to exit the building behind Ben, who had torn across the street, whooping and hollering like a lunatic. 

 “Take good care of them, okay?” 

 Before George could respond to the request, Jeff turned, rushing out of the building in Ben’s wake. The metal post he was carrying whistled through the air and came down on the skull of the first ghoul he came across. 

 ***

 Jeff glanced around, his head on a pivot. Distant doorways beckoned. They teased and tempted him, but might as well have been a thousand miles away for all the hazardous terrain he would have to cross to get to them. A sudden wave of panic came and went as he lost sight of George and the others. Fighting to remain focused on his own problems, Jeff hoped that the little group had escaped the mess surrounding him and Ben as he dodged another grasping hand. 

 Something grazed his back, and he nearly jumped out of his skin. The claw that nearly scratched him snagged on the drenched material, ripping it. The burst of speed occasioned by the close call had the desperate survivor huffing as he moved down the road. He faked left and then squirmed between two crashed cars in the middle of the street, leaving a couple of stiffs wrestling with one another to be the first through the narrow gap.

 Jeff stopped abruptly as he was greeted by a wall of ghouls on the other side of the cars. He resisted the temptation to jump on top of one of the cars as they closed on his position in a rough semicircle. The population on the street was reaching critical mass. If he climbed up on a car now, he would be surrounded in seconds.

 He backed up involuntarily as the sounds of excited hunters closed from all directions. He tried to differentiate the sounds in back from those up front, but it was impossible. Noise blasted his eardrums from all directions. Looking behind, he saw three people clawing their way on top of the cars. The narrow gap between the vehicles had several of the sickly figures slicing themselves to ribbons trying to force their way through. 

 The impulse to jump on to the hood of the Hyundai and kick the riffraff away was tempting. A woman scratching at the edge of the front quarter panel was trying to gain purchase to pull herself up, though her eyes were glued to Jeff. All she could do was waddle and bounce pathetically off the side of the car. There were others behind, pressing up against her. Soon they would be able to get up and over the minor obstacle the cars presented. Turning back was not an option. 

 Jeff pressed his back up against the car, staring forward. They were coming from all sides; his peripheral vision confirmed that there were no gaps in the first layer of pusbags. As he scanned the crush of bodies in front of him, he let out a hot hiss of air as his shoulders slumped. There was nowhere left to turn, no niche to slip into and escape. 

 He closed his eyes. Just long enough to try to calm down, to block out the noise around him. Running was suicide, pure and simple, but he had no choice.

 “Ben! I’m coming for you, man!” he screamed. 

 As he rushed forward, expending the last of his energy, there was no time to look at the small crowd of withered figures he bowled over to see if they were surprised by his assault. Whether they were caught off guard or not, Ben was a good fifty feet away, and the bodies were thick between him and the other man. 

 Jeff ran the gauntlet of cold, numb hands reaching out to grab him. He lowered his shoulder, smashing into them. He heard a roar from Ben that sent a shiver through his body as he pushed himself past what he thought he could endure, his legs pumping as he bashed through stiff carcasses like bowling pins. As the withered forms spun and fell away, Jeff clenched his teeth, throwing himself into another wave.

 He cried out Ben’s name again and saw him up ahead, looming over the crowd. It looked like he could almost reach out and touch the tall man, but there was still too much distance between them. Jeff’s feet felt like they were stuck in wet cement, and his arms were numb from crashing into body after body. The frantic tangles of arms and torsos through which he had ripped moments earlier were not parting so easily anymore. 

 As he slowed, arms attempted to encircle him in a harsh embrace. He continued to struggle, shaking them off and pushing them away, avoiding the snapping teeth and desperate hunger. He couldn’t move closer to Ben and was forced to duck and stab blindly with the corrugated pipe he still held in his bruised and weakened hands. There was a wet crunch as it slid between the ribs of a girl wearing a bloodstained bathing suit. The assault knocked her back, but ripped the weapon free from Jeff’s hands as the metal shaft impaled her. 

 He threw an awkward punch, his fist crashing into the forehead of a stooped figure whose chest cavity was missing. The blow made the diseased fiend wobble backward. Jeff lashed out again, anger the only thing keeping him upright. The bodies pressed around him, hissing and moaning, reaching for his living flesh. 

 ***

 Ben had heard Jeff yelling over the crackle of voices and tensed as he spotted him in the crowd. He marked his position as he moved, charging like a bull elephant through the crowd, knocking bodies aside like blades of grass. Jeff had been moving in his direction, but had slowed to a halt. It was clear his strength was depleted. Ben surged ahead, increasing his speed as he crushed bodies beneath his boots. He could feel claws scratching and teeth tearing at his clothing and did his best to ignore them as he plowed his way to Jeff. Five sets of hands vied to be first to grab hold of the man. He fought them off, though his blows were getting weaker by the second. Ben burst through the group and wrapped an arm around Jeff’s midsection. A loud oomph greeted him as he drove his body upward, elevating the smaller survivor and shredding the hands tugging on him. With speed that had the stiffs swiping air, Ben pivoted, returning in the direction from which he had come. 

 Breaking free of the mob, he caused several ghouls to stumble and collapse to the ground, further slowing the pursuit. The crowd was now behind them, and after a minute of full-tilt speed, Ben was feeling the ache of carrying Jeff over his shoulder.

 “Can you walk?”

 Ben took the grunted response as a “yes” and unceremoniously dumped Jeff on the ground. He wore a look of confusion on his face. 

 “What the hell is going on?” Jeff demanded.

 He was disoriented and weak, stumbling as he tried to keep his wobbly legs beneath him. And yet, there was a fire in his eyes that told Ben he wasn’t ready to give up just yet.

 “We’re going after the others.”

 Testing his legs, Jeff discovered he could still walk. At least when there wasn’t a crowd surrounding him, ready to tear him apart. 

 As they sped around the corner of a building, Jeff could hear both pursuit behind them and howling cries up ahead. The relief at being saved again by Ben disintegrated as he realized that they weren’t out of danger and neither were the others. 

 “How many of those things were chasing them?”

 Ben didn’t bother looking at Jeff. He fought to keep the emotion off his face, but Jeff could see the concern there. They picked up speed, putting more distance between them and the pulsating mass of bodies back at the donut shop. 

 As the howls to their rear faded, Jeff’s ears picked up noises ahead more clearly. They overrode his own heavy breathing as the pain in his legs and chest diminished. His friends were up ahead, somewhere, possibly dying already. The two men continued to run, dreading what they might see around the next corner, but still moving as fast as they could. 

 Their frightful thoughts were shattered as they heard an ear-piercing scream up ahead. 

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 20

 Jeff sped up, passing Ben. As he got closer, his heart pounding hard inside his chest, he had to stop short, his mouth agape and his eyes trying to register the scene in front of him.

 There were only two words to describe it: utter chaos. George was grappling with a ghoul while two others attempted to join in the action, snatching at him, grabbing at his clothing. He still had the large piece of wood and was using it to push them back, with only minor success. Jason was next to him, swinging his good arm erratically in a wide circle. He lashed out with his feet as well, kicking and screaming, panic and rage taking over as five more ratty figures closed on him. More were behind them, a widely spaced group of perhaps eight to ten stiffs. But it was not the man and boy on whom Jeff had his eyes. Instead it was the other group of survivors only a few feet from where he stood.

 It was almost too much to bear looking at. Nathan and Joey were on the ground, having been dragged down and swarmed over. Nathan, the boy with flaming red hair, was screaming as two ghouls played tug of war with him. They were not only pulling on his arms, but had already devoured several of his fingers. There was a sickening pop as his left arm jittered and the flesh ripped free. Jeff could see the arm tearing from the socket, the white bone barely visible before a geyser of blood spurted out, saturating the woman who somehow had the strength to pull the child’s arm off. She slumped to the ground, satisfied with the small morsel while the other fiend, a teenage boy, continued his feast on the boy’s other arm, working his way closer to Nathan’s scrawny body. As for the boy, the screaming stopped as he choked on the torrent of vomit coming out of his mouth.

 Joey had fared no better, though he had only one attacker. The naked, sexless ghoul had one arm wrapped protectively around the sandy-haired boy’s neck as it gnawed on the skin above his ribcage. The other hand had found Joey’s guts, ripping straight through the button-down shirt he was wearing and was knuckle-deep in the child’s abdominal cavity. Joey’s shirt and jeans were so saturated with blood that it was hard to guess what color they were. His face, thankfully, was slack, eyes open but staring straight up, arms flat at his sides. Joey was in shock, his mind shut down from the unbearable pain. Jeff blinked away the sting of tears as the monster on top of the innocent child wrenched several dark tube-like objects free from his abdomen.

 Jeff’s eyes were on the two boys for an instant, but as he ran up, he searched for someone else. When he spotted Megan nearby, he felt all the heat go out of his body. It took a few moments to comprehend what was happening. She was there, on the ground, her slight frame contorted as she wrestled with some blood-soaked harpy that was ignoring her. The gray-haired creature had its back to Jeff and appeared to have its arms wrapped around something tiny. For a wild moment, as he stumbled closer, he thought it was a puppy or kitten. The lunatic image passed as he inched forward, watching Megan ineffectually smash her fists against the woman as she screamed. It was not clear at first, but then he realized that Megan was not just screaming, she was speaking to the ghoul, repeating several words over and over again. Jeff’s vision swam, and he felt faint when he realized what the monster was holding, cradled gently in its arms. At the same time he understood what Megan was saying.

 He didn’t hear Ben cry out from behind him or feel the slight breeze as the bulldozer of a man flew past, charging into battle. The weakened tendrils of Jeff’s sanity that had been fraying all day were ready to snap. Megan was not weakly beating on just any ghoul; she was wrestling with Lydia, who appeared to have Sadie wrapped in a loving embrace. Megan screamed the woman’s name, pleaded with her, begged Lydia to let Sadie go. But the disfigured woman was too busy trying to bite down on the girl’s skull with her shattered jaw as the tiny blond girl screamed and thrashed within her grasp. 

 Megan’s head whipped around and she replaced Lydia’s name with Jeff’s, pleading for him to do something, anything to save Mary … because it was Mary, his baby girl, in the monster’s grasp, not Sadie. She hadn’t died back in his house, she was here, still alive. Frankie, his son, was just a few feet away, his intestines being ripped from his body. The woman screaming at him was no longer Megan, but Ellen, his wife, pleading with him.

 “Are you going to let her die all over again? Are you going to let all of us die?”


 “No,” was all Jeff could whisper as he rushed forward.


 *


 Megan felt a hand grip her arm and yank her out of the way. She gave a surprised yelp as she tripped over her feet and fell on her ass. Jeff had almost pulled her arm out of its socket in his rush to get at Lydia. 

 Jeff latched onto the gore-stained mop of Lydia’s hair and yanked her head back violently. There was a gurgling sound and a stream of tainted blood shot out of the woman’s throat and sprayed Sadie. Lydia’s skull was wrenched all the way to her backbone. Without missing a beat, Jeff grasped her loose jawbone and tore it free from its moorings. Megan, too stunned to turn away, watched as the remnants of Lydia’s tongue squirmed and wriggled like a writhing snake in the open air. Before Lydia could relinquish her grasp of Sadie to deal with this new distraction, Jeff slammed the edge of the jawbone into one of her eye sockets. It was not a swift effort, but calm and precise. A single arm came up and pawed at him. Jeff swatted it aside and maneuvered the edge of the bone through the socket, rupturing the orb as he worked it around, twisting and digging. Megan’s gorge rose as she heard a muffled pop, and Jeff’s hand jittered as the bone slid past whatever resistance there was and moved into Lydia’s brain. As he continued digging with the improvised weapon, the ghoul’s arm convulsed. Lydia twitched one last time, and Megan gave in to the urge to vomit.

 Jeff released his grip on Lydia’s bloody mane and let the woman who had cut his hair that morning drop, boneless, to the ground. He could barely hear Sadie crying or the loud chewing noises going on directly behind him. The echoes of George and Ben’s battle a few feet away did not register either as he turned his attention to the other ghouls.

 There Frankie lay, on the dirty ground, his eyes staring blankly as the ghoul on top of him dug around in the child’s abdomen and shoved handfuls of dark muck into its mouth. The smell of viscera was thick in the air as Jeff approached. 

 The monster did not notice the man standing behind it. It was far too engrossed in its meal to pay attention. Even when the hand landed on top of its head, it didn’t react.

 *

 Megan gave her mouth a rough swipe with the back of her hand. She crawled over to Sadie, hoping against hope that the girl was still alive. Lydia had only taken hold of the child for a few seconds, but that was more than enough for the damage to be done. She shoved away the horrifying image of Jeff jamming the jawbone into Lydia’s eye and his cold, distant expression as he did so. Instead, she focused on the little girl slumped on the ground next to the corpse of the woman she had considered a friend, though she barely knew her.

 Megan gagged once more, fighting the desire to dry heave at the smell of fresh death surrounding her. She saw Ben, George, and Jason moving, twisting, and fighting several yards away, but she ignored them as well. All that mattered was Sadie. 

 She could hear the little girl whimpering. There was some relief at that. She was still alive. But if Lydia had bitten or scratched her … Megan trembled as she got close enough to look down at the girl.

 “Goodbye, Nanna Ly-Ly. I love you.” 

 Megan felt the sting of tears at the quiet words and saw Sadie, stained with dirt and darker substances, gently holding Lydia’s hand to her cheek. The child did not see a monster, but the caring and selfless woman whom she loved dearly. 

 Megan felt as though she were hanging on by the thinnest of threads. Lydia was dead, Teddy was dead, and poor little Nathan and Joey … but Sadie was still alive, and she latched desperately onto that fact to keep from losing her mind. 

 She opened her arms to the little girl when Sadie looked up. She came to Megan, and her warm body pressed up against the frail woman. Closing her eyes, Megan let her tears mingle with Sadie’s. With all the blood and muck covering the girl, it was hard to tell but she thought the child was okay. Lydia hadn’t managed to bite her with her mangled jaw. 

 As she held her close, Megan heard a low keening noise rising up somewhere nearby. Only after she started shaking uncontrollably and found it hard to breathe did she realize the noise was coming from her own throat.

 *

 Jeff made quick work of the androgynous eating machine that had attacked Joey, driving his thumbs through its ocular cavities as he gripped its face. The wet mush that squirted out around his fingers was cold and runny, but he persisted, driving the tips of his thumbs into the rotten brain behind them. He was forced to slap away a hand that came up once or twice, but his task took only moments. Then it was time to move on to the next ghoul. 

 He advanced on the two ghouls ravaging Nathan. They were both busy feasting on various parts of the boy, their faces smeared with his blood. The pulped mess bore little resemblance to the redheaded kid anymore. One of the attackers had pulled the boy’s upper lip until the nose and the flesh around both eyes were ripped free, leaving only the gleam of bare bone behind. 

 The heel of Jeff’s hiking boot crashed down on the back of the female’s head. Her skin had a greenish tint, and as she lurched forward he could see it blacken where his foot slammed into it. She didn’t drop the arm on which she was gnawing, though most of the meat from the small bicep was already gone. The repugnant beast was focused on a rubbery piece of tendon still attached to the bone. As she looked back at her assailant, the vile creature hissed, aggravated and yet aroused by the interruption. She discarded Nathan’s arm and tried to turn over, reaching for the fresh meat standing before her.

 Jeff drove his knee into the woman’s back, slamming her to the pavement. Her head rocketed off the hard ground, and a sound like a wet fart escaped from her midsection. A sewer-like stench hinted that her stomach had burst from the blow, and a moment later, the perforated organ spilled its vile, undigested contents onto the ground all around her. 

 The damage went unnoticed by the woman as she twisted and contorted in an effort to face Jeff. Wasting no time, he grabbed her ears and rammed her face into the pavement. He didn’t stop until half her skull disintegrated and the bone and gooey flesh formed a stew-like mixture on the pavement around the remains of her head. 

 Not troubling to wipe the filth from his hands, Jeff stood up. His eyes locked on the teenage boy who had assisted the woman in Nathan’s demise, his last victim already a faint memory. 

 The second revenant had his face buried in Nathan’s abdomen, no longer bothering to use his hand to scrape out piles of stringy goo. He was a pig at the trough, rooting around in the bloody mess. Jeff looked beyond the teen at the remnants of Nathan’s face. He did not see the bare bone on display. Instead, he saw the face of his own son again—skull smashed in by Jeff’s own baseball bat. There was simply no denying that he was Jeff’s boy, with the same dark hair, same brown eyes, same nose …

 The tears came as he slammed his booted foot down on top of the teenager’s exposed neck. There was a sound like cracking knuckles—a sharp, crisp noise. Jeff put all his weight behind the blow and cringed as the teen’s face was buried even deeper in Nathan’s belly. 

 He felt faint and almost fell back as the teen resisted. Jeff’s intention was to hold him down and pin him to the ground. But even after putting his full weight on the creature’s neck and snapping the bones beneath his foot, there was still some fight left in the ghoul. 

 “I’m tired. I’m just so … tired.” He shook his head. “I can’t do this anymore … I-” 

 Jeff stumbled back and tripped over his own sluggish feet. He felt weak, disoriented. As he slammed into the pavement, the flash of pain that flared through his back jolted him, and he bit down hard on his tongue. As his mouth filled with blood and his eyes blurred with tears, he wailed in despair at the loss of his family.

 As he curled into a ball and wept, Jeff didn’t see George and the others watching him.

 *

 He jumped when Ben put a hand on his shoulder. It was a gentle gesture accompanied by a slight squeeze. The big man had already finished the job Jeff had started of dispatching the teen, while George and Jason tended to Megan and Sadie. Ben helped Jeff to his feet and made sure he could stand. The nearly broken man’s wailing had ended, and while he seemed withdrawn, Jeff was able to stay on his feet as he stared down at Joey and Nathan’s mangled bodies. 

 Ben’s arrival had helped George make quick work of the stiffs they had been facing, his knife and George’s two by four cutting them down quickly. When they’d turned to help Jeff, they, along with Jason, were horrified to see what had happened to Nathan and Joey, but were even more shocked to see the way Jeff was grimly dealing with the creatures that had mauled the children. When they realized Lydia was one of the obscenities he had executed, they were stunned beyond words.

 George looked over at Ben, his eyes stricken. Ben’s face had lost its confident aura. Their savior looked just as scared and shattered as the rest of them, as if all of this were too much to take. Ben had already backed away from Jeff, as if he were afraid to stay close to him for very long. 

 Megan, still clutching Sadie, fell into George’s arms. After a few seconds, he gave her a quick squeeze and left her with Jason, who touched her and Sadie in turn, still finding it hard to believe they had made it. The twelve year old wrapped his arm around Megan and held the two females close. George moved to Ben to talk privately with him. 

 “What do we do now?” he whispered as he looked around the area. The bodies had piled up, and while they’d done away with the ghouls in the immediate area, it probably wouldn’t take long before the crowd from the donut shop tracked them down. Distant moans and screams left no doubt that there were other infected on the march, coming for them from all over town. They probably had only a few minutes before they were swimming in the undead once again.

 George could see the beads of sweat on Ben’s brow and the sad, faint look of despair in his eyes. Despite everything the warrior had done to keep as many of them alive as possible, it was clear he wasn’t feeling like much of a hero.

 After taking a few moments to compose himself, Ben spoke. “We can go about two blocks down and hole up for a bit in a building I know is safe.” He glanced at Jeff and then Megan before moving closer to George and speaking in a hushed voice. “Do you think the others will be okay?” 

 “I’m fine,” Megan blurted out, her head popping up from where it had been buried in Jason’s shoulder. She looked at Ben, her face drawn but those luminescent blue eyes of hers still coherent and clear as she spoke. Her jaw was set, and while she looked like hell, he could sense that the quietly resolute woman had not bottomed out quite yet. She shifted Sadie to her other shoulder as he nodded at her.

 “Well then, I guess we better get moving,” he said as he looked back at George. 


 “They’re going to get back up.”


 Ben’s back stiffened as he turned to Jeff. Everyone else’s eyes were drawn to the haggard man as well.


 “They always do.”


 The words were haunted, full of despair. Ben couldn’t think of a response, and apparently George couldn’t either. The two men stood side by side, like statues, as Jeff gazed down at the two boys. 

 “We need to take care of them.” Though Jeff’s words were full of desolation, they were steady. “We can’t let them get back up.”

 Megan’s face was a mask of horror as she tried to remove Sadie’s clinging hands. 

 “No!” The word echoed around them, much louder than Jeff’s whispered statement. All eyes were on Megan as she managed to free herself from the little girl and walked toward Jeff. “We can’t do that to them! Are you insane?” 

 No one else spoke as she moved in on Jeff. “I am not going to let you … do whatever it is you want to do to those poor children.” She reached out and shoved him as her voice became a high-pitched squeal. “They’re already dead, Jeff! What more do you want from them?”

 She launched herself at Jeff, slapping and beating at him. He did nothing to avoid the blows as she continued screaming.

 “Enough!” The deep voice startled Megan, and she turned to look at Ben. “We have to get out of here. Now! We don’t have time for this bickering. Not if you want to live!”

 “Ben, we can’t do this to them. They’ve already endured so much pain …” She fell into Ben’s arms and pressed her face against his chest. A few seconds later, she pounded on him with her tiny fists. “It isn’t fair! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be!”

 Picking Megan up, Ben turned to face Jeff. She squirmed in his massive arms for a few seconds and then settled. There was little she could do to fight the big man, and she was far too tired to keep trying.

 “I’m sorry.” Jeff reached out to touch her. She cringed away from him at first, but as he reached for her again and continued speaking, Megan stopped resisting. He looked up at the darkening sky and shook his head, his breathing slow and labored. “I wish I could have said that to my wife and kids before they died … that I was sorry.”

 Megan turned to look at him, confused. Jeff had never mentioned his wife or family before. Curiosity overrode her anger as she waited for him to continue.

 “I would have told them how sorry I was for the things I did, the mistakes I’ve made.” His eyes closed tightly as he punched at his leg repeatedly. “I’m sorry I left them alone. I’m sorry … I’m sorry I screwed up.” Jeff’s eyes popped open. The look on Megan’s face reflected the horror he felt. 

 “I killed my wife and children, Megan.”

 Her eyes widened as she shook her head in disbelief. She didn’t understand.

 “I left them. God! I can’t believe I left them to go out and find food and water. But we were starving. It had been six fucking weeks! I counted the days on the calendar. Everyone else had turned into those things. All of our neighbors, everyone we knew. I didn’t know what else to do.

 “We were trapped in there. All that god-awful time. My daughter was a basket case. Ellen … she was the one holding us together.” A quivering smile crossed his lips. “She always was the strong one. It was deep down … something you couldn’t always see, but it was there. She knew how to calm Mary down, even when she couldn’t stand the screams anymore. God, the screams … the moans. It was driving us mad.

 “My son … he was only five for Christ’s sake! How do you keep a five year old from going completely nuts under those circumstances? All he wanted to do was to help his dad. That’s all! Mary was inconsolable. She was almost catatonic. Ellen couldn’t watch the both of them, and I knew it. But I still left … just so I could go find some goddamned food.”

 Ben let go of Megan, and she stood there, eyes wide as she watched Jeff tell his story. The others stared at him as well, adults and children alike. They were all mesmerized. 

 “When I came back, the door was unlocked. I knew I had locked it; I was sure I did. But it was unlocked … and there was blood on it.”

 Jeff’s distant eyes grew hard, and his back stiffened. The shame on his face was harsh, relentless. He looked at everyone, but no one could return his gaze. George, the only one with whom he had shared his story before today, looked ready to bolt, but his feet remained in place as he relived the agony of Jeff’s tale.

 “My neighbor Mark attacked my wife. She was lying on our garage floor when I came back, and he was … doing things to her …” Jeff paused as memories of that moment flooded back into his mind. He blotted them out and forced himself to continue.

 “I took care of him, but there were others … They had gotten inside and went after my kids.”

 A small moan escaped from Megan’s throat as she shook her head even more furiously at Jeff, willing him to stop. She shoved her fist into her mouth to muffle the scream creeping up from her gut.

 “I rushed through the house, but I was too late. So I dealt with the others that had invaded my home.” He stepped closer to Megan. “But my children, my sweet angel Mary and my little Frankie … they had already changed.

 “I couldn’t just leave them there, Megan. I had to …” The tears rolled down his face as his voice broke. “They were my children! I loved them! I loved my wife. But I messed everything up. It was the only thing I could do for them. Give them peace. I couldn’t let them stay like that. I couldn’t!”

 Megan rushed forward and wrapped her arms around Jeff. She tried to pull him tight, to cradle his head. She was willing to do almost anything to get him to stop speaking, to stop telling her these horrible things, but he grabbed her arms and gently pushed her back until he was looking into her eyes again. 

 “So I can’t let Joey and Nathan suffer either.”

 Megan stiffened, realizing why he had told her all of this. She looked at Jeff, unable to think of anything to say. As she tried to move back into his arms, he resisted, holding her away. She wanted to comfort him, but his eyes were set. He was going to do this whether she wanted him to or not. 

 Her shoulders slumped, and after a moment, she nodded. It was the only blessing she could give. As she pulled away, Jeff let her go, watching as she walked to Jason and Sadie. 

 His eyes stayed on her for a moment longer, and then he looked at the other two men. George could barely make eye contact, still unable to grasp what Jeff had gone through with his family, even after hearing the story for the second time. 

 Ben had no such reservations. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he had seen Nathan twitch. He knew what Jeff said was true. As the virus took control, the two boys would rise back up with no memory of who they were or of the people who had loved and cared for them. All they would know was hunger.

 As he moved past Jeff, he whispered, “Make it quick.” 

 Scooping up Sadie, Ben took a clean rag out of one of his many pockets and began wiping her off. He examined her for scratches and then gave her a small peck on the cheek. The five year old smiled up at him, happy to see Uncle Ben again as she snuggled into his arms. 

 The others followed as the bearded man waved them forward. George fell in line behind them as they moved down the street. Jeff remained, alone. Ben didn’t bother telling him where they were going. He was expected to finish his task and catch up before the group was out of sight. 

 Jeff looked up into the sky and spotted a sliver of the moon. It was dusk and would be dark soon. He took a deep breath and looked at the two boys. 

 “Please forgive me.”

 He gripped the two by four George had left behind in both hands and moved toward Nathan, whose eyes were starting to open.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 21 

 It was almost nine o’clock, and darkness was finally closing in on the summer day when they made it to the building to which Ben had been leading them. Jeff caught up about half a block from where he left the boys. He hadn’t taken long.

 They only stayed in the building for a short time while Ben scouted ahead. No one spoke as they all slumped to the ground or leaned against shelves full of albums and compact discs in the used record store. The small, free-standing building was steeped in darkness due to the blacked-out front windows. The building had escaped much of the disaster that had befallen Manchester, with the old vinyl, cassettes, and CDs still nicely organized and all in place in the dusty aisles. Ben worked his way through the racks with relative ease despite the limited light. 

 Jeff gazed at the rest of the group as he leaned against a rack of old forty-fives and tried to come to grips with the fact that so many people had died that day. He overheard Jason whispering to George about the insurance office in which they’d hidden out, what happened to Teddy, and how Lydia had saved Megan from Cindy. Hearing Lydia’s name stung Jeff as a vision of what he had done to her flashed through his mind. 

 Jason returned Jeff’s weak smile when the boy looked his way and cradled his swollen elbow to his chest. The kid was in pain, but seemed to be in good spirits as he sat next to George and the two of them whispered back and forth. Megan was more withdrawn as she held Sadie in her arms and ran her fingers through the girl’s hair, though she seemed at peace. 

 Everyone looked up as Ben reappeared through the front door minutes later, closing it quietly as he turned to face the group. 

 “Okay, folks, let’s head out. It’s clear out front but won’t be for long. Come on!”

 Ben looked as pale and distraught as the rest of them. It did not reconcile with the quiet confidence the scout normally exuded. Jeff remembered the wink the man had given him when they first met and doubted he would be seeing another anytime soon.

 Ben snapped his fingers a couple of times, breaking the deep trance that seemed to have settled over everyone. They were all wrung out and exhausted, but responded quickly enough as he gestured for them to follow. George reached over and helped Megan up, offering to carry the little girl. She smiled and shook her head as Sadie shifted in her arms so that her head lay on Megan’s shoulder. Jeff wanted to speak to Megan, but couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t push her even further away. He walked in silence behind the others as they left the record shop behind.

 They spent the next hour and a half squirming through dark holes and creeping down back alleyways. Ben forced them to stop several times, his hand held up like a traffic cop. The sounds around them came and went as they wound their way through the town. The huddled group shifted closer to and then farther from the pockets of ghouls now wandering aimlessly after having lost track of anything that might lead them to food. None of Ben’s followers knew the town very well, and in the moonlight, they were even less sure of themselves. They relied on him, despite the fact that on more than one occasion he took them in one direction then stopped sharply, listened for a moment, and executed a one-eighty to lead them down a different path. No one seemed interested in complaining as long as he continued to keep them safe. 

 They slid into several more anonymous buildings, the smell always dry and musty, with a hint of the same slaughterhouse funk that floated over the streets. Despite the near-pitch-black conditions inside each of the short-term shelters, Ben navigated his way through them efficiently. 

 It was obvious he’d previously been in at least some of the stopovers when he pulled out a backpack full of bottled water and snack crackers wedged behind a stack of chairs in a family restaurant. The crackers were chewy and stale and the water warm, but a feast of caviar and Dom Perignon would not have been better received by the group. 

 “How much longer are we going to be wandering around this shit hole?” Jason piped up between gulps of water. 

 Only small fingers of starlight showed through the gaps in the tarp that had been nailed over the plate glass windows. Everyone had adjusted to the gloom as Ben looked out the window closest to the door. The other adults waited for a response to the boy’s question. Bullets of sweat poured down Ben’s face as the light cast weird shadows across his visage. 

 “I mean, can’t we just crash here for the night and get moving again in the morning? I don’t see any reason for us to keep taking risks going outside and all.” 

 Sadie had been awakened to eat, and she looked at Jason through droopy eyelids. His voice wasn’t angry, although his eyes were weary with dim traces of fear. Everyone except the little girl watched and waited for Ben’s response as he continued looking out the window. Sadie slid across the floor until she was next to Jason. He caught a glimpse of her out of the corner of his eye and looked down. She smiled and slid her tiny hand into his. He tensed as if he were going to resist her gentle offering, but then smiled back. The girl was filthy, covered with the debris of war, but her eyes drew him in, reassuring him. He gave her hand a squeeze as he looked at their guide. 

 The moments ticked by, and there was no answer. The other adults waited patiently for any kind of response from Ben, afraid to break his concentration or interrupt whatever strategies for their survival he was formulating in his head. 

 Ben let the tarp fall back over the window before turning to face the group. He had their undivided attention.

 “We only have a little bit farther to go.” Ben raised a hand to stop the protest he saw forming on several people’s lips. “I know you’re tired, but we’re still in danger.” He glanced at everyone in turn as he rubbed at his wrist nervously and wiped the sweat from his brow.

 “Look, you just have to trust me for a little while longer. Do you think you can do that?” 

 When no one mounted a protest, Ben appeared to breathe a sigh of relief. Megan and Jason didn’t look thrilled while George and Jeff seemed content to let Ben remain the group’s designated leader for the time being.

 After a couple more minutes, Ben motioned for them to stand up. Legs ached and knees popped, but there was no further protest as he led them back out onto the street.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 22

 The brown, runty building to which they moved next housed several different businesses. They were in a chiropractor’s office, having come through the rear entrance. Something about the road they were on seemed familiar to Jeff, though it was hard to pin down. It seemed as though the paltry group of refugees had been running through the entire town all day, and Jeff, like everyone else, had kept his eyes glued to Ben’s broad shoulders instead of looking up at any street signs. They had left the asphalt fifteen minutes before and traveled alongside a set of railroad tracks. Ben had spun them around several times during their journey, but it was easy to surmise that they were gradually moving farther out from the center of town. 

 “Okay, everyone. Are you ready to make a break for it?” Ben said as they sat around the chiropractor’s waiting room. The words caught everyone off guard. 

 “Break for it? What do you mean?”

 Ben tried to smile. It looked funny on his lips, like it didn’t belong there. He kept the grimace plastered on his face as he responded to Megan’s question.

 “You’re getting out of here. Out of this godforsaken town. Tonight.”

 Ben dug into one of the deep pockets that lined his overalls and held two car keys out for display. He then gestured beyond the door to where two cars sat out on the street, ready and waiting. 

 “That old Corsica and Concorde ain’t much to look at, but they both have full tanks.”

 Jeff rushed past Ben to the door and peeked out the window. He realized where they were. There was a line of cars outside the door, stretching about a quarter of a mile down the road. This was where the minivan had been trapped the day before, and the two cars were the ones that had been rolled into place to prevent Jeff’s little contingent from escaping. 

 Goosebumps rose up on his skin as he saw several shapes moving amongst the shadows. Taking an involuntary step back, Jeff resisted the urge to move away from the window. There were more of them out there, yet all was quiet for the moment. He could only guess that most of ghouls that had attacked the camp had followed the RV as it drove into town, so there were only a few remaining in this area. 

 “But how are we supposed to drive out of here? There are too many wrecks and too many of those things out there.” Despite Megan’s doubt, it was apparent she was excited at the prospect of leaving Manchester and all the bad memories that dwelled there.

 “I drew a map. Put it in the glove box of the Concorde. It doesn’t have a huge amount of detail, but enough to give you a decent picture of things.” The smile that had been plastered on Ben’s lips faded. “It’ll steer you clear of all the wrecks and the barriers folks put up around town. Steer you clear of most of the stiffs too … at least enough that you should be able to drive on by them without any problems.”

 “Ben?” Jeff finally turned from the window. “It almost sounds as if you don’t plan on coming with us.” The words were hesitant, fearful. 

 Jeff watched as Ben shifted uncomfortably. There was a look of profound sadness on his face.

 “You’re not serious, are you? You have to come with us! At least if you expect us to somehow make it out of this godforsaken mess.” Jeff grabbed Ben’s arm as he fought to keep from screaming. But Ben was still shaking his head, resignation creeping across his bearded face. 

 “I … I can’t go with you.”

 “Why the hell not?” Megan shoved Jeff aside as she moved up, with George following. Ben raised a finger to his lips, urging her to lower her voice. Before she could recover from the stern warning, George chimed in.

 “Ben, you know we need you. I’m not sure how far we can make it without you leading the way.” 

 “You’re not going with them either, George.”

 The words stopped them all cold. The argument forming on Jeff’s lips, the angry invectives Megan was ready to spew out … all came screeching to a halt.

 “Wha-? What do you mean I’m not going with them?” 

 Jason jumped up. “What the hell are you talking about? George ain’t leaving us!” His anger boiled to the surface in an instant, and Megan turned to the boy, her own irritation with Ben pushed to the side as she tried to put her hands on Jason’s shoulders to calm the twelve year old down. He shrugged her off, the heat from his rage palpable. 

 Ben frowned as Jason tried to stand toe to toe with him. Both of the kid’s fists were closed, though the effort was causing him a great deal of pain in his injured elbow. 

 Ben knelt before the gangly kid, his eyes filled with regret.

 “George needs to get back to his family, Jason.” 

 Jason hesitated. There hadn’t been enough time to figure out why Ben made his proclamation about George, but now it was sinking in. After a moment, the fire returned to Jason’s eyes.

 “We’re his family now, you stupid asshole!” Jason’s fist rocketed off of Ben’s chest. He hit him again, and Ben didn’t try to stop the angry boy. He could see the tears ready to break free, but Jason fought to hold them back. 

 Strong, gentle hands gripped Jason’s shoulders and turned him around. He resisted at first, his eyes still ablaze with anger at Ben. But as the boy turned to George, his expression shifted.

 When he looked up at the man who had been his guardian for so long, there was fear in his eyes. 


 “You’re not going to leave us, are you, George? Tell this idiot you want to stay with us!”


 George could do nothing but stare at Jason, his mouth clamped shut. 


 “George? Tell him! Tell him there’s no way you would leave us now! No way, no how!”


 There were no more excuses … except for the needs of the boy standing in front of him. Except for the love of all these people who had fought side by side with him through their journey into hell. And what else were they going to have to face? How many more desperate crazies? How many more of the infected? All without him, if he left. George wondered about Jeff, wondered how the man would do at protecting Jason and Megan once George was gone. The man was beaten down; he was no longer the arrogant bastard willing to risk them all just so he could take out a few more ghouls. But as Jeff had changed, so had Megan. There were underpinnings of strength in her that weren’t readily apparent when they first met, yet had shone through in the past day. She could handle far more than he would have thought possible and had proven it time and again. Those two could handle things without him at their side. But could Jason? 

 George tried to formulate something to say, words that would make Jason understand, but he couldn’t think of a single thing that would make the boy appreciate what he had to do. Because his mind was already made up. It was made up the instant Ben had said he wasn’t going with the others.

 “George?” 

 Jason watched as George’s mouth opened and nothing came out. The twelve year old knew what the silence meant. He shook his head, the anger back. “No. You can’t go! NO!”

 George could think of nothing he could say to calm the boy, so instead, he grabbed Jason and pulled him close, wrapping his arms around him. The boy resisted, fighting against the strong arms, but George refused to let go, holding him closer, hushing him as Jason’s words began to blend together. George heard words like ‘hate’ and ‘die’ and ignored them. Jason kicked and tried to beat on him with his fist, but George kept him close until the kid calmed down. 

 “I love you, Jason … and I’m sorry. If it could be any other way, I would do it, but I … I have to get back to them. I have to be with them. Because I love them too. Because they don’t have anyone watching out for them since I left. You still have Megan and Jeff. They’ll do everything they can to keep you safe. Because I know they love you too.”

 The words were whispered, hushed, shared only by the two of them. Jason was too tired to keep fighting, and his head was throbbing. He could hear his pulse inside his ears along with George’s heartbeat as he rested his head against his friend’s chest.

 “But I need you to stay, George. Please.” 

 It was all he could get out before he began to cry. Jason held George tight with his good arm and drenched his shoulder with tears.

 Neither of them spoke for a time as George held Jason close. The heartache he was feeling nearly overwhelmed the excitement stirring inside. He almost felt compelled to change his mind, to tell Ben no, that he would stay. But the images of his wife and two daughters were coming in stronger than ever. He had to get home. It was where he belonged.

 When George thought the boy was okay, he gently pushed him back. 

 “I have to do this. It’s my family. I can’t abandon them. I have to go to them while I still have the chance.”

 There was pleading in his words, a desperate cry for approval. But Jason wouldn’t give it, would not look up from the floor. As they separated, the sullen kid turned and slumped down next to Sadie, who had been watching everything stoically. She moved next to him and cuddled up. Jason immediately wrapped an arm around her and held her close. 

 George sighed and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Megan was in front of him. Her anger at Ben’s announcement was gone, replaced by disapproval and regret, but mostly resignation. She rubbed her arms as she shivered. 

 “Is this really what you want to do?” The words were barely audible. Not a whisper, like what he and Jason had shared. Her words were hoarse, worn so thin they were almost transparent. 

 When he nodded, she moved closer. George thought he was prepared for anything, but when she stepped in front of him and leaned her head into his chest, he was surprised. “I know how much you miss your family. Go to them.” She looked up into his startled eyes and gave him a painful smile. “But don’t you dare forget us.”

 George’s lip quivered as he tried to return the smile. After failing, he slipped his arms around her and kissed her on top of her head. He had not realized how much tension there was in his body, how stressed he was over her possible reaction to his decision. Knowing that he had her blessing, even though she hated the idea of losing him, came with a profound sense of relief. 

 “I won’t. I swear to God I’ll never forget any of you.”

 “So what reason do you have for not coming with us?” Jeff’s question sent all eyes toward Ben. Back in the spotlight, the big man looked uncomfortable with the attention. The sweat continued to pour down his forehead. Jeff inched forward. “You know we need you, Ben. I don’t know if we can make it that far without you.”

 Ben stooped over the smaller man, and Jeff looked hesitant, but unafraid. When Ben moved his arm forward, Jeff flinched. Grabbing his hand, Ben pressed one of the keys into them. 

 “That’s for the Concorde. It’s already pointing east, which is the direction you want to head. The map is in the glove box. It’s the bigger car, so it should be comfortable for the four of you. I put some things in the trunk that you guys will be able to use. Just pay attention to the map and you’ll be fine.” He leaned in close, his clammy fingers gripping Jeff’s to make sure he had his full attention. “Don’t panic, whatever you do. That’s how a lot of folks died. They shit their pants at the first sign of trouble and were royally screwed.”

 Jeff’s jaw was slack as Ben straightened his back and held his gaze steady. 

 “Can you do that, Jeff? Can you keep your cool?”

 Jeff’s mouth slammed shut, and he nodded. Whatever he planned on saying fled his mind as he looked up at Ben and realized how enormous the man truly was. But it was his eyes, his sad and terribly tired eyes, that told him arguing was pointless. Ben wasn’t coming with them. 

 Ben handed George the other set of keys. “The Corsica is all the way down at the opposite end of the line of cars. I made sure it was gassed up and good to go, but I didn’t bother putting any supplies in it. You’ll just have to wing it. No map either, but I’m guessing you know where you’re going.” 

 George gave a quick nod, his gaze intense as he listened carefully. He looked at the key with the Chevy logo embossed on the fob. As he wrapped his fingers possessively around it, he looked nervous but ready. 

 Ben looked at George as if he were trying to convince himself that this was the right thing to do. After a moment, he returned the nod and addressed the rest of the group.

 “Okay. Time’s up. You folks have to get the hell out of here. We spend any more time jawin’ and we’re going to have company.”

 Ben shot a glance out the window and then turned back to the group. Everyone waited, breathless, for his next command. They were about as ready as they ever would be.

 “I’ll go out first. Just wait by the door and don’t stick your head out until you’re sure I’ve got their attention.” He paused, eyeing the two other men. “You’ll know when that happens. Wait about thirty seconds after that, then haul ass to the cars. The doors are unlocked.” 

 Jeff and George nodded. Ben appeared satisfied that they understood his simple instructions. He turned back to the door. That was when he felt a little hand tugging on his fingers. It was Sadie, looking up at him with her bright eyes. Without giving it any thought, he reached down and picked her up. 

 “Don’t you want to come with us, Ben?” 

 The little voice and the needy look in Sadie’s eyes tugged at Ben’s heart. He felt almost dizzy as he held the little girl in his arms. He could handle the protests the adults might throw at him and even the bitter resentment that Jason felt, but he had to fight back the pain and guilt as he looked at the child he’d saved several weeks ago when she had been hiding out in a drainage ditch. He had never promised her that she would always be safe, but vowed to always do what he could to protect her. She was all that was left of the group he’d come to Manchester with, and now he was giving her to these people. For all they had been through together, he barely knew them. And yet, he knew in his heart that they would die doing everything they could to protect her, just as he would have done. He rubbed his cheek against the downy fluff of her hair as he closed his eyes. 

 “I can’t come with you, baby. I wish I could; I really do.” Sadie continued regarding him with those wide, haunting eyes, and he swallowed hard. “But Megan and Jeff are going to take good care of you. So is Jason. Aren’t you?”

 Megan came forward and smiled at the little girl as she caressed her chubby little arm. “We sure are, Sadie. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

 Sadie’s eyes moved back and forth between Ben and Megan, and then to Jason, who was still feeling betrayed by George’s decision, but forced a faint smile to his lips for the little girl.

 Sadie gripped Ben tight, kissing him on the cheek as she spoke into his ear. “Will I ever see you again?” 

 Ben squeezed his eyes shut and fought back the anguish that was a giant knot in his gut. He took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds before setting the little girl back down. He knelt before her and forced himself to look into her eyes as he spoke. “I tell ya what, honey. All you need to know is that you won’t see me, but I’ll always be around, watching out for you.” He put on a brave smile for her. “You understand that, don’t you?” 

 Sadie bobbed her head. The answer appeared to satisfy her and Ben began to stand back up. Before he could, she tugged on his sleeve again. “I’ll miss you.” 

 He smiled down at her again before turning back toward the door, where the smile crumbled. “Me too, baby. Me too.”

 Clearing his throat, Ben addressed the group. “Okay, everyone. It’s time. No more screwing around. I’m going outside. Watch the window and wait about thirty seconds after I give you the signal. That’ll give me enough time to stir these fuckers up.” 

 Ben looked back one last time. They were fearful, but prepared for what they were about to face. He glanced at Sadie and saw that she fit perfectly in the crook of Megan’s arm. Jason had moved next to them, his hand on Sadie’s back. The kid still looked sullen and angry, but Ben knew he would get over it. Finally, he looked at Jeff and George. He nodded at them both as he opened the door.

 There was no hesitation as Ben glided through the shadows, darting in between buildings and away from the cars. He was engulfed in darkness as the sounds of the night muffled his passing.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 23

 Ben ached to his very bones, and his vision was blurry. His weary eyes felt like two raw eggs floating inside his skull. His breathing was ragged, and he could feel himself wearing down as he slid around a corner and stepped out onto the sidewalk. He licked his lips, knowing he didn’t have much time.

 He surveyed the street as he tugged on the zipper on the front of his coverall. When it was halfway down his chest, he reached inside to a pocket and grabbed the object he had tucked away earlier that day. 

 Smiling, he surveyed the street. It was not jam-packed, but there were enough ghouls to get things started. Ben glanced back toward the building where the last of the survivors waited for him to lead the monsters away from their doorstep. He had gone far enough to give them the room they needed. It was time to start making some noise. 

 He looked down at the .357 Magnum, and his grin widened. “Sorry, Megan. I know it’s yours, but I needed to borrow it. Hope you don’t mind.” He inched out into the middle of the street and noticed that the sound of his voice had aroused some interest. Shadows shifted, and a face emerged into the moonlight. It moaned at him, curious. 

 “Well step out into the light and let me get a good look at you, son. Don’t be shy.” 

 Ben laughed as the greasy-looking man complied, excited to see him. As the shadowy figure moaned again, others responded, and there was more movement. A rainbow of gruesome colors was on display as more and more of the infected advanced on him. He swung around and looked them over, examining each in turn. The elements had not been kind to them. Even the ones that had not been torn to pieces were starting to look rather juicy. 

 Satisfied, Ben looked back toward the first rotter he’d seen. He waved him closer with the gun. “Come on, Lumpy, I ain’t got all night.” 

 The ghoul attempted to shuffle forward faster, but his right leg was twisted like a pretzel. “Well shit, pal. It must suck to be you. That gimpy leg must make it hard for you to catch dinner, huh?”

 As the crippled stiff got closer, Ben could see that he was wearing the uniform of an auto mechanic or some other type of repairman. “Don” was stenciled on the jacket. Ben raised the gun and aimed carefully, unmoved by the sewn-in name. The man’s name, like the rest of his life, had been destroyed once he was bitten and the virus took over. 

 “Sorry Lumps, but I can’t wait any longer for you to get your screwed-up ass over here.” Ben pulled the trigger. The gun exploded in his hands, sending a bullet through the creature’s right eye. The man fell to the ground, ten feet from Ben.

 He swung around, looking in all directions. “Now do I have everyone’s attention?” 

 The stiffs were all on the move now, coming for him from every direction. Ben squinted in the dark back toward the survivor’s hideout and saw that the small pack of ghouls that had been out front of the building were heading his direction. Thirty seconds … just wait another thirty seconds. 


 He raised the gun again and shot the next shuffling stiff without ceremony. He lined up another shot and took aim. 

 “Sorry, no eulogy for you bastards,” he mumbled as he continued firing.

 Six shots fired. Ben had kept track. He had opened the cylinder earlier and doubled checked. The gun held seven rounds. There was one bullet left. 

 He heard an engine turning over and looked back toward the cars. Headlights flickered on. Jeff and Megan had made it to the Concorde. He could only assume that George had made it to the Corsica as well.

 Ben glanced down at his arm. Pulling back the sleeve of his coverall, he looked at the teeth marks on his wrist. Some dumb rotter had snapped at him when he’d grabbed Jeff in front of that donut shop. The bite had barely grazed his skin, but it felt as if acid were slowly eating away at his veins as the poison moved through his system. He laughed and shook his head. That was all it had taken to bring him down, after all this time. 

 Ben heard the roar of the Chrysler’s engine, and the shadows dissolved briefly as the glare of the headlights whitewashed everything around him. Then the brilliance was gone, and the sound of the engine was already fading as the car turned off the road. Moaning replaced the mechanical sound as the beasts nearby drew closer. 

 Ben rubbed at the pus starting to come in thick teardrops from the corners of his eyes. He could hear slow footsteps all around him. As he raised the gun to his temple, he closed his eyes and prayed.

 “Just give them a chance. I’m not asking for any miracles, just a chance.” 

 When he felt the first of the scratching fingers grab for him, Ben pulled the trigger.

 


 




 


 


 


 Chapter 24


 The first shot made them jump. 


 “Holy shit! Where the hell did that come from?” 


 Jeff looked out the window, but couldn’t see anything that would shed any light on what had happened. For a fleeting moment he considered the possibility that someone besides Ben was out there. 

 “It sounds like my revolver,” Megan said as she walked up behind him. 

 As Jeff scanned the darkness he saw several shadows pass and was shocked at how many infected were still in the immediate area. 

 He nearly jumped out of his skin when a hairless and naked ghoul walked right past the door, not two feet from where he stood. When it kept moving, not even giving a sideways glance to the door, Jeff breathed easier.

 He turned back toward the others. “Okay. Once those things are clear of the cars, we’re moving out.” 

 The two other adults and Jason looked at him and nodded. His eyes lingered on Megan, who had Sadie in her arms. She looked calm and ready to go. As she glanced at Jeff, he looked away, the sting of what he had told her about his family rumbling through his mind. 

 Instead, he looked at George. The man was almost vibrating in anticipation. He was as nervous as the rest of them, but his eyes were clear and alert.

 “George, can you come to our car first?” George looked puzzled at the request. “Help me get everyone inside, and we can make sure the path to your car is clear. If it isn’t, we’ll drive you to it.”

 George thought for a moment before responding, and then nodded. “That makes sense. Sure.”

 Jeff turned around. When Megan’s Magnum barked a second and third time, he was not caught off guard. He counted to ten under his breath. It looked clear outside. There were a few sluggish bodies dragging themselves toward the sounds of gunfire on the opposite side of the street, but nothing they couldn’t handle. When Jeff got to ten, he gripped the door handle.

 “Everyone ready?” He waited, his heart thumping in his chest. When he heard the whispered acknowledgements, he opened the door and moved out on the street.

 The night was thick with humidity. The faint whiff of decay that permeated the air was hardly noticeable to the survivors anymore. They moved silently and swiftly toward the car. Jeff did not bother looking back, trusting that George would be on the lookout for any danger signals from behind. As the revolver barked again, Jeff nearly jumped out of his shoes. The sound, unimpeded by the closed door, came at them like thunder.

 They made it to the Concorde with no problems, although Jeff thought he spotted several sets of eyes tracking them. He fumbled for the keys as Megan opened the back door and slid Sadie inside. Instead of following the child, she turned and surprised George with a hug. It was a quick squeeze that he barely had a chance to return. “You’ll never know how much we’ll miss you, George.”

 She couldn’t look at him as she turned and opened the front passenger door and slid inside. George watched as she did, blinking in the starlight. 

 Jason stood next to him, awkward and uncomfortable. He still looked sullen, his mouth quivering as he glared at George.


 “Stay strong, Jason. Jeff’s going to need you to step up and watch over Sadie and Megan.” 


 Suddenly, the anger and bitterness were swept away, and all that was left was a frightened little boy. 


 “Don’t go, George,” he pleaded. “You can still come with us! You can still change your mind. Just get in the car. We’ll find your family together! There’s no reason for you to leave us!”

 “It’s too dangerous. I can’t ask you to come with me. I have to do this on my own.”

 Jason opened his mouth again, but no words came out. He was still shaking his head in disbelief when George pulled him into his arms and gave him a hug. 

 “I just can’t believe you’re really leaving,” Jason whispered after a few moments, his voice stunned. “I’m never going to see you again, am I?”

 It was as hard for George to accept as it was for Jason to say. But there it was. There were words he wanted to say, promises he wanted to make, but they would be lies, stupid little wishes. Once he left, there would be no turning back and no way to find the others again. When he and Jason finally broke off their hug, George shook his head. 

 There were no more words. Jason turned and slipped into the car beside Sadie, shutting the door behind him.

 “It looks clear to your car.”

 Jeff had been acting as lookout as George said his farewells. There were bodies moving out there, but none between the two cars, as far as he could tell. Another gunshot exploded in the night as George squinted, searching for the Corsica. He spotted it and nodded at Jeff. He patted his pants pocket, making sure he still had the key. 

 “I hope you find your family, George. I really do.”

 There was a trace of wistfulness in the words. Jeff wanted to believe, for George’s sake, that his family, beyond all fathoming, was still alive. 

 George looked at Jeff and saw the pain that still resonated behind his eyes. It had been a rough day for all of them, but it had taken more of a toll on Jeff than on any of them.

 “Give her a chance.”


 Jeff’s eyes narrowed in confusion at George’s plea.


 “Give Megan a chance to understand. She will, you know. If you give her time.”


 Jeff’s face reddened with embarrassment and anger. He looked away and wondered if his thoughts were that obvious. 


 “Jeff, we’ve all done things …” George hesitated as he tried to piece together something that would make his friend understand. “We’ve all done horrible things that we feel like we can’t live with, that no one could ever forgive us for.” He stepped closer and forced Jeff to look him in the eyes. “But you have to forgive yourself for what you’ve done. Because Megan already has.”

 Jeff nodded, though George wasn’t sure if the other man was agreeing or just placating him. It was clear Jeff had been damaged by the events of the past few days—even the past few hours—but George could hope the damage wasn’t irreparable. He knew that if anyone could help him heal, it was Megan.

 He held out his hand. Jeff looked at it and only hesitated for a split second. The anger left his face while the embarrassment remained. This was goodbye. Jeff forced a smile onto his face. “You’re a good friend, George. I’m going to miss you.”

 George nodded. “Me too.” He squeezed Jeff’s hand tighter for a moment. “Take care of them. They need you now more than ever.” 

 Jeff nodded. “I will. No matter what happens, you can count on that.”

 It was not an easy thing to do, but George let go of the other man’s hand and ran to the Corsica. 

 Jeff watched while circling to the driver’s-side door and kept on watching until George climbed into the other vehicle. By the time the sixth shot rang out, he was behind the wheel of the Concorde and starting it up.

 Megan had the map out of the glove box and was ready to navigate. Jeff looked in the back seat and saw that both kids were buckled up, ready to go. Jason had a distant look in his eyes, as if his mind was already far away. He had his arm around Sadie, who was leaning on him with her feet curled up beneath her little body. She was already slipping off to sleep again, and Jeff was amazed at how easy it was for the little girl to do that.

 He glanced over at Megan as he flipped on the lights. “You ready?”

 “As I’ll ever be.” A small smile crossed her face as she reached over and took hold of his hand, squeezing it. “Let’s get out of here.”

 Jeff smiled back at Megan and thought about what George had said, about giving her the time to understand. 

 Several ghouls stopped when they saw the lights and heard the engine come to life. Jeff easily avoided them as he drove down the street, listening to Megan’s voice as she read the map and told him where he needed to turn. The directions would take them out of town and a few miles into the country. The path Ben had laid out was a series of residential streets, away from the crowds, wrecks, and barricades that would hamper their movement. 

 Another shot rang out, and Jeff’s thoughts turned back to Ben. He wanted to remember everything he could about him. Perhaps he would write it all down someday: the journey he’d taken and the people he’d met. Otherwise, memories of the hulking man and even of George would fade. They would become myths for those who lived, if they were remembered at all. Jeff stared out onto the road as he thought about it. So many people I don’t want to forget. So many people I should never forget. Even the ones he despised needed to be remembered. If they were lucky enough to meet anyone else on their journey, their stories needed to be told. 

 As they turned off the main road and diverged into a residential neighborhood, Jeff felt some of the burden of what had happened in Manchester over the past day slip off his shoulders. They were still alive. It defied all logic, but they were. 

 Megan looked over at him, her hand sliding across the console to touch his arm. As he glanced over at her, there was a solemn look on her face. 

 “Remind me to tell you about what happened to my husband sometime.” 

 Jeff stared at her for another moment, the surprise evident on his face. Then he nodded as his eyes moved back to the road. Megan’s fingers ran down his arm until they reached his hand. She gave him a quick squeeze before letting go. 

 *

 As they moved past the quiet residential neighborhoods and out into the country, Jeff scanned the horizon. The road ahead was dangerous. There was no way of knowing where it would lead them. Perhaps there was some safe haven where they could forget the world for a time. Even if just for a brief while. But Jeff didn’t want to dwell on the idea. Being alive for the time being was good enough. 

 “Do you think we’ll make it, Jeff?”

 It was a question that could drive them insane if they let it.

 “I don’t know,” Jeff said quietly. “But I remember something someone told me once. At the time it sounded a bit hokey, like it was out of some sort of self-help manual, but as I think about it now, it seems to ring true. They said live this day as if it will be your last. You will only find tomorrow on the calendar of fools.”

 Jeff glanced at Megan and could see that she was trying to absorb what he had said. She nodded after a moment. 


 “Honestly, Megan, I don’t know.” He hesitated. “But we have each other. I think that’s all we can ask for.”


 *


 As they drove on into the night, Jeff’s words echoed in Megan’s head. They were in uncharted waters, but they had each other. All they could do was take it one day, one hour, one moment at a time. Somehow, she could accept that.

 The road up ahead was dark and dangerous, but for some reason, it did not frighten Megan anymore.

 


 




 


 


 


 Epilogue

 Part 1

 The roads were obstacle courses forcing him to keep the car below thirty miles per hour and even slower when he came upon one of the dozens of smash-ups along the rural routes. The four-cylinder engine huffed and groaned at him as he switched his right foot from the gas pedal to the brake again. At least there weren’t a lot of ghouls in the area. 

 George figured most were behind him, back in the town he had left behind for good. The car, a rusted Chevy Corsica that was nearly twenty years old, smelled like mothballs and ancient sweat. It wheezed and protested as he urged it along, rattling and threatening to fall apart, but it kept moving. The headlights and the engine worked, and that was good enough for him.

 As the buildings disappeared in the rearview mirror along with the few stiffs trying to take swipes at him, George relaxed. There were more small towns up ahead, but he knew the roads well enough to avoid most of the trouble spots. Most of them. He would still have to figure out how to navigate past Willowsburg and the interstate.

 Willowsburg was probably four or five times the size of the town he’d just left. He racked his brain for an alternate route around it, but unless he wanted to go off road, hit even more population, or go on foot, he had to go through Willowsburg. The road leading home went right through the town. 

 It was the interstate that really worried him. Everything George knew, everything he had heard, was that the highways were a complete mess. Gridlock from one exit to the next even with the National Guard cordoning off large chunks. Massacres everywhere, thousands dead as they attempted to flee in every direction while their cars remained stuck. Interstates were to be avoided at all costs. 

 His home was on the other side of the interstate that cut across the entire state. 

 The old car ate away at the miles, the headlights slicing through the darkness on the two-lane road as it rolled along. There were a few stalled vehicles—abandoned or incapacitated. George avoided looking too closely at them, though it was hard to miss the fact that some had been attacked. Even out here in the country where the population was sparse, there had been plenty of devastation. Farmhouses burnt to the ground, fire pits where bodies had been rudely tossed, and even executions. 

 George could not help but slow down as he passed a huge, gnarled old tree. The limbs were thick and sturdy, strong enough to hold the weight of several people. The tree was alive and vital, but on its branches were several hanging ropes. A few dangled freely, the ends frayed as if they had been hacked or chewed at. But it was the others, the ones that hung taunt that captured George’s attention. 

 The three bodies, hung at various heights, pitched and weaved at the sight of the car. There was no moaning, just jittery movement. George wanted to look away, but couldn’t tear his eyes from them. As he watched them gyrate and dance, their arms tied behind their backs, necks broken and distended, he wondered how long they had been up there.


No one deserves that. No one. George stopped the car, his grip on the steering wheel painful as he watched a young girl attempt to open her mouth as her eyes bugged out. She could not accomplish the simple task with a rope snug beneath her chin. It had worn through her soft skin and throat muscles and kept her jaw from moving. Much of the skin had been picked clean from her face or had dissolved in the summer heat, George could not tell which. She wore what must at one time have been a pretty print dress, and a pair of patent leather shoes lay on the ground below her. 

 It must have been a slow journey to hell for the people hanging on the tree. George tried to comprehend who would have done such a thing, tried to absorb what possible reason there was to prolong these people’s agony. As he counted the ropes, he saw that there was a total of seven; seven people had been hung out on this country road. For what reason? As a symbol? As an attempt to stir up fear? Were they already dead or merely freshly bitten when they were lynched? George rubbed his eyes as he sat back in his seat and sighed. He looked past the tree and could see a house off in the distance. He wondered if the people who had lived there had taken the answers to the grave … or if they were the ones dangling from the tree.


There’s no time. Not enough time to make this right, not enough time to make any of it right. George forced his eyes back onto the road as he pressed down on the gas pedal and sped off into the night, leaving the three hanging bodies twitching in the humid summer air. 

 A few miles later, George was able to turn off the rural route and hit a much wider state road. Still only two lanes, but plenty of space. Plenty of room to avoid the rusting junk piles that were more spread out here. As he turned off the rutted country path and felt the smooth asphalt beneath the tires, he knew he was about fifteen miles from Willowsburg … and fifteen more after that from home. 

 Home.

 The thought electrified him. All this time and I’ve been so close. He could have run so long ago. But time seemed to slow down and then speed up day after day, moment after moment. He’d lost perspective on how long he had been away. It had been eternity and yet only a single moment. The urgency ebbed and flowed as desperation and fear struggled with one other. 


Have they waited for me? Are they still waiting for me?

 As George drove, he focused his eyes on the broken yellow lines he passed. The road was clear ahead, and at the end of it was home.

 ***

 IF YOU DIED TODAY, WHERE WOULD YOU SPEND ETERNITY?

 The headlights flashed over the words on the billboard outside the tiny little township that George thought was named Slugo or something like that. Sligo? Slaygo? Slaygo—now wouldn’t that be perfect? Whatever signs had served to tell travelers the name of the town were all gone—demolished or flattened to the ground amongst rusting iron sentinels on the side of the road. Not just cars and pickups anymore; there were a couple of tractors to add variety to the mix. George wondered if someone had the bright idea of trying to flee on a tractor. One was toppled, lying on its side like a dead elephant, its shattered bones and flattened tires looking sad and pathetic while the other, farther up the road, was still upright and parked at an angle next to the road. It was a lonely sentinel guarding a whole lot of nothing.

 HELL IS REAL!


 George nodded at the next billboard, printed in the same white block letters as the previous one. 


 “It sure is.”


 He remembered seeing them all over the place, up and down the highways, as ubiquitous as the God Speaks billboards a few years ago, with their catchy little phrases like “Don’t make me come down there.” He tried not to laugh as he thought about it. God had come down. God came down and dealt out retribution with no discrimination between who was good and who was evil. Almost everyone had been consumed in the conflagration. Almost.

 George’s eyes drooped, and as the car gradually moved toward the edge of the road, he jumped in his seat, straightening the wheel. It had been happening more and more over the past hour. He had no idea what time it was, but the wreck, if that was the correct term for the massive pileup a few miles back, had forced him to take a three-hour detour. It had reminded him that there were still plenty of slugs out there, buried in the backwoods and on every dirt road. For a time, the gravel kicking up and hitting every part of the undercarriage kept him awake. That and the winding path he had been forced to take and on which he had promptly gotten lost. Every time he thought he was about to jump back on the main road, it ended up leading him on another wild goose chase, farther away from his goal. Finally, after fearing that he was never going to get back on track, he recognized a minor landmark. It was a convenience store he remembered from previous trips through the area. It stood alone on a remote crossroad with a dead yellow light up above as its only company. That and the cornfields that ran in all directions. He knew where he was: a mere two miles farther down the road than he had been when he was forced to take his extended detour.

 The air conditioner didn’t work. Not that George was surprised, but he hoped a continuous blast of cold air would help keep him awake. Avoiding a few infected that got close to the car when he was on the dirt roads kept him alert for a time. Now, back on the smooth asphalt, there was little to keep his attention. 

 He rolled down the windows, but he could not speed up enough to get much of a breeze going. The road would be clear and then, out of nowhere, another obstacle would materialize: a car, a dead animal, or just a rotten hunk of meat covered in flies. There had been no attempts at an ambush. No sightings of another living soul, in fact. If there was anyone still left in this area, they were staying out of sight and off the road. 

 At least if he were forced to deal with someone else, it might help keep him awake. 


 *


 “Wake up, you idiot!” 


 George slapped himself in the face. Two quick raps that stung for a moment, though the pain dulled far too quickly. He was weaving all over the road, exhausted. He was not sure where he was, or what he was doing. As he shook his head and widened his eyes, he roared in frustration. Hitting the brakes, he slammed his head against the steering wheel.

 “You are on your way back home. Your name is George Montgomery. Your wife and kids are waiting for you, you stupid son of a bitch! Get your shit together before you kill yourself!” 

 The anger produced a spurt of adrenaline, enough to make George hyperaware of his surroundings for a few moments. He was on the road leading to Willowsburg, only a few miles away from what might be the most dangerous part of his trip. 

 He scanned the road. There had been a few businesses along the way, but the road was mostly flanked with houses, set back in the distance. There were a lot of trees that offered a limited view of most of the properties on both sides. Entire groves in some instances. 

 George slid the car off to the side of the road. Maybe a short rest will do the trick. Just a few minutes. Something to jumpstart me. He pulled up under a rather impressive poplar that towered over the car. A nice quiet spot. For just a few minutes.

 Resting his hand on the key, he turned it and let the car die. He waited, listening, wondering when they would start moving in his direction. They were out there. They were a part of the fabric of everything these days, so they had to be out there. He locked the doors and rolled up the windows, making sure they were not open even a crack. He felt more awake in that moment than he had for several hours. It made no sense, but he accepted it like he accepted almost everything else. There was nothing he could control any longer, not even his own eyelids.

 George put his hands on the steering wheel. He had seen no movement. He was sure the car had been heard, though perhaps the dead had no way of pinpointing the source of the noise. With the windows closed, they might not be able to smell him either. The living, on the other hand … well, if someone was out there, hiding, waiting to pounce on him, there was little he could do about it. He could not drive any farther. Getting closer to the town without his nerves as sharp as they needed to be would spell certain doom, especially in the dark. 

 What time was it? It had to be four in the morning, perhaps later. When would the first light of dawn peek over the horizon? He was facing the right direction, almost due east. If he closed his eyes, the sun would serve as a natural alarm clock … as long as something else didn’t wake him before that. If it did, he would be ready. A quick move of his hand, and the car would be moving again. George found it hard to believe that enough stiffs could sneak up on him to make a quick getaway too difficult.


Just a few minutes.  As the reassuring thought made one last pass through his brain, his eyes fluttered and his head slid back onto the headrest.

 *

 There were bells. It was a strange noise, because George had been dreaming of the church in which he had been stuck for so long. This was not the sound of church bells, though. Nothing as grand as that. It was simpler, someone clanging some cheap copper rig, its ringer sloppily banging against the side. 

 When he opened his eyes, he almost screamed. A long, sad face was staring at him from outside the window. He was awake in an instant, though he had no idea what was going on. He grabbed for the key, knowing somehow that was what he was supposed to do. As he fumbled for it, the large Holstein staring in at him rubbed the window with its big, wet nose. 

 George peered out at the cow and let his heart settle in his chest. The big bell around its neck clanked out its off-key little tune as the beast licked the window and then moved away. Good gravy, George, you almost got eaten by a cow. The thought of an undead cow brought a smile to his lips as he stretched in his seat. His back was stiff, but he felt good, awake and coherent for the first time in days. The latest layer of sweat that drenched his clothes didn’t bother him, even though, with the windows closed, he felt as if someone were warming him up like leftovers.

 Sunlight streamed into the car. As George looked out over the quiet landscape, he was surprised to see that the area in which he’d stopped was not marred by the damage and wreckage that were so commonplace everywhere else he’d been. He rolled down his window and stuck his head out. He had slept well past dawn. The sun was not at its zenith, but it was creeping toward it, away from the east. 

 He considered the cow. It looked unscathed and fairly content as it munched on some grass. Not sick or wounded. In fact, it looked fat and healthy. Given the infecteds’ indiscriminant desire to attack any living thing, the cow was an anomaly. 

 Willowsburg was just a few miles down the road. Its infected population would have burst free from the city limits long ago and poured through the countryside, tearing through every last bit of livestock. George wiped the sleep out of his eyes. He had slept several hours longer than he had planned and still had a ways to go before he was home. This mystery would just have to go unsolved. He had to keep moving. 

 As he started the car back up, the cow sauntered farther away, its bell clanking its lonely call. The cow might be still alive, but it was alone. Probably just been lucky so far. The rest of the herd is probably already dead.  “Sorry, Bessie, I wish I could help you out.” As he pulled back out onto the road, the cow raised its head from the grass it was munching and lowed at him as if to respond to his sentiment. 

 George took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel. He would have to find a way through Willowsburg. The car was not in the best shape, but it didn’t seem likely to give out on him just yet. There was still more than half a tank of gas left in it, even after his little side trip the night before.

 As he drove along, he saw a wide-open expanse off to his right. From the corner of his eye, it looked like any other open field, covered with black loamy dirt. But as the car passed by, thousands of birds took off, startled by the vehicle. The black mass was far larger than any flock he’d ever seen. They had covered every square inch of the flat space that spread away from the road at least a quarter of a mile. He watched in awe as the flock cast a massive shadow over the car on its way north, away from the disruption that had upset it. He could hear the beating of wings as the birds cawed, angry with him. The field they left behind was drab, brown, and barren of life. 

 He was still thinking about the great flock of birds as he moved closer to Willowsburg. Thinking about the cow and what other animals might still be nearby, somehow escaping the threat of the undead. As he neared the town, he understood why things seemed so peaceful. 

 Willowsburg had burned to the ground. 

 He didn’t know whether he should be relieved or saddened by the complete destruction of the town of over twelve thousand. It appeared as if no structure had gone untouched. Even the houses that lined the road a couple miles from town were burnt down to their foundations. As he moved in closer, driving through the downtown area, he was overwhelmed by the charred remains. The fire, or fires, had been thorough, wiping the slate clean. The weather had been dry as a bone over the past couple of months. Once the fires had started, there was nothing to stop them until they’d burned themselves out. 

 As George left the last of the cooked structures behind, he felt sad. No one would ever know what had happened here. There was no one left to tell the story. The town was dead, cremated. In time, it would be as if it never existed. 

 Sorrow overwhelmed the slight relief he felt that one of the places he had feared the most in his journey had become nothing more than an unmarked grave. This was someplace close to home, the place where he had lived for years. He knew no one who’d lived in Willowsburg, but he had passed through the town many times over the years. There was a hollow, empty feeling in the pit of his stomach as he thought about how many places this might have occurred … and that it might have happened in his own town. The thought of his wife and baby girls trapped as fire raged all around them was unbearable. George pushed down harder on the gas pedal, spurring the car onward.

 He had one more major barrier, one more place to pass. The highway crossed the road just a few miles away. Past that, there were more farms and trees but not much else. There was a little dimple in the road that no one would argue was a town, but that was it. After the interstate, he was home free.

 *

 The landscape changed as the burnt remains of Willowsburg became a dark smudge in the rearview mirror. The scorched earth was replaced with dry grass and old trees that had survived both the fire and the undead. George sucked in air between his teeth as he saw a highway overpass off in the distance. Even from almost a mile away, he could see the shapes of cars crowding onto it. 

 As he drew closer, there was a spill of cars on the exit ramps: people who had been trying to get off the highway while others were trying to get on. Many had died in their cars. He could see skeletal remains and fierce clouds of flies swarming the last few pieces of meat inside the vehicles. There were some skeletons, but many who died must have gotten back up and wandered off, attacking others who were stuck in the traffic stretching for miles in both directions. 

 George knew the exit had a couple of gas stations and a row of fast food joints that lined both sides of the road. You could pick your poison. The big hitters were all there: McDonald’s, Wendy’s, Taco Bell, KFC, Burger King, and a Bob Evans thrown in for good measure. George relaxed when he saw that the middle of the road was clear, granting him room to pass. There were cars everywhere: the side of the road, in the parking lots—a few were even flipped over on the median.

 The area was quiet and had a vacated feel to it. Any of the living who had survived the initial assault that had conquered this little niche off the highway had fled long ago. With their food source gone, the flesh eaters must also have departed. 

 As George looked out over the fast food havens and daydreamed about the days long past when his girls would beg him to take them to McDonald’s for a Happy Meal, a woman walked out the front door of the Taco Bell. George did a double take, unsure if he had really seen her. The doors to the Mexican joint were far away, and he slowed the car down as he gawked in her direction. Squinting in the sunlight and blinking, he tried to focus on her.

 She looked normal in the sunlight. George’s eyelids narrowed further. The movement was regular, her legs steady underneath her as she walked out into the parking lot. There was no blood and no discoloration to her skin. Her hair was long and dark, falling straight around her head. Her face looked unharmed: two eyes, a nose … no bones peeking through. It looked like she was scanning the cars that surrounded her. It appeared as if she hadn’t noticed the old Chevy moving down the road toward her just yet.

 George looked over at the doors of the Taco Bell. Seeing inside was impossible with the glare bouncing off the large sheets of glass that wrapped the front of the building. None of the windows was shattered. There was no plywood up either, no makeshift barricades he could see. If that was where the woman had been hiding, she must not have been there very long. Looking back at her, he saw that she wasn’t carrying any weapons and was wearing shorts and a filthy t-shirt. Nothing that would protect her from any sort of attack. 

 Pressing the brake, George brought the car to a stop. He gripped the steering wheel as his foot twitched, ready to return to the gas pedal if necessary. Memories of the ambush from a couple of days earlier had him nervous. But even as he looked from restaurant to restaurant, waiting for some kind of trap to be sprung or someone to come rushing out to attack him, he let the car continue to idle. 

 Nothing moved. Even after he swore he saw a shadow twitch near the Wendy’s, there was nothing. His eyes went back to the woman. She was looking in his direction now, but he couldn’t see any reaction. Her age was hard to guess. Lank, greasy brown hair clung to her face and allowed two larger-than-normal ears to stick out. 

 Letting out a slow hiss of breath, George moved his foot off the gas pedal and let the car inch forward. As he did, he rolled down the window and stuck his head out to speak to the woman. 

 There was no smile on her face, no excitement at seeing him, but no fear either. He watched as she plucked at her shirt with her right hand repeatedly. The cotton had almost worn through where she touched it. George moved close enough to see her eyes and knew for certain. They were the same dull, watered-down brown as her hair. Uninspiring, but more importantly, uninfected. He put his foot back on the brake and stopped the car a few feet from her. He put on a smile that he hoped didn’t look threatening.

 “Hello! I’m sure glad to see you!” 

 Any concerns he had about being deceived, or of getting trapped, evaporated. Instead, there was an almost overwhelming urge to connect with someone who was still alive. The pain at leaving Jason and the others felt like a rusty knife digging into his gut. Seeing this girl up close made George realize how desperate he still was for human contact. 

 She didn’t stop moving or react to the words. For a moment, George stiffened, and his foot screamed to be allowed off the brake. Roll up the window! Hit the gas! Get out of here now! But the feeling passed when, instead of moans, words escaped her lips. 

 “Mel? Where’s Mel?” The girl’s voice startled him as she leaned forward and looked in through George’s open window. The words were a squeak, barely audible, yet they blindsided him nonetheless. She continued to lean forward, her hands resting on the door as she ignored George. Without even thinking about it, he moved farther into the car, his body pulling away as her head popped through the window frame.

 “Ma’am? Are you-”

 “Mel! Quit hiding and get out here before I tan your hide!”

 The increased volume rattled George even more than the aggressiveness with which the woman forced her head into the car. She looked like a ghost—thin, pale, and tall, with an almost boyish figure. She was young, with acne scars running across her cheeks like constellations. Her teeth were a dingy yellow, matching her jaundiced complexion. She smelled of dirt and grease. 

 “Lady, what the hell are you doing? Mel’s not in here!”

 The words spilled out, blurted without thinking as George shrank back in his seat from the young woman, who likely weighed no more than a hundred pounds, bulling her way in through his window. 

 She continued screaming, the words angry and irrational as she yelled for Mel and pushed past George. She reached and grabbed, her dirty and ragged fingernails scratching him as she did.

 “Stop it. Get the hell away from me, you crazy bitch!”

 The hard shove that accommodated the words knocked the deranged woman back out of the car and dumped her to the asphalt. To George, she felt like a bundle of dried sticks. He watched as she slid across the road and sat, stunned.

 He didn’t know what to do. His heart was racing and he felt guilty. Almost involuntarily, he looked around, embarrassed at his brutal response to her inane inquiries. It was foolish, but he was worried someone might have seen what he’d done. He put the car in park, opened the door, and stepped out. Holding out his hand, he moved toward the woman.

 “I’m sorry ma’am. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

 As he moved forward, the disheveled woman scooted backwards, trying to regain her feet and stay clear of George at the same time. She was finally looking directly at him, and her eyes were much clearer now, focused. He wondered if she had snapped out of whatever daydream she’d been having. He stopped moving and kept his hands where she could see them.

 “Are you all right?”

 She lifted herself up off the ground. There were a few new scratches on her legs, but nothing major. George felt more guilt and wanted to help her up, but was afraid to get closer. Especially as he saw the look on her face.

 The sudden change of expression was unnerving. The transition from hazy bewilderment and befuddled determination to animalistic rage took less than a second. Now it was George’s turn to backpedal.

 “What did you do to Mel, you motherfucker?”

 The words were laced with acid, and spittle flew from her dry lips. Her fingers curled into claws, and her dingy teeth were looking more menacing by the second. There was hatred in her eyes the likes of which he had never seen before. A lunatic abhorrence reserved for murderers and rapists. Even Cindy had looked tame by comparison. The woman took a step forward.

 “Lady, I don’t know who Mel is, and I didn’t do a thing to him!”

 George slid back into the car. Any thought of helping this deranged creature was gone—chewed up and spit out with her instant mania. George almost fell back into his seat as she closed on him. 

 Thankfully, he hadn’t turned off the car. Slamming the door shut, he rolled up the window. The woman came up to the window and glared at him with malignant eyes. George guessed that she wasn’t infected with the virus, but with a madness that was probably just as dangerous. 

 Without preamble, she banged on the window and screamed. The words were laced with curses and profanity as she spit and scratched, screaming for Mel. George was shaking as he put the car back into drive. He flinched as the window vibrated under her blows. 

 Even as he pulled back onto the road, the woman stayed next to the car, demanding to know where Mel was. George’s head swam as she cried out, shouting the name over and over again. He kept his eyes forward and tried to ignore her, but it was impossible. 

 As the car continued to roll forward, he spotted movement off to his right. He took his eyes off the road long enough to make out several shambling forms inside the KFC. As he surveyed the area, he could see more movement from one of the gas stations and another fast food joint. 

 George put on the brakes again. The woman, who had been picking up speed in an effort to keep up with the car, came to an abrupt halt and was silent for a moment as she was caught off guard. The Corsica’s idle wasn’t whisper quiet, but it was easy to hear the sounds of moaning at this distance. 

 “Give me back my baby, you bastard! I’ll rip your eyes out if you don’t give me my baby!”

 George no longer feared the crazy woman; he feared for her. Driving away and leaving her alone in her madness was no longer an option. He braced himself as he reached for the door handle. 

 His eyes never left her as he stepped free of the car once again. There was movement all over now, not just from the KFC or gas station. The woman’s voice and the sound of the car’s engine had carried, echoing up and down the highway. It was obvious that undead that probably had been hibernating for weeks were now awake, just like they had been awoken back in Manchester. 

 George prepared for whatever attack this hopeless woman might launch at him. He pushed on the car door as she leaned against it, hoping to knock her back to the ground. The girl was more nimble than he expected and moved back quickly enough to avoid the door. As George stepped out onto the street, the madwoman continued to backpedal. Her eyes were livid, still filled with the mysterious anger that fueled her, but she also looked skittish, unsure of herself. 

 George moved forward, not wasting any time with useless diplomacy. “You have to come with me, miss. Those things are coming.”

 George pointed back at where he had seen the shadowy figures as they dragged their carcasses out from their hiding places. The woman flinched when he moved, perhaps fearing he was planning to attack her. She kept moving backwards, shaking her head as she started to cry.

 “You killed Mel. Why? Why did you kill him? You killed my baby!”

 George shook his head, doing his best to roll with her vacillating emotions. Sweat trickled down his back. He crept forward, his nerves shot as his mind raced with different ideas of how to get this woman to climb into the Corsica with him. 

 “Keep back! Stay away from me!”

 She looked poised to run. Her legs were bent, and if he continued coming for her, she would take off, away from him and into the arms of dead. She seemed completely oblivious to the danger she was facing.

 George froze and lowered his hands. He took one last look around the area and noticed that the only building in sight without bodies filing out the doors and shattered windows was the Taco Bell where the woman had been hiding. They were running out of time. 

 “I didn’t kill Mel. I swear I did not kill your baby. But …” He looked her in the eye, hoping that she saw the sincerity in his gaze. “But if you come with me, maybe we can find him. Maybe he’s not dead.” 

 George had no idea where the spontaneous lie had come from, but after he spoke the words, he held his breath, waiting and hoping for some kind of positive reaction. For a moment, there was a spark in her eyes, something like lucidity that hadn’t been there before. It was a brief shining instant, perhaps the only one this poor soul had experienced in a very long time, in which she was sane again, and understood what had happened to her and what she had become.

 The moment passed, and the haze that had gripped the woman fell upon her like the closing of a window shade. She turned and ran. George moved forward a few steps and screamed after her, pleading for her to return, but whatever moment of understanding she had gained was gone, and she was lost for good. 

 She ran back to the Taco Bell, pulling the door open and sliding into the dark shadows inside the dead restaurant. Already, some of the ghouls that had been shambling toward the Corsica were changing course to follow her. 

 George paused, his throat hoarse as he cried out to the woman one last time. The stiffs that hadn’t adjusted their trajectory were still headed in his direction. The path to the girl was already close to being blocked off. At least a dozen infected were already crossing the parking lot, while more than twice as many were headed in his direction. 

 George could hear moans from all sides, but no screams. Not yet. His shoulders sagged as he turned back to the car and slid behind the wheel. He wouldn’t wait for the screams. Not this time.

 


 




 



 



 



 Part 2



Six weeks earlier … June 30th

 


 “What’s happening? What the hell is wrong with everyone?”

 “I don’t know, honey. It’s crazy everywhere. Everyone here is freaking out and wants to go home, just like me.”

 There was a pause. George tried counting his heartbeats, which he could hear as his hand quivered around the cell phone. He could feel the pulse beats in his hand, in his temples, and throughout his entire body. His head throbbed, but the pain was only a distraction. He could hear the fear in her voice. The strain. She was trying to hold it together … for him and the girls. 

 “Helen? You still there?”

 After ten beats, he couldn’t wait any longer. He glanced at the cell phone to see how the coverage was. It had been spotty lately, with complete outages alternating with seemingly interminable busy signals. 

 “I’m still here. It’s just that … I don’t know, George. Everyone in the neighborhood has gone completely nuts.”

 There was another pause, and George let out a quiet hiss of breath between his teeth. He stared at the walls of his hotel room. It was new, built less than a year ago. He had spent a few weeks in it over the past few months and liked staying there. The sink wasn’t rusty, and the wallpaper wasn’t peeling like the dive in which he’d been forced to shack up on previous trips to Gallatin. 

 “Do you remember the Patels?”


 George shook off his reverie, the beige walls of his room fading into the background as he tried to think.


 “No … oh, wait! The Indian family that moved in down on Sycamore two years ago?” 


 “Yes. They were attacked last night! In their home! God, George, I don’t know what happened, but Angela said it was a bunch of teenagers. A bunch of psychotic teenagers from around the neighborhood. She said that when the police got there, it was a mess. Mr. Patel was already dead, and his wife … I don’t even know if I can believe what she said happened to her.”

 “What about the kids?”

 “Huh?”

 George rubbed his temples. He was wound too tightly and was about to snap. Any time Helen told him about trouble when he was out of town, it was like this. Being helpless to do anything about it made him angry, and sooner or later he couldn’t hide it from her. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, counting backwards from ten.

 “Their kids. What happened to their kids?”

 “Oh. I don’t know. Angela didn’t say. God, I hope they’re okay. But with all the crazies around here, I hate to imagine.”

 George nodded, even though Helen couldn’t see it. He knew what she was talking about. The panic was palpable, thick in the air. The nutjobs weren’t only in his neighborhood; they were everywhere. Running around on the streets spouting tales of doom or spreading chaos, using the approaching storm as an excuse to do horrible things. It was like the LA riots from the early nineties magnified a thousand times over. 

 Yesterday, when he had arrived in Gallatin, half the staff of the company he was working with was out sick. The Operations Manager had rolled his eyes as he told him about it. More likely they were playing hooky, using the worldwide mass hysteria as an excuse. His comment was, “Once this blows over, they’ll be back, embarrassed they got so freaked out.”

 This morning, George awoke to the sounds of sirens and fire trucks, bullhorns and helicopters. The local news teams were going nuts, reporting on flash fires and random acts of violence, not only in the city, but in the suburbs as well. The National Guard had been called in, and they were working with the local authorities to restore peace. Rumors had it that the virus had touched down all over the region. There were unconfirmed reports of infections in Cincinnati and Dayton, as well as Columbus. The government would neither confirm nor deny any of it, simply saying that they were on high alert and everyone in the medical community, both domestically and internationally, was focused on finding a rapid cure.

 “So how are you holding up?” He hated asking the question, knowing what the likely response would be.


 “Helen?”


 George could hear her breathing, so he knew they hadn’t been disconnected. 


 “Helen, are you okay?” He was getting nervous. It was not just breathing he could hear; it was something else. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck. Helen was crying. She was trying to hold it back, but he could hear it over the hiss of the cellular connection. 

 “I’m scared, George.”

 The words were a whisper. They stopped George, froze his lips shut. Helen rarely cried and never said she was scared. 

 “I don’t know what to do. You’re not here, and Angela told me she and Hank are going to take the kids and head down to Lake Cumberland. Roxy and Deb are flipping out. It’s all happening so fast, I feel like I’m losing my mind …”

 George was antsy about everything he had seen and heard in Gallatin since arriving … and now his wife was telling him it was just as bad up in Wildwood. He’d called in to Raynor, the company with which he was contracted, at eight that morning, and there had been no answer. After three failed attempts to reach anyone, George left a message on the operations manager’s voice mail, telling the man to call him on his cell. It was ten now, and there had been no call. 

 “Angela told me we could come with her-”

 “NO!”

 George was startled by his own vehement response. Angela and Hank, their next-door neighbors, were good friends of the family. Their youngest daughter was Deb’s age, so they had spent plenty of time together. 

 “Look, I … I know things are screwed up right now. I know that! But I’ll get back home, sweetie. I promise.”

 “But the roads are already being shut down, George! It’s on the news. Time is running out. Hank knows a lot of back roads, and they have the camper. You could head down that way-”

 “No, no, no. Please listen to me! It’s dangerous out there. Way too dangerous for you to be bumming a ride with our neighbors. You know those lunatics attacking people in the neighborhood? Imagine what it’s like out on highways. Even on the ‘back roads’ Hank knows. People are desperate, Helen. Desperate and dangerous.”

 The words spilled out of George’s mouth at a rapid clip, and he was surprised at the level of derision in his voice when he mentioned Hank’s name. The man was a friend, but all George could feel was anger and distrust toward him, as if his neighbor were trying to steal his family away. 

 A headache settled in behind his eyes as he tried to calm down. George was frightening himself with his words and couldn’t imagine what they were doing to his wife. But he couldn’t stop. He could feel his family slipping away.

 “Don’t go. I’m begging you, Helen. Please don’t leave! I’ll get back to you, I swear to God.”

 “Don’t you dare blaspheme, George Montgomery. Not even now!”

 George’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth for a moment. The abrupt criticism was a sharp slap. It was a reprimand only his wife would use at a time like this. Before he knew it, a grin was creeping onto his face. That was Helen for you.

 There was a pause in the conversation, as there always was after a stern reprimand. George knew Helen was composing herself, probably running her fingers through her fiery red hair. It was a habit she didn’t realize she had. There would be a tilt of her head, then she would latch on to a few strands and run them between her fingers. Once she was done, it was as if all was right with the world again.

 “So what do you suggest we do?” 

 George slumped back onto the hotel bed. His breathing felt less constricted, and the stiffness in his neck was loosening.

 “Stay in the house—hear me out, please! I know everything is crazy around there, but it’s no better anywhere else. The world is … I don’t know a better way to put it than that it’s falling apart. I know you’re scared. I’m sure the girls are too. I sure as hell know I am. So the last thing you need to be doing right now is wandering around trying to find some other place to hide when your best bet is to stay right where you are.”

 Helen was quiet once again, digesting what her husband had said. 

 “You only have to hole up until I get back home. Just a few days and we can figure out together what we should do. We’ll take the Explorer and go wherever you want. Hopefully things will have settled down by then.”

 “I thought you said everything was falling apart.”

 “I did. I don’t really know what to think right now. All I know is that it’s dangerous out there, and there’s only one place I know I can find you. Not in some cabin at Lake Cumberland, and not on some dirt road out in the sticks.”

 George heard his wife exhale. She still wasn’t certain, but she knew that his position made sense. 

 “There’s enough food and water to last you a month or more, not that I think it will come to that. There are some boards out in the garage … now I know you won’t like putting big holes in the walls, but just to be safe-”

 “Okay! Okay! You don’t have to keep pushing; you’ve convinced me, you big doofus.”


 George felt a zing of excitement rush through him.


 “So you’ll stay?”


 “Yes! Yes already! I told you we would. What more do you want? For me to cross my heart and-”


 “Don’t say that.”


 George regretted the words as soon they were out of his mouth. He felt like slamming his fist into his forehead and cursing his stupidity as he gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. 

 “Okay. Yeah. Okay, I won’t.”


 Helen’s voice was subdued, the playfulness he had heard moments before gone. 


 “I love you.”


 “I love you too. You know I do. Forever and ever.”


 “Come back to us, George. Please. Get home. Be safe—don’t do anything stupid, but get back to us as fast as you can.” 


 “You know I will. I’m out of here in one hour. I should have never come here in the first place. You were right. It might take me a while, but you know it’s not far. I might have to take one or two back roads myself, but I will make it back to you.”

 “Promise me, George. Promise us.”

 “I promise, Helen. You and the girls. Tell them Daddy will be home soon.”

 Two minutes later, they were still saying goodbye. George was afraid to lose the connection, because getting one again was iffy at best, but Helen had to go. She was already talking about how she and the girls were going to board up the doors and windows to the house. She had to tell Angela they would not be coming with them and say their goodbyes. Toward the end, Helen’s voice sounded almost normal. She had an agenda, a purpose. Helen was not helpless; she was taking charge of the situation, which was when she was at her best. 

 As he hung up, George stepped over to the window, pushing the heavy drapery aside and peering down at the parking lot. He had no idea how many cars would normally be at the hotel on a weekday midmorning, but was certain it was typically more than the three he currently saw. There were muffled sounds coming from the street, from the opposite side of the building—more bullhorns and sirens. George tried to ignore them as he gazed at the green Explorer. It was parked in the spot next to the hotel exit. 

 He turned and moved over to the dresser, opening the drawers and pulling out the small amount of clothes he had in them, shoving them in the suitcase sitting on the end of the bed. As he packed, George whistled.

 Five minutes later, just as he was about to leave, he heard a loud knocking at the door.

 ***


Now … August 13th

 


 George could hear the crickets outside the car. It was dark, the starlight casting a delicate glow that showed him the path he needed to take. He found a flashlight in the glove compartment—a gift from Ben that would come in handy. He covered the light with his hand as he flipped it on to make sure it worked. The red ring that formed on his palm confirmed that it did, and he switched the flashlight off. 

 He had been hiding in the park near his house for several hours, waiting for darkness to fall. After seeing what had happened in Willowsburg, he was relieved to see that his hometown of Wildwood hadn’t burnt to the ground, even though it was full of the infected. His arrival had stirred up plenty of the stiffs, and he’d been forced to drive up and down a variety of residential streets for over an hour, in an effort to confuse as many of the ghouls as possible. When he was certain that most of them were clumped together behind the Corsica, he sped up and easily eluded their pursuit, leaving them confused and frustrated and, most importantly, out of his way. 

 He then drove toward his neighborhood and stopped at a small park a little over a block from his house. It appeared abandoned, the swing sets and picnic tables standing solitary sentinel against the madness of the outside world. George pulled off the grass and into a small stand of trees as he waited for the undead townsfolk he’d stirred up with his arrival to settle back down. 

 He could almost see his house from where he was parked. Being this close after all this time and not being able to return home immediately was agony. But George knew he needed the cover of night to hide his movements. 

 When it grew dark outside, he opened the car door, leaving the keys in the ignition. He shut it fast so the dome light wouldn’t advertise his presence. Waiting, he listened for the sound of footsteps on the plush grass and heard none. He felt a prickle of fear, but did his best to brush it aside. His long journey was almost finished.

 George looked out across the park toward the houses in the distance. He saw no movement in the starlit night. The infected were not the only creatures he feared. His neighborhood had been filled with plenty of pets. He figured most were dead, eaten by their ravenous masters, but was sure a few had escaped that fate and had gone feral, scrounging for food wherever they could find it. Images of wild packs of dogs floated through his mind. 

 George clenched his fists and shook his head. It was a stupid thing to worry about. No stray dog was going to keep him from his family. He would stay quiet and stick to the shadows. Nothing was going to stand in his way.

 He moved in the direction of his house. 

 ***


July 1st

 


 “Honey, I don’t know how long I have. I’ve been trying all day to get a hold of you. I doubt the connection will last very long.”

 “Oh George, thank God! Where are you? We got the boards up. We nailed the doors shut and covered all the ground floor windows. We should be safe now. When are you going to be home? We need you here. Now.”

 George rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. Getting in touch with Helen was only a minor relief right now. He perched on his stiff cot and tried to blot out the noise of the other refugees in the gymnasium. He needed to focus on his wife.

 “I … I’m still in Gallatin, honey.” He sped on before she could respond. “Listen to me. The National Guard took me out of my hotel about thirty minutes after we hung up yesterday. They didn’t give me any choice. They wouldn’t listen. They don’t care that I have to get home. They were holding machine guns on us. They shoved us in a truck and brought us here. I was strip searched and tossed into a high school gym along with about four hundred other people, as best I can guess.”

 There was silence on the line. George moved his fingers down to his eyes, which ached from the nagging headache that would not go away. The gym had gotten too crowded, and they were still putting up more cots. His efforts to talk to the military personnel guarding them had met with discouraging results. The National Guardsmen inside the gym had no information and refused to let anyone speak to an officer above the rank of sergeant. All he could get out of them was that things would settle down in a day or two, and then they would be able to go home. For now, they said, it was best to just stay calm and relax. No one was allowed to leave the confines of the school—things outside were dangerous, but under control. Despite the reassurances of the young soldiers, the safeties were off on their weapons, and they were getting edgier by the minute.

 “I WILL get home. I swear it. You know I will, Helen. Nothing will keep me here longer than absolutely necessary.”

 “You promised me, George. You promised our girls.” There was a slight pause, a hesitation. “Things in the neighborhood … they’re bad. God, it’s bad here.”

 Every word gashed George like a razor blade. His strong wife, the brave one who was afraid of no one and never backed down, was terrified. 

 “Helen. Listen to me.” The connection was fuzzy, but holding up for the moment.

 “I need you to believe me, Helen. I will get home. I swear on my life. No matter what it takes, I’m coming for you.” George took a breath and looked around. There were hundreds of refugees packed in like sardines, and most looked as distraught as he did. A few people, bunched together as families, were making the most of it, like this was some sort of adventure, as they tried to keep their spirits up. Quite a few people were on cell phones having similar frantic conversations, while others were just trying to get a signal. 

 George had to get out of this place.


 “Do you believe me?”


 He waited, the seconds ticking away. He feared the connection was lost as he spoke again. “Helen?”


 “I do.”


 George heard the words clearly. He loosened his grip on the phone and found that he could breathe again.


 ***



August 13th

 


 George stood beside the old blue ash that had stood in the Caldwells’ yard for decades. It was a good thirty feet high with roots that he assumed ran beneath their entire lawn. As he brushed against its rough surface, he looked down the street. When his eyes rested on the front of his house, George’s heart raced.

 It looked okay. There was plenty of damage in the neighborhood, and a few of the houses looked gutted. Not due to fire—George had seen no indication of burning, although several power lines were down. Mostly it was just shattered glass and gaping holes where doors once stood. But his house was in good condition. 

 A few other houses looked fine despite the weeds and wild grass overrunning the lawns. There were still a few cars on the street and in driveways, though it looked like most of George’s neighbors had abandoned ship early on.

 He took one more look out onto the street. There wasn’t any movement. With no weapon except the plastic flashlight, George’s only option would be to run if he came across any trouble.

 He steeled himself and shot across the street. He hit the Peraltas’ yard and crouched next to the large hedge spanning the front of the home. He paused and listened, but heard nothing. 

 Working his way to the back of his neighbors’ house, George was grateful there was no fence to contend with. That was why he had chosen their yard. He could get to his house with minimal hassle.

 He moved closer to his home, maneuvering between his neighbors’ bushes and trees. He stood behind their shed and looked into his back yard. 

 It was as he had left it. Memories gripped him as he scanned the small deck and French doors Helen had him install a couple of years ago. The windowpanes on the doors were intact, and it was far too dark to see if there was any plywood nailed in place behind them. The other windows on the ground level of the two-story house were all dark. The desire to turn on the flashlight and have a closer look was tempting, but George resisted the urge.

 The house was tan, but in the dark it looked more like a drab off-white. Even from this closer vantage point, the property still appeared to be in decent shape. George knew that was a good sign. There appeared to be no points of forced entry. He looked at the upstairs window and saw that the curtains were drawn. 

 “Daddy’s come home. I kept my promise.”

 He could barely hear his own whispered words as he gazed up at the bedroom windows. The girls were probably up there. George could feel them inside the house. As he got closer, he was certain of it. 

 His eyes moved back to the deck and then below it. There it was: the window well. There were three total, with the other two on the sides of the house. This one was the easiest to reach without exposing himself to the street. They had taped black garbage bags over them years ago, and he knew Helen wouldn’t have bothered boarding them up. They were sunk halfway into the ground, and it was going to be difficult enough for someone limber to climb through, let alone one of the stiffs wandering the street.

 As he crossed the yard and drew close to the window well, he gave one last look up at the second floor. 


 “Soon, babe. I’ll be with you real soon.”


 ***



July 1st



 


 “I think some of our neighbors have been infected.”

 George shook his head in disbelief. “Are you sure? I mean, there are a lot of people going nuts. Maybe it just looked like they had the virus because they’d gone around the bend. It wouldn’t surprise me with some of the yahoos living in our neighborhood.”

 “No, George. It’s not just a few people flipping out. Rob Kerr got mauled in his own front yard. Just as he was leaving with Kendra and the kids. It was awful.”

 “Honey, people talk,” George protested. “They like to make up garbage. What? Did Angela tell you that? Rob probably got attacked by someone-”

 “No! George, listen to me. I saw it with my own eyes. It was horrible! They were biting on him, and he was screaming. Kendra was beating them with a broom handle, and they just ignored her. There was blood everywhere. God … the blood.”

 George’s confidence wavered, but he refused to be sucked in by the panic gripping his wife. “Well, did someone help them? I mean as these lunatics started chewing on Rob was there anyone trying to stop it?”

 “Yes! Of course there was! Several of the neighbors who were outside came over to help.”


 “And?”


 “And what?”


 George silently counted down from ten. “And then what happened to Rob?”


 “I don’t know. I couldn’t … I couldn’t watch anymore.” Helen stopped, and George knew she was trying to collect herself. “It was absolutely horrible! That anyone could do such a thing.”

 “Do you know who it was who attacked him?”


 “How should I know? They were smeared in blood and … Good Lord; there was so much blood …”


 “Okay, okay.” George placated her, knowing the conversation was going nowhere. He switched gears. 


 “The house is set, right?” 


 “Yes. I told you we took care of everything.”


 “I know, but I want to make sure my girls are all safe until I can get out of this stink hole and get back home.”


 “Speaking of your girls, one of them wants to talk to you.”


 “Okay, put her on.”


 George took a deep breath and tried to smile. His daughter would not see it, but it would help him maintain the pretense of being in good spirits. He was expecting Roxanne, the twelve year old, so he was surprised when he heard the bright and cheery voice of Deb, his younger daughter.

 “Hi, Daddy!”


 “Hey, baby! How are you guys doing?”


 “We’re okay. Roxy’s … we’re all okay.” 


 There was a pause. George was worried that at any moment the connection might go dead, and he wanted to squeeze in as much conversation as he could before it did.

 “Daddy’s going to be home real soon, all right?”

 “I know.” There was another pause filled with hissing and crackling as their tenuous connection wavered in and out. George didn’t speak, wondering if it was sadness he heard in his daughter’s voice or just the faulty connection. 

 “Daddy? When you get home, can we play Battleship again? I know I can beat you this time.”

 George smiled. Of course Deb wanted to play a game with him. She was the competitive one in the family. Whether it was basketball, soccer, or just a board game, Deb’s dream was to beat her old man. She had a sharp mind and was naturally athletic, just like George. He knew it was only a matter of time before she was able to whip him at anything she tried her hand at. 

 “You bet, honey. I promise.”


 “Good.”


 As George envisioned the smile on his daughter’s face, his own grew. 


 “I love you, Daddy. Get home soon, okay?”


 A sudden rush of emotion choked him for a moment. George fought back the tears as he tried to respond. Before he could, he realized that Deb was already gone. 

 Before Helen got back on, he whispered a response to his daughter’s plea.


 “Daddy will be home real soon, sweetie.”


 ***



August 13th



 


 The glass spiderwebbed, and a few shards tinkled into the basement. George tensed at the noise. The plastic flashlight had survived smashing the glass, but the noise had been louder than he expected. George turned so his feet faced the window and tried to delicately push the cracked pane of glass out of the frame. After a few seconds, most of it, except for a few small slivers, tumbled into the basement. 

 The black plastic sheeting that had covered the window now floated loosely about the opening. George listened carefully, wondering if the sound of broken glass might alert his family. When he heard nothing, he guessed they were on the top floor. There was no chance they would have heard something all the way down in the basement.

 George plucked away the few remaining bits of glass on the bottom of the frame and poked his head inside. A small amount of starlight snuck past his broad shoulders, but he couldn’t see anything. He turned around and slid his legs through the window. As they dangled above the floor, he stopped and listened to the outside world one last time. There was no indication that his assault on the window had drawn any attention, so he carefully slid into the basement. He held his breath for a moment and waited. Still nothing. Moving fast, he pushed the tattered black plastic sheet over the hole he had made. 

 Heart racing, George flipped on the flashlight and maneuvered through his basement toward the stairs.

 *

 The decrepit creature had lived five doors down from George before she was bitten. In the past month, she had moved little, except when attacking a few of the neighbors in a nearby house. After that, the only thing there was to eat was a cat and the litter of kittens to which it had just given birth. The feline had been hiding out under a bush in the yard next to George’s house. After the ghoul fed, there had been little else to attract her attention, so she sat there, motionless, for several weeks.

 Until she heard George breaking the glass to his basement window. 

 It was muffled, barely audible, and yet nearby. Her shriveled throat rattled as the pathetic wretch moved her jaws open and shut. A thick, oily substance lubricated her mouth. Soon, her desiccated tongue scraped at her lips as she moved closer to George’s house. 

 The foul monster saw no one, but there was a scent on the air. The smell of sweat and pheromones. Her eyes widened as she crossed to the door at the side of the house and moaned with excitement. 

 *

 George didn’t hear the call of the infected outside as he crossed the basement to the staircase. He stirred up a layer of dust and pulled his shirt over his nose, worried he would start coughing. 

 As he set his foot on the first step, he envisioned Helen and the girls, surprised and overjoyed to see him. His heart was nearly bursting in anticipation.

 As he reached the top of the steps, he heard the noise. At first it was barely noticeable. Just a faint tapping. It could have been anything: boards creaking, the house settling ... But George knew what it meant as he touched the doorknob, even before he heard the glass breaking at the side door.

 He opened the door, the flashlight shining out onto his kitchen. He barely glanced at the piled pots and pans in the sink and the old appliances Helen had been nagging him to replace as he heard the moans coming from outside. 

 He sped through the kitchen. A brief glance at the door reassured him they were safe for the moment. There were a couple of thick two by fours nailed across the door over a piece of plywood. George could hear the hungry sounds of anticipation from outside and ignored them. There was probably only one of those things out there, but soon there would be others. 

 “Helen?”

 The time for stealth was over. George rocketed through the family room toward the stairs leading to the second floor. He didn’t want to frighten his girls. The noises coming from outside would be upsetting, but the sound of his voice would reassure them everything was okay.

 “Roxy! Deb! It’s me! Daddy’s home! I finally made it!”

 He didn’t have much time. He had to get to his girls before the kitchen door shattered and a rush of stiffening bodies tumbled in.

 As he reached the bottom of the steps, George hesitated, listening. Over the din from outside, there was another noise. Something trickling down from up above. The flashlight fell out of his boneless fingers, and George leaned forward, his hand gripping the banister. He held on tight, his legs weak beneath him. 

 His heart thundered as he heard the footsteps from up above, and George began to weep. He wiped the wetness from his eyes and tried to speak.

 “I made it, baby. I finally made it home. I told you … I promised you. Nothing was going to stop me from making it back to you and the girls.”

 George climbed the steps to his family.

 ***


July 1st



 


 “So how are you going to get out of there?”

 George tried to hold on to the residue of warm feelings the conversation with his daughter had given him.

 “I’ll figure something out. They won’t be able to keep me here for long. This place isn’t some kind of fortress; it’s a damn high school gym.”

 “Don’t curse, George.” The words rolled off of Helen’s tongue robotically, without thought. George’s tried to think of a sharp rebuttal, but his weary mind refused to cooperate. 

 “Whatever you do, don’t try anything foolish. I would rather you stay there for a day or two instead of getting shot.”


 “I won’t do anything foolish, and you know it. Nothing that’s going to get me killed.”


 George’s ears turned beet red. He knew he sounded like a petulant child. 


 “I know. I know, my darling. I just want you to be safe and come home in one piece. We just need you here really bad, George.”


 George tried to speak again, but hesitated, thinking about Helen’s words.


 “Is everything okay?”


 After a few uncomfortable moments of waiting for a response, he knew. Something was wrong. 


 “Helen?”


 “No, George. It’s all right. Everything is fine. Nothing to worry about. I just miss you, and so do the girls. We need you so we can figure out where to go from here. If we should just leave town or …”

 The static was getting worse. The signal was fading, and they might have only a few moments left. George could sense that his wife was keeping something from him.

 “Helen, please. Just tell me what it is. Quickly. Before I lose you.”


 The double meaning of the words was not lost on George as he shifted uncomfortably on his cot. 


 “Oh, it’s nothing. No big deal.” 


 He waited. Helen’s words were a delicate lie she was weaving to lessen the blow. It was only making it worse.


 “It’s … it’s Roxy, George. She’s not feeling well. She has a fever.” He heard her exhale. “I have her in bed with a cold compress on her head. She took a hot bath, and I made her some soup. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

 George’s mind raced. His daughter was sick in bed. It was no big deal; it had happened before. His girls always bounced back rapidly from any minor ailments they picked up. 

 Still, he did not feel right. 

 “When did she start feeling sick, hon?” 

 “I’m not exactly sure.” Helen’s tone was evasive. “Look, it really doesn’t matter. She’ll be okay in another day. As right as rain. I’m taking good care of her.”

 George’s headache intensified, spurred by the sizzle and crack of the weak cell connection. 

 “HELEN!”

 Several people near his cot turned to look at George, but every ounce of his attention was focused on the person at the other end of the phone line.

 “Please, just tell me. If there’s anything else, I have to know. Before I lose the connection! Please …”

 There was more silence on the other end, and every second he waited felt like an eternity. 

 “Really … it’s nothing. I swear, George. Nothing. It’s just that, well ... before we boarded everything up, Angela and Hank came over one last time to try to convince me to go with them. I told them we were staying to wait for you. They argued with me. I never thought I would get into a fight with Angela, but we did. She told me I was stupid and that we were all going to die if we stayed here. 

 “George, I have never seen Angela so scared in all my life. She was screaming at me, pleading for me to go with them. Well, I lost it on her. I feel bad for doing it, but I couldn’t help myself. Roxy and Deb were standing there, and she was scaring the daylights out of them. I started screaming back at her! George, I think we would have come to blows if Hank hadn’t stepped in. He told Angela to back off, that they couldn’t force us to go if we wanted to stay. George, he literally picked her up and carried her out of our house. It was crazy …”

 George waited. He knew it would be pointless to ask his wife to speed the story along to its conclusion, so he ground his teeth and listened to the rhythmic pounding of blood flowing through his ears.

 “We went out on the porch to watch them go back to their house. They were already packed and ready to go. I told the girls to go inside, but of course they didn’t listen. Angela was still screaming, and Hank was trying to put her in their truck. The camper was hooked up, and I think their kids had to be in the back because I didn’t see them … thank God they didn’t see what happened.”

 George clenched his teeth tighter and squeezed the phone. He could feel it cutting into his palm. 


 “George, I … oh, God George, it was awful!”


 “It’s okay. Take it easy, hon. Just tell me. You can do it.”


 “I don’t know where he came from. He was just there, next to them. Maybe from between the houses or from behind the camper. I don’t know. But he attacked Hank.”

 “Who, Helen? Who attacked Hank?”

 “I don’t know! Just some man! Some ragged, filthy man. He was covered in dirt and … blood. My God, I think it was blood. That’s all I know.” George could hear the pain in Helen’s voice. He wanted to tell her she could stop, she didn’t have to keep speaking, but he couldn’t.

 “Hank dropped Angela on the ground and wrestled with the man. I ran over … I don’t know what I was thinking, as if I could do anything to help. But, George, the screams! Hank was screaming like I have never heard before!

 “I was getting closer as Angela got up. She was screaming along with Hank, and then I saw it. The man had bitten Hank! And he was still biting him, chewing on his arm like some pit bull. It was terrible.”

 George could feel his stomach churning. He had waited long enough, had been incredibly patient. He took a breath and held it in for a moment. 

 “Honey. Please. Just tell me what happened to Roxy.”

 Helen paused again. 

 “She tried to help them. I tried to stop her, George. I really did. But she grabbed her tennis racket. You remember the one she got for Christmas? She started beating on the man. I grabbed at her, but she had gone crazy.”

 George tried to breathe. It wasn’t hard to believe Roxy would be the one to grab the most convenient weapon available and begin beating on some psychopath who had just attacked their neighbor. The girl knew no fear. 

 “What happened, Helen?”

 George was losing his grip on reality. The gym and all the people inside it swam before his eyes. Helen was trying to tell him every last detail when all he wanted to know was what had happened to his daughter.

 “Hank was able to pull the man off his arm. He was beating on him with everything he had. So was Angela. It was hard to see …”

 “WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED TO MY DAUGHTER?”

 “It’s nothing, George. Really. Just a little tiny scratch on her wrist. Hank pulled the man away, and she was fine. It barely broke the skin.”

 ***
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 “I made it, baby. I finally made it home. I told you … I promised you. Nothing was going to stop me from making it back to you and the girls.”

 The stairs creaked beneath George’s feet. He looked up, breathless and excited. There were shadows coming down the hall.

 The noises outside were growing. Other ghouls had joined the first, its moans alerting them. They were at the door, and soon they would break it down to get inside. 

 “How is Roxy, baby? Is she okay? Are you and Deb okay? I missed you all so much.”

 George reached the top of the stairs, and as he looked across the landing, he saw his wife walking toward him. His two girls were trailing behind her. 

 He smiled and opened his arms. Their arms were thrown wide as well, ready to embrace him. There were ugly welts on Roxy’s arms and legs where she had been tied up. The gag they had shoved in her mouth hung loosely around her neck, stained black in the slivers of moonlight that trickled through the windows. There were bite marks on Helen and Deb’s arms and necks, but George didn’t notice them. He didn’t see the tint of corruption on their skin or smell the decay surrounding them. All he could see was his family: the three reasons he had fought to stay alive for as long as it had taken to get back to them, just as he had promised.

 George felt a profound comfort as his beautiful red-haired wife fell into his arms. His daughters enclosed him in their embrace as well, and he closed his eyes, at peace.

 “I’m home. I’m finally home.”

 *

 Ten minutes later, the banging on the kitchen door slowed and then stopped altogether. Confused, the first ghoul that had come to the door sniffed the air and stood there, baffled. The others bounced off of her as they left, fading back into the shadows of George’s yard. His neighbor raised her arm and scratched sadly at the door one last time. A few minutes later, she also turned to walk away. There was no longer anything inside the house that she wanted.
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Introduction

 


Well, you’ve gotten this far. 

I want to thank you for reading my trilogy. When this story, and by story, I mean the entire trilogy, was written, it was huge. As in half a million words huge. I think I wrote and wrote and wrote until I had poured out every idea, every back story, every detail that I could about these characters. 

The story changed with time and with edits, as all stories do. At first I realized that I was wandering a bit far afield, and did my best to rein myself in by cutting out a lot of Jeff’s inner dialogue. After that, it was the revelation that some of the flashbacks and back stories were taking away from the flow of the action and pacing of the books. The fact of the matter was that I had more than one main character going at that point, or so it seemed. It wasn’t just a story about Jeff; it was a story about Jeff, Megan, George, and Jason. Then it was a story about those four, plus everyone they meet in the RV camp. The consensus among those whom I asked to read the rough cuts was that the story needed to be centered around Jeff and his experiences and not as much on the other characters. They were important, but their back stories were distracting in many ways. So after some inner deliberation, I decided to shave all of that away. In other words, I removed the “baggage” and the clutter that might detract from the main storyline involving Jeff. I did leave the epilogue in place, because it felt unfair to leave George hanging when it was perfectly clear to me that his story had an ending, for better or for worse. I suspected that the readers wanted to know what that ending would be, so I left it alone. 

But I realized that those additional stories still had merit. They may not have fit into the trilogy, but they certainly fit into the world I had created, and they added additional dimension to all the characters I had created to interact with Jeff. So I started posting them on my blog in conjunction with the release of the books in the trilogy. When my publisher and I agreed that we would offer the trilogy as one Kindle and Smashwords download once the final book in the trilogy was released, it seemed natural to post those Dark Stories as a fourth book in the same download. 

So what you have beyond this point are what I would describe as addendums to the trilogy you just read. They are back stories on characters such as Megan, George, Jason, Michael, Ben, and several of the other characters in Jeff’s story of survival. Consider that before you read any further. If you like the characters just as they are, and whatever mystery they have to them is satisfying to you as a reader, then perhaps these stories won’t be of much interest. But if you feel that getting to know them better might be fun or interesting, then by all means, read on. 

I hope you enjoy these various little dark tales, and if reading them enhances your enjoyment of the trilogy, then all the better. But if these characters turn into something different than your original conception because of the little light I have shed on them with these minor tales, don’t say that I didn’t warn you! 

 Patrick D’Orazio

 February 2011


 


 



 



 


Megan, Part 1

 


Megan rolled over and stared at the wall. The bedroom, with its closed drapes and lack of light, was the only place that gave her any peace anymore, if you could call it that. At least sleep still came with relative ease. When she drifted off was the only time that she could sever the tenuous link to reality that she hated so much.

Certainly, there were nightmares, but they were tame compared to her waking reality. All Megan did was drift along like some raft on a meandering river, floating through one horrific experience to the next, never sure if she was awake or asleep as she did.

Despite whatever demons her mind dredged up when her eyes were closed, Megan still craved the sweet release of sleep. Nightmares felt real, but so did the occasional pleasant dream. Those rare moments when she was able to get lost in a dream were the only times she could forget.

That little bit of joy was her drug, so when she woke, Megan would bury herself in blankets and pillows and grasp at those fleeting images of happiness. But it never worked; once they were gone, they were gone for good.

No matter how bad or good her dreams became, Megan never made a sound in her sleep—or when she woke up. There was just too much of a chance that her voice would carry beyond the walls of her house. 

Megan kept staring at her bedroom wall. She’d been working on memorizing the pattern of the wallpaper border over the past few days. It was a floral print Dalton hated, and it consisted of an assortment of red flowers repeating on the six-inch border all the way around the room. Memorizing the pattern wasn’t much of a challenge, since there were only about ten different flowers on the paper, but the exercises passed the time until she was able to drift off to sleep.

The rich color of the flowers matched the comforter and drapes, as well as the pillowcases and bed ruffle. Dalton faked nausea the first time he saw the entire set, but as a husband, he had learned how to pick his battles and bowed to his wife’s evil glare rather quickly when it came to such minor things. 

Megan was proud of the decorative choices she’d made in the bedroom. It was the first room they’d finished in the house. The rest of the place was a work in progress, and had been since they’d moved in a little over a year ago. 

This was their second place together, and purchasing the house had been the start of their “serious” stage. They bought a house that cost too much, picked out furnishings that maxed out their credit cards, and made plans to have a baby. 

Megan and Dalton had been together for five years, married for three, and Megan had been feeling the itch to start a family for at least a year. This house out in the suburbs was going to be the place where they really got going as a couple … and having the bedroom finished and tastefully decorated was the first step in that process.

Now the bedroom was going to be her mausoleum. 

It wasn’t as if the food had run out. Megan had never been a big eater, and she lost what little appetite she had when the world fell apart. 

She could feel her muscles being devoured by her desperate body as she ate less and less. It was fighting her, resisting her desire to fade away. For some reason, Megan’s body wasn’t ready to give up on her just yet. 

Before everything started, Megan had barely topped “a buck five” as Dalton would say. She was sure that if she checked her current weight, it would be a miracle if it were above ninety pounds. 

“A strong wind’s going to blow you away if you’re not careful, honey.”

Megan grinned at the memory of her husband’s words. If she lost any more weight, she might test that theory. Floating away might not be a bad idea.

Megan spent the rare occasion when she wasn’t lying in bed trying to read old magazines and books, but as she was never a big reader, that didn’t last long. So instead, she dug up an old cookbook and flipped through it for hours on end, staring at pictures of recipes that would never be made again. 

Ghosts of her old life resided in everything that surrounded her. Not just in the cookbook, but in all the little things in the rooms through which she floated like some sort of spirit—things they had bought together, made together. There had been so much to live for, but in the blink of an eye, that was all gone.

Megan also spent a lot of time thinking about her sister in Pittsburgh. Sandy had three little boys whom Megan adored. They were all younger than six, each cuter than the next. “Aunty Mega” would probably never get to see any of them again. When this mess began, Sandy told Megan that she and Phil were taking the boys down to the cabin in West Virginia and pleaded for Megan and Dalton to join them.

Unfortunately, things had turned bad so quickly that the National Guard clamped down on travel and Dalton nixed the idea of trying to make the six-hour trip in their Jeep. With all the reports of log-jammed highways and roadside attacks, Dalton doubted they could even make it out of town, let alone to the mountains of West Virginia. Nope, they would stay in the house, stock up on necessities, and pray this wasn’t the end of times, like so many of those damn televangelists were shouting about over the airwaves.

But those bastards had been right. 

Early on, Dalton planned on going out one last time to collect supplies—food, water, batteries … anything he could get his hands on. Megan remembered CNN blaring in the background that day, saying that it was Day Six of the crisis. 

Dalton was going to take the Grand Cherokee, all their cash, and the revolver. His plan was to head to the closest grocery store and pick up whatever would fit in the SUV and return home as fast as he could. 

Megan recalled the conversation before he left, when she was in a white-hot panic and pleading with her husband to let her come with him or better yet, for him to not leave at all. 

Dalton had gripped her shoulders as he tried to reassure her. “Honey, it’ll be all right. You can’t come with me. You have to stay and-” 

“But I don’t even want you to go! Don’t you get it? It’s not safe out there, Dalton. God only knows if the virus is here already. Please! If you have to go, let me go with you.” 

Megan had gone on like that for over a minute as Dalton shushed her while shaking his head. He never broke eye contact with her the whole time. 

Dalton’s calm began to overpower Megan’s determination, and her hysterics lessened. In a normal situation, if her husband had shushed her, she would have punched him in the chest. Not that her slight frame could pack much of a wallop, but he would definitely have known she wasn’t going to tolerate such a condescending attitude. But this time, it was having the effect he’d hoped for. 

“You know as well as I do,” Dalton said as she started to wind down, “there isn’t much you can do for me out there.” 

The volume of Dalton’s voice increased as Megan grew agitated again. He glared at his wife. “I’m not taking a chance on something happening to you. And let’s not play bullshit games about who is capable of handling themselves better out there if things get crazy.”

Dalton LeValley stood a smidge over six feet tall and weighed in at a fit one hundred and ninety pounds. He was ex-military, though he’d not seen combat in his two years of active duty. Still, he’d been trained to deal with dangerous situations, while Megan had taken a two-week self-defense course down at the Y. She knew Dalton could deal with trouble and move faster without her tagging along, but the idea of being separated from him, even for an hour, terrified her. 

Megan shuddered as she took in a deep breath. Closing her eyes, she tried to shut out all the logic her husband had thrust upon her. The world had gone mad, and she didn’t care that what Dalton said made sense. She also didn’t care if she was being selfish. He didn’t have to go out at all. They had enough food and water for a couple of days, and this whole thing would blow over by then, wouldn’t it?

All that day, the TV showed images of riots. Sure, they were going on in places like New York and Los Angeles, as one would expect, but they were happening in smaller cities and just about everywhere else. 

One story on the television had stuck with Megan. A convenience store clerk in Iowa had been hung from a light pole in front of his store because he tried to stop a crowd of looters from ransacking his place of business. Megan remembered the images of shattered plate glass windows and shelves stripped bare. The store looked like a tornado had hit it. But what resonated in her mind were the images of the poor man after he’d been lynched. He’d not just been hung; he’d been stoned as well. His face and body were a mass of bloody bruises and welts. The censors had stopped bothering to cover up such brutality by then, so she got to see it in all its glory. 

Megan found it hard to believe that it would ever get that bad in their anonymous little suburb. Certainly, their subdivision was in an uproar, with neighbors panicking and wondering what to do, but the madness of the outside world hadn’t touched down in Milfield yet. Lots of people were leaving the area, and a few teens were trying their hand at vandalism, but the overall perception was that this viral crisis was happening elsewhere and would never reach the local area. 

It wasn’t until a camouflaged Humvee drove down their street with a loudspeaker announcing where the nearest Red Cross and National Guard shelters were set up that Megan realized that the worldwide panic being wailed about on television had come to their little corner of the world. 

The National Guard wasn’t requiring people to leave their homes. Dalton told Megan that the military didn’t have the resources to waste on homeowners unwilling to evacuate. They were urging everyone to do so, but were too busy cordoning off areas of the city, battling rioters, and trying to maintain the peace to bother with house-to-house searches. 

Some of the families in the neighborhood took the Guardsmen up on their offer, piling into their cars and heading to the shelters. Others, like Dalton and Megan, decided to hunker down and wait it out. 

Dalton had dismissed the idea of heading to a shelter rather quickly. “Why should we spend the next month crammed into some shitty tin can like sardines, eating lousy food when we can be comfortable here in our own house?” 

Megan didn’t argue at the time. But now Dalton was heading out into that mess to do a little grocery shopping, where the possibility of facing looters wasn’t the worst thing he might face.

Dalton shook Megan. It wasn’t violent, but she snapped out of her reverie just the same as if he had slapped her. 

“Megan! Please let me go. We both know I have to do this.” He wasn’t pleading with her. It was the last gasp of rational arguing he would do before he got angry. It was easy to read him after five years together, although things had never been even remotely this intense before. Megan knew she didn’t want him angry. Because if something happened and she never saw him again …

Things didn’t seem normal outside their house, but it wasn’t as bad as the horror stories the news had cooked up. If Dalton went out there, then everything would be real. Megan was beginning to understand that for her husband it already was real, and had been from the moment he heard the first hints of trouble in other places on the news. Dalton had accepted this new reality immediately and had boarded up the house and rationed their food and water. He’d even packed the Jeep in case they needed to leave in a hurry. 

As Dalton spoke, it dawned on Megan that the only reason he hadn’t proposed this trip a couple of days earlier was because he knew how she would react. He had waited as long as he could before broaching the subject, until he had no choice but to make this trip if they were going to survive inside their barricaded house. 

So Megan knew it probably surprised Dalton when she pulled him close, hugging him, and nodded her approval rather than choosing to continue arguing. The tension remained for a moment, but when Dalton’s stiff shoulders relaxed, Megan knew things were okay between them.

Wrapping her hand around the back of Dalton’s neck, she pulled him close to whisper in his ear.

“Please, Dal, be careful. God, just be safe … I can’t imagine what I would do-” 

Megan’s words were cut off as her husband swept her into a big bear hug. Dalton kissed her on the forehead and then pushed her back so they could look each other in the eyes. She had to bend her neck back quite a bit, as she always did to accommodate their difference in height. 

“You know I’ll be as careful as possible. No screwing around, just getting what we need and then I’ll head straight home.”

He dropped his arms to his sides, still a bit tense, fearful that Megan was some sort of firecracker whose wick had burned all the way down, but hadn’t exploded. Megan gave Dalton one of the sleepy little smiles she reserved for those times when she had essentially lost an argument. Not that she would admit defeat, but it served to let her husband know that this firecracker was a dud. Megan’s smile didn’t reach her eyes, but it was good enough for Dalton. He pulled her close again and kissed her firmly on the lips before heading to the garage.

“Be back soon,” was all he said before getting into the Jeep and driving away.

Dalton did make it back. He had been through hell, and the Jeep had suffered some serious dents, but both man and vehicle returned in one piece. There was a small gash on his forehead, but no other visible wounds when he stepped out of the SUV. 

He described people dying on the streets—some sick, others simply looking insane as they roamed the area. 

“People were trying to take the truck, grabbing at the doors. A bunch threw rocks at the police and the National Guard … hell, they were attacking them! Everyone out there is insane, I swear to God. But …” He paused, his face turning pale at the memory. “But it was those sick people, the ones who were infected. They were attacking everyone, ripping and biting them. Christ, there was so much blood. It was a fucking nightmare.” 

Dalton hadn’t made it to a store. Two miles down the road from their neighborhood was as far as he got, and that was more than enough. He tried to turn back, but people were running everywhere, blocking his path. After a few minutes of negotiating traffic to a place where he could turn the Jeep around, a bunch of teenagers began throwing rocks and surrounded the vehicle. 

When Megan asked for more details, Dalton shook his head, only saying that he had gotten away and was fine. He wouldn’t let Megan touch him as he rattled off his story, peering through the slats he’d nailed over the front door and windows. It was as if he were worried someone had followed him home. When she tried to hug him, he darted away. He was too strung out to stand still for even a moment. 

It was when he went to the sink a few minutes later and rolled up his shirt sleeve that Megan saw the bite mark. The wound on his arm looked superficial, but Dalton’s hooded sweatshirt was torn in a couple of places. There were blood spatters on his clothes, and Megan wondered if he were hiding any other wounds from her. 

Dalton pulled off his sweatshirt and tossed it into the trashcan. Still agitated after cleaning up at the kitchen sink, he locked himself in the bathroom. Megan tried to leave him alone for a while, certain her husband just needed time to calm down. But when he didn’t come out for ten minutes, she couldn’t wait any longer and banged on the door, demanding that Dalton talk to her. 

When he came out, Dalton still didn’t want to be touched. The thrill of seeing him again had been replaced by a growing dread. Dalton was alive, but what he’d seen out there had rattled him to the core. He was supposed to be the cool and rational one, the one who remained calm no matter what. Instead, he looked like some scared kid who’d been frightened nearly to death. 

The next few hours were almost as bad for Megan as the time she spent waiting on Dalton to return from his trip outside. She prided herself on knowing her husband fairly well, but even a complete stranger could tell that something was terribly wrong with Dalton LeValley. After any stressful event, Dalton was always the first to make light of it, smile and joke, washing away the stress and forcing himself to forget. That was not the Dalton Megan was seeing here. It was then that she realized he was dealing with something more traumatic than a violent run-in with some teenagers. 

Megan had seen the broadcasts and watched the scientists debate over what was causing the virus to be transmitted so easily from victim to victim. There were countless theories, but the one that stood out from all the others was that it was transmitted through the blood—through bites and scratches. 

She didn’t want to accept it, but there it was. Megan wept as she tried to deny the truth of the matter. Dalton had been bitten, and he was infected.

Perhaps it was her crying that allowed him to see past his own pain for the first time since his return. He held out a shaky hand to his wife, beckoning her to where he lay on the bed. Megan fought against the urge to recoil as she looked at the wound on his arm. The bite mark had turned black and was surrounded by red, puffy skin. In fact, the skin on Dalton’s entire arm looked discolored and in bad shape. The infection was in his blood for sure. 

Megan wanted so desperately to touch Dalton, but what if the infection didn’t just spread through the blood, but by touch as well? As she stood near the edge of the bed, her heart racing, Megan looked into the pleading eyes of her husband and realized she didn’t care. 

She took Dalton’s hand in hers and climbed in next to him, feeling the heat radiating off of his body. He felt like a blast furnace as she touched his forehead. It was as if his brain were boiling in his skull. Megan sprang up from the bed, mumbling something about getting him a cold washcloth, and ran to the bathroom. 

As Megan doused the cloth in cold water, her hands trembled. When she glanced at the mirror, a ghost stared back at her. There was no blood in her normally olive-toned skin. 

“Get a grip, Megan. Keep it together. You have to for Dalton’s sake.” The whispered words were drowned out by the running water, but had the desired effect. Megan was able to resist the urge to break down crying again. Instead, she turned off the water and rubbed away the tears that had already fallen. 

She returned to the bedroom, the washcloth cold and wet in her hands. She leaned over the stationary form of her husband and gently laid the cloth on his forehead, wondering if even though it was wet, it might burst into flames from the overpowering heat coming off of Dalton. When he grabbed her wrist, Megan jumped, startled. She yelped before she could cover her mouth with her free hand as she stared into his eyes. The hazel color she had always loved was beginning to cloud over with a milky film. 

“Promise me … promise me you won’t let me change …”

It was only a whisper. Megan stared into his dull, weeping eyes, fighting to break free of their hypnotic effect. She wanted to shake her head and turn away, to avoid seeing the ravages of the virus as it changed Dalton, twisting and warping him into some kind of monster. Although it was still her beloved husband lying before her, he was already changing as his body was consumed with poison. 

Megan touched his face gently. “Everything is going to be okay, baby,” she said in a surprisingly steady voice. She forced herself to look deeper into Dalton’s eyes. His fetid breath smelled of rot, and it was all she could do not to gag. Instead, Megan smiled weakly at him. She wanted to run to the toilet and throw up, but stood her ground. This was her husband, no matter what was happening, and she had to make sure he knew she was there for him, would stay by his side no matter what.

Dalton attempted to smile. Although he was wheezing and showing all the signs of a terminally ill patient, he seemed to be winning the battle with his fear. 

He retained his grip on Megan’s wrist as he spoke again. “I’m going to head down to the basement. Please help me get down there. We have some oversized trash bags I can lie on. If you wrap a towel around the revolver, it will muffle the blast and not draw any attention to the house.” 

Megan only heard the first sentence, and then the blood pounding in her ears was just too loud. She’d felt faint before, but nothing like this. 

A couple of minutes later—or maybe it was much later—Dalton was still holding her tight, and all she could remember was screaming “No! No! No!” over and over again while she battered his shoulders with her small fists. Dalton was weak, but still had enough strength to get control of Megan and hold her until she stopped. He waited patiently for her to regain some sense of comprehension before he spoke again. 

“God I know this is hard, honey. There is nothing easy about it. I love you. More than you’ll ever know. But I CAN’T change what’s happening to me. Don’t you see? Either I have to do this myself or you have to …” At that, Dalton broke down crying, taking his arms away from Megan as his broad shoulders shook and heaved. 

The world was ending right that second. Megan could feel it. There was nothing left. She would pull the trigger and murder her husband, then stick the barrel in her mouth to put an end to this nightmare. She sure as hell couldn’t stay here without him. That wasn’t going to happen. 

At that moment, Megan was angry. Angry at herself for letting Dalton leave the house and angry for not letting him go a few days earlier when it might have been safe outside. She was angry with Dalton for coming back infected. She was angry at God, who seemed to be turning his back on them. The world was coming to an end, and God didn’t give a shit.

Dalton’s crying slowed as Megan’s rage grew. He tried to take a deep breath to steady himself, but a coughing jag took him and lasted several minutes. Megan sprang up and ran to get him a towel as Dalton spat up blood, bile, and tissue that had liquified as the virus tore through his system. He gestured for her to stay back, but to toss him the towel. 

As the coughing died down, Dalton was able to speak again. “You have to live, Megan. No matter how bad you feel, you need to make it through this.”

The look in Dalton’s eyes told Megan that her husband knew what she’d been thinking. More tears flowed from her eyes as Megan shook her head violently. None of this should be happening. It wasn’t fair. 

“I’ll be dead in a few hours, Megan. I know you don’t want to hear it, but it’s true. But you won’t be. You’re alive, and I want you to stay that way. You can make it through this crap, I know you can! The house is fortified, and by yourself there is enough food and water to last a long time.” 

Megan could only stare at her husband. The idea of putting a bullet in Dalton’s head was abhorrent, but she knew that he would pull the trigger if she didn’t. That was as much a part of who Dalton was as anything else: once he made up his mind, he followed through to the bitter end. No chance things would be different this time. 

Dalton took the towel and wiped away the spittle and sweat from his face, though his lips remained crimson from the blood he’d coughed up. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and Megan resisted the urge to rush to his side to help him. If he wanted to go down to the basement to commit suicide, he could do it by himself. 

Megan wondered if the man she had loved since their third date would do more than say goodbye as he left their bedroom, or would realize he couldn’t go through with this and instead profess his endless love to her. It was a selfish thought, and she knew it. All she could think about was how this would affect her and her existence. She wanted Dalton to fight this thing, resist it, so she didn’t have to accept that this was truly the end of their lives together. 

Megan watched as Dalton got out of bed and moved toward the door. He looked at her but said nothing. He could see the parade of emotions on her face and likely knew how impossible all of this was for his wife. And that was when it hit her.

Even as Dalton was dying, he was thinking of his wife, which was exactly what she was doing. In the last few hours of his life, he was more concerned with her well-being than his impending demise. 

That was when Megan ran to Dalton and slid under his shoulder to help him make it down the stairs without stumbling or falling. She was too short for him to lean on her effectively, but the pained smile on Dalton’s face told her how grateful he was.

Dalton’s last few hours were better than Megan could have hoped for. They talked about everything, cried, and even laughed a few times. 

Toward the end, Dalton touched Megan’s cheek with shaking hands as he started to fade. She watched as her husband fought to stay coherent, her face stunned and fearful. 

Dalton had avoided telling Megan what to do up to that point, instead sharing the memories they both cherished in an attempt to forget the inevitable, if only for a little while. But as he felt his body shutting down and the pain gripping him so tightly he could barely resist crying out in agony, Dalton knew he had to explain what needed to be done. 

“Do it before I turn. Don’t wait long; it probably won’t take more than a minute or so after my heart stops.” Dalton’s eyes were closed as he spoke, and his skin was gray, almost translucent, as the virus’s victory over his body neared completion.

Megan heard the words, and despite the fact that Dalton’s eyelids remained closed, she nodded down at him, knowing that if she said anything, her voice would crack and she would lose control. 

She was still considering pulling the trigger on the .357 Magnum not once, but twice. It would be so easy; they would escape this lunacy together. ‘Til death do us part—that was the vow, wasn’t it? But what if she didn’t want death to part them?

Megan remained lost in her thoughts, only half listening to the rattle of Dalton’s breathing, when she realized that the basement was silent. She glanced down at her husband and tried to hold back the flood of tears as she realized he was gone. His chest had stopped rising, and the loud and ragged breathing had cut off. Dalton lay there, his head resting on the garbage bag she had placed beneath him at his request, his eyes closed for the last time.

So when he sprang back up a moment later, Megan felt her heart stop and her bladder let loose. Dalton grabbed his wife’s arms, looking at her with eyes that were dead and unseeing. 

Megan didn’t have time to ponder the fact that she had waited too long to do what he had asked. All she knew was that she was going to die on the basement floor as her husband attacked her. As he pulled her close, she prayed the pain would be fleeting.

Before she could scream out or squirm loose, he spoke. 

“… make it … to keep fighting!” 

It was all Dalton could spit out. He fell back so fast that his skull thumped against the concrete floor, his grip loosening. Later there would be welts where he had grabbed her. 

This time there was no doubt that Dalton was truly dead. He was gone and had taken with him everything Megan loved in the world. His last words echoed in her head: he wanted her to keep fighting.

The terror of his death grip on her receded, and her heart rate dropped back to normal. Megan’s head was pounding, but she felt more alert than she had been in a long time. The jolt to her system had cleared her head. 

Megan stared at the body of her husband as she stood. She lifted the dead weight of the pistol as she hovered over Dalton’s corpse. She was the only mourner he would ever have. 

It was up to her to say goodbye.

Megan reached for the towel and wrapped it around the muzzle as Dalton had instructed her. 

What if I wait? The thought slithered through Megan’s head like a serpent, its forked tongue tickling and teasing her. What if I wait to see if he gets back up? I’ll be able to look in his eyes and know for sure.


The thought that Dalton was somehow still in there, inside his ruined body, splashed Megan with irrational hope. She looked at him with love in her heart, wanting to touch him again and wanting him to touch her as well. He’ll look at me and know who I am. He’ll understand what happened and know he’s still my husband.


“No …”


Megan shook her head. She raised the gun and rubbed the towel against her wet forehead. 


“I love you so much, Dalton. I would give anything to have you back with me. But I …”


The pain in Megan’s stomach made her double over. A huge knot had formed inside her gut. She moaned and almost fell to her knees, but somehow retained her balance.

“You’re the best man I’ve ever known. I will always love you, Dalton.” 

As she pulled the trigger, Megan swore she saw her husband’s eyes opening. The gun kicked, and the towel covering the barrel shredded away as the bullet traveled at a tremendous velocity and blasted a hole the size of a dime in Dalton’s forehead. Megan blinked as she fired, and when her eyes opened again, she saw that Dalton’s eyes were still closed. 

Megan avoided looking at the mess splattered across the garbage bags underneath Dalton’s head. Instead, she grabbed a couple of extra trash bags they’d brought down and laid them on top of him. She unwound the towel from the gun and dropped it beside the body, trying to be as clinical and removed from the situation as possible.

It isn’t Dalton; it’s just his corpse. She repeated that over and over in her head in a vain attempt to drown out the part of her mind that wanted to believe that if Dalton had come back, he would have recognized and loved her still.

Megan’s thoughts bounced against one another, tormenting her until she raised an arm to her mouth and bit down, hard. The torment inside her head disappeared with a muffled scream as the coppery taste of blood filled Megan’s mouth. She kept screaming as she stumbled up the steps. 

Somehow, Megan managed to hold onto the gun all the way to the bedroom. Later, she would contemplate using it on herself again, but always at the back of her mind was her husband’s dying wish. She kept the weapon close, telling herself it was there, just in case. 


 


 



 



 


Megan, Part 2


 

There was plenty of noise outside. Beyond the reinforced doors and boarded-up windows, she heard them. The infected had come to the neighborhood in force. Megan could hear the moaning and, every now and then, a scream. 

Sometimes they were close. So close that they seemed to be right outside the window. And when Megan heard them that close, it wasn’t the moaning that bothered her. It was something far worse. She tried hard to pretend she didn’t hear it, but it burrowed down beneath the thick layer of blankets and pillows with which she had shrouded herself. It burrowed through her ears and down into her soul. 

It was the sound of them eating. 

That was when Megan realized there were far worse ways to go than suicide or being forced to starve to death as you waited in the darkness, alone. 

The fear that those things might discover her hiding place opened up a black and shriveled-up part of Megan. The idea of them breaking in and tearing through the house, which would force her to pull the trigger again, held her in thrall for days at a time. 

But they never came for her.

One particular memory of those dark days stuck in Megan’s mind. It must have been a couple of weeks after everything had fallen apart. A giant crash echoed up and down the street as several gunshots were fired. Megan refused to look past the blinds and see what was transpiring outside. 

She did sit up in bed and then froze, staring at her shuttered window, wanting to go to it, wanting to do something to help whoever was out there. 

Megan was terrible at categorizing guns or the report that occurred when any was fired, but the shots sounded like they had come from a rifle. After the first few shots, a different weapon discharged and sounded similar to the handgun sitting on her nightstand. 

The gunfire had snapped Megan out of her paralysis for a moment, but even as her heart raced and she had to steady her breathing to avoid hyperventilating, she could feel lethargy creeping back in. She shivered inside the sweat-drenched nightshirt she’d been wearing for days as she pushed her feet over the edge of the bed and stood up, her legs aching in protest. 

Megan hovered near the window but refused to pull the shade to look out onto her sun-drenched street. The monsters out there were not coming for her this time, so she could drown in her sheets and pillows once again. 

As the gunshots played out and the screams began, Megan stared at the .357 Magnum. What amount of energy would it take to burst through the front door and rush to the aid of the people out there? Wouldn’t trying to help be better than burying herself alive once again? 

But in the end, all Megan did was stand next to her bedroom window and listen to the cries of agony, the sounds of pleading, and the ripping and tearing that always came at the end of the attacks. She listened and let her mind create images of what was going on outside, because she couldn’t bear bending the blinds to know for sure. 

There were more crashing noises, and the gunshots subsided. The moans and screams grew frantic, an opera of voices covering every octave. Megan wanted to close them off but couldn’t. She couldn’t react at all—to help or to hide. She knew this was her punishment for letting Dalton die … and for participating in his death.

That was when Megan started to scream. 

It took her a few moments to realize what she was doing. She was screaming into a pillow she had managed to pull off the bed. 

Even as she screamed, Megan had a moment of clarity. The only thing to hope for was that it would go quickly for whoever was being attacked. For the next few minutes, all she heard was an increase in moans as her muffled screams were drowned out. More and more of the infected joined their brethren to take down the survivors.

Later, Megan realized then that her screams had stopped and her throat was a ragged mess. She had ripped it raw. She remained standing, holding her pillow with quiet desperation, as the undead tended to their needs outside.

At that point, someone must have broken free of the house in which they’d been hiding and got out to the yard, and perhaps even the street. He was shouting for someone, but Megan couldn’t make out a name over the cries of the reanimated. Several more shots rang out, and the screaming began again. It was a deep wailing at first—definitely a man—but toward the end, it grew shrill and high pitched. 

Megan tried to pretend she couldn’t hear what happened next, but there was little doubt the man was being torn limb from limb. It sounded so close that she imagined the man making it to her front yard before her rotting neighbors pulled him down, swarming over his warm body. As his clothes were ripped away, the moans turned to hisses and squeals of delight as the creatures tore into their prize. Long after she believed the victim had mercifully ceased feeling any pain, one last scream rose above the sounds of eating. It was the cry of someone who no longer cared to be saved, but who was drowning in a pain that overwhelmed all else. 

Then the scream cut off. A sound like a wet branch snapping and then a short gurgle marked the end of the man who died on Megan’s lawn. 

That was all Megan could take. She felt her knees give out as she collapsed to the bedroom floor. Curling up in a ball, she began to hum. It was what she did as a child to drown out people she didn’t want to listen to. As she curled even tighter and smashed the pillow over her eyes, Megan remembered her favorite rhyme.

Ms. Mary Mack, Mack, Mack, all dressed in black, black, black with silver buttons, buttons, buttons …

Megan repeated the rhyme over and over in her head to blot out the feeding noises as she crawled underneath her bed. The chant continued as the monsters that had been riled up by the introduction of new flesh continued their aimless wandering long after their feast was over. Megan didn’t realize she was sucking her thumb until it grew sore a few hours later.

Over the next day and a half, the creatures drifted away and Megan faded in and out of a fitful sleep. Each time she woke up, she would repeat the rhyme to avoid hearing them crashing around outside, searching for more food. 

Megan was finally able to crawl out from underneath the bed, stiff and aching, two days after the attack.

She stared at the window for another day, teased by the idea of sneaking a peak outside. Nothing out there could be as bad as she had imagined, could it? She had to know if the cold creep of insanity tugging at her could be pushed back or if she should just embrace it, wrap it around her body like a warm winter coat and drift into oblivion. Megan got close enough to touch the wispy material of her thin drapes. The fabric rippled gently in response to her touch, but she could go no farther.

For the next few days, as Megan stared at the pattern the wallpaper border made around the room, she thought of Dalton a great deal. He was the only one of the dead who didn’t whisper to her, telling her to let go, to give up this charade of living. The others would tell her that all she had to do was open the front door and step outside and all the lies would be over.

But Dalton never tried to speak to her like her dead neighbors did. The man who had died on the lawn, as well as the woman he had been with, came to her the most. The pain was fleeting, they said. It was just the body’s way of resisting its passage into the new existence they had all embraced. It was only a pain of transition, of shifting to a better existence. 

She tried to ignore them, but as the hours ticked by and daylight faded into night, the strain of the words wore on her as her eyes drifted from the wallpaper to the gun on her nightstand. 

Not yet. I made a promise to you, Dalton. Not yet …

 ***


Dalton ran into the room and pulled her off the bed. “Come on, hun, we have to leave!” 


Megan was thrilled to see him again and knew he had come back to whisk her away. 


“I have something to show you.” 


Dalton pulled her out of the bedroom and down the steps. Megan nearly tripped as she tried to keep up with her excited spouse. She managed to avoid a fall as they landed in the foyer. 

Dalton pulled his wife toward the front door. Megan resisted, but he smiled and gently shook his head. “I have something to show you.”

Megan looked at the door and saw that the boards Dalton had nailed over it were gone. Dalton put his hand on the knob, and before Megan could protest, he pulled the door open. 

Megan tried to scream and clawed at the hand wrapped around her wrist. She shook her head, pleading with Dalton. 

Glancing outside, she saw the dark shapes of the dead. She stopped struggling and noticed that none of the stiff forms was moving forward, coming toward them. 

Megan had never seen one of the walking corpses with her own eyes before. She had seen them on television, but had been hidden away in the house since the beginning, with curtains drawn and eyes firmly shut to what was going on outside.

The dead people on Megan’s lawn did not react like the crazed monsters she had been expecting. Instead, they stood silently, swaying back and forth, staring at her and Dalton in the doorway of their house, as if waiting for them to do something. 

As they looked upon her, their eyes did not hide the emptiness behind them. There was no life there, no comprehension. 

“I have something to show you,” Dalton repeated and put his hand on Megan’s shoulder as he pulled her out onto the porch. Megan looked in her husband’s eyes, and her resistance faded. 

The bright sun hit Megan’s face, nearly blinding her. Even with her limited vision, she could see the huge crowd that had gathered for them. As the two living people moved forward, the sea of rotting flesh stepped back to allow them to pass. 

Megan smiled as she realized they were being allowed to leave! With that jubilant revelation, she noticed something about the stiffened corpses all around her. 

These diseased creatures were not moaning. 

They were as silent as she was. Although they stared at Megan, there was no hunger in their eyes. They didn’t reach out to touch or pull at her; they seemed to have no desire to violate her at all. 

After a few minutes of trudging on blood-soaked grass, Dalton spoke again. “Almost there,” he beamed at her as he looked back and grinned, his teeth dazzling in the sunlight. 

Megan couldn’t tell how long they walked before the crowd ahead parted, revealing an opening. Not a large one, just a small circle of space free of the dead. Megan could see something on the ground, a bundle of some sort. But since Dalton was in front of her, leading the way, she couldn’t make out what it was. 

Dalton turned away from Megan and dropped her hand. She stopped, watching as the man she loved knelt down and wrapped his arms around the bundle. He made quiet noises she could barely hear as he rose.

When Dalton turned around, Megan knew what he was holding. Dalton was smiling down upon the swaddled shape in his arms, slowly bouncing it and cooing. It was their baby. Their little girl! 

Megan tried to reach out to take the baby and cradle it, but here arms felt like lead weights at her side. She had always known they would have a girl; it had been her dream all along. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she watched Dalton hold their infant in his arms. 

Dalton looked over at Megan and smiled. “She wants her mommy. She’s hungry.” 

At his words, Megan’s limbs felt lighter and she was able to move forward. It was some cruel twist of fate that had kept the child from her for this long, but Megan knew, deep in her heart, that she would never be separated from her again. 

As Megan moved closer, Dalton smiled encouragement at her. She saw a curl of black hair peeping out of the snug blanket, and her heart quaked in anticipation. 

Megan reached out for her child as she stepped up to her husband. She had forgotten the dark figures surrounding them, though the dead appeared to be leaning in to get a closer look at the child. Dalton gently handed the child over to his wife. 

A scream burst forth from Megan’s lips. She wanted to drop the bundle, but Dalton’s arms were wrapped tightly around her and the baby. Megan’s scream continued, piercing the silence of the netherworld like a knife. 

Her child, her baby girl, was one of them. Its grayish skin was stretched tight over its skull, its eyes filled with pus that nearly obscured the murky pupils fixated on its mother. Its mouth was lined with jagged little teeth that gnashed and clicked together with menace. As Megan’s screaming stopped, she heard the unearthly moan of the dead escape the baby’s lips.

“She needs to feed,” Dalton hissed, and Megan looked at his face. He was one of them too. Half of the skin on his face had rotted off, and the stench was overpowering as he leaned in. “She needs to feed … and so do we.” A thick green line of drool trailed from the corner of his mouth where multiple jagged and broken teeth sat. The moans rose as Dalton lifted the baby up to Megan’s breast.

 ***

Megan was torn from her nightmare, clutching at her belly, sweat-drenched as she attempted to hold in the screams. The pain she felt in her gut was real, as real as anything else in this dark, dank place she inhabited. The once almost impossibly strong desire to bring new life into the world had shriveled and died as dreams such this one haunted Megan’s sleep, tormenting her endlessly.

As she sat trying to regain her composure, it dawned on Megan that it wasn’t some simple mercy that had woken her before her dream could reach its evil conclusion, as it had done so many times before. Something else had disturbed her sleep. 

Megan didn’t have to wait long to discover that it wasn’t the sound of moaning or some window shattering nearby that had jarred her slumber. It was an explosion.

When the next one hit, it sounded like a bomb had been dropped on the neighborhood. The bedroom walls rattled as several more bursts echoed. Megan tensed, unsure of where they were coming from and if they were getting closer to her house. 

She gripped the covers close, knowing they would provide no protection, but having no idea what else to do as she stared at the windows. The rumble of another blast set them vibrating. 

Megan remained stationary for several minutes, even after the thunderous explosions ceased. She listened, waiting for something, anything else to happen, but there was nothing. Not even the ever-present moaning of the dead.

What the hell just happened?

It was the only thought that raced through Megan’s mind as she slid off the bed and searched for her shoes. Her actions were automatic. She hadn’t slipped on her sneakers in weeks, but it seemed like the thing to do as she pondered the explosions and the meaning behind them. 

It had to be the military. They had been working all this time to clear the city of infected, and they’d finally reached the suburbs. It was the only explanation that made any sense. 

Limping as her sluggish limbs woke up, Megan made it to her closet. She needed to get dressed. For the first time in five weeks, the close caress of the nightgown she’d been wearing repulsed her. It stuck to her skin and smelled foul, almost ripe. And as she stripped it away, it was as if layers of fear and intimidation disappeared with it. 

Two minutes later, Megan was moving down the steps, weak but excited. She had snatched the revolver off the nightstand and held it in front of her like some sort of shield as she stared at the front door. 

Memories of her nightmare returned. Megan closed her eyes as a vision of the baby she had held in her arms jumped into her head unbidden. She sucked in a sharp breath and opened her eyes again, determined to push the nightmare aside so she could focus on the aftermath of the explosions she’d heard.

After staring at the front door for a couple of minutes, her heart racing, Megan shook her head to clear it of all the confused thoughts that had been swarming through her mind since she had been so abruptly awoken. 

“Shit happens,” Megan mumbled as she stepped closer to the door. Her voice sounded odd. Scratched, deflated. It was not the voice with which she had lived her entire life, but instead sounded weak, insecure … frightened. 

Steeling herself, Megan took a deep breath before leaning toward the window next to the front door, putting her hands on the blinds. There were a few more moments of second-guessing before she was able to get close enough to pull a slat down. 

Megan had to line up her eyes with the area between the boards nailed in place. She blinked a few times and tried to adjust to the light of the midday sun after having spent weeks in shadow. When she was able to focus on her front yard and what lay beyond, it took her mind several more seconds to accept that what she was seeing was real.

Several houses, with their neutral-toned brick and vinyl siding and their manicured lawns, were gone entirely. They had been replaced with a palette of blackened and burnt wooden and stone skeletons. Some houses were smoking and ruined, while others remained unscathed. All the lawns were overgrown, and bushes were beginning to run wild. Fires had destroyed some structures while leaving others intact. Cars out on the street were covered with layers of dust and ash, and garish splashes of blood. 

The burnt houses with timbers jutting into the sky mirrored the corpses littering the street. While the human debris comprised mostly bones and splatters of blood, a few unidentifiable chunks of fleshy residue were scattered about. Several younger saplings that had been planted in the grassy patch between the sidewalk and the street had been bent and broken, and Megan blinked as she spotted what looked like an arm dangling from one of the snapped limbs.

She took little comfort from the fact that she saw only a scattering of bodies. There were bones strewn about her yard and what appeared to be a torso stripped free of its flesh sitting on the Millers’ porch across the street. 

Megan stifled a whimper as she saw the remains. A wide trail of blood led away from the torso to the front door of the Millers’ house, which had been ripped from its hinges. Several of the other houses Megan could see from her vantage point looked broken into as well. 

Rubbing her eyes, Megan took a short break from looking outside while she tried to keep her breathing even and controlled. She’d seen nothing lurking in the shadows outside, and the silence from earlier had reestablished itself. There had been no noise since the explosions. No tanks rolling in, no gunfire, and no more moans. She took a small amount of solace from the possibility that the dead had migrated away from the neighborhood, but was disappointed that the cavalry had not appeared. 

Megan was still rubbing her eyes when she heard another noise off in the distance. It startled her even though it was nowhere near as loud or abrupt as the explosions had been. 

Letting go of the blinds, Megan stepped back and felt her legs give way as she collapsed onto the floor. Raising the revolver with a quivering hand, she pressed it against her temple. 

It was those things. She could hear them moaning. They were coming back. 

“Where’s my goddamn rescue?” Megan whimpered as she tried to fight back the tears. 

She refused to believe that the explosions had been some sort of freak occurrence. No! It had to be something else—something more than just another fractured, hopeless misery in a world already filled with them. 

Megan remained beside the door, listening to the moans getting closer with her arms on her knees and her head slumped between them. She held the gun up and began tapping the butt gently against the back of her skull. This went on for another minute or so until she heard a new sound and raised her head to stare up at the window. 

At first Megan couldn’t place what it was. She’d been subjected to the muffled wailing of flesh-eating predators for far too long, and her ears needed time to adjust to the subtleties of this new noise. When they did, Megan jumped up so quickly she almost fell on her side as a grin split her dry, cracked lips. She rushed to the window and clawed at the blinds. Flattening her face to the board again, Megan scanned her street and the one that crossed it nearby. 

Megan’s street was at the bottom of a hill, the road feeding into her section of the subdivision on a downward slant. With the thin slit between the two boards showing only a little of the outside world, Megan couldn’t see that far, but as she waited, her patience was rewarded a few seconds later. 

“Oh my God …” 

Megan could hardly register what her eyes were trying to tell her brain. It’s a goddamned minivan!  She nearly fell on her butt as her legs threatened to give out on her again. The dark blue van sped toward Nelson Street, where Megan lived, getting closer by the second. 

Giggling hysterically, Megan wondered why the Army was using minivans instead of Jeeps or Humvees. The vehicle continued to get closer, but appeared to be slowing down. A twisted part of Megan’s mind whispered to her that it was illegal for someone to be driving that fast anyway. The giggling ramped up, and she wondered if she should call the police on the driver. Megan felt dizzy from all the laughter, but she was determined to get the attention of the person driving the van. Otherwise they would drive past her house, hit the dead end at the end of Nelson, turn around and speed out of the neighborhood without a single backward glance. 

The laughter cut off as Megan realized she had a choice to make. It was either time to leave this house, which was not only Dalton’s tomb, but was fast becoming hers as well, or to give up and end it all. 

That was when Megan realized there was still a spark of life left inside of her. This was her one chance for redemption, her one chance for freedom. The hell residing outside the house was beginning to look no worse than the hell that had been living inside her mind for the past few weeks. Megan heard herself whimper as she reached for the first board that covered the front door.

Tears replaced the anxious laughter as she tugged at the lumber hammered into the top of the solid oak door. As she did, Megan wiped at the small beads of moisture coming from her forehead and her eyes. 

The boards didn’t budge with her feeble efforts. Megan was already out of breath after a few tugs, and her arms felt like dead weights. Need to get to the gym more often.  She rubbed her forearm and glanced over at the window. Dalton had spaced the boards across it so they could still look outside. That would give her a place to slip her fingers as she gripped the boards when she pulled at them. Setting the gun down on a small table next to the front door, she moved to the window.

Megan felt the itch of panic as she heard the minivan’s engine continue to creep closer to her house. It was taking way too long to get here. Hadn’t the driver been flying down the road? Now what was he doing? He’d been slowing down, but how slow could he possibly be going now? The speed limit is 25, and every good citizen should observe that limit, even during the apocalypse. A new wave of giggles threatened to return with that crazed thought, but Megan was able to force them down as she struggled with the boards over the window.

She moved to the other window on the opposite side of the door and wrapped her arms around one of the boards over it. The fact that the driver was slowing down was some sort of cosmic nudge, urging her to try harder so she could let him know she was here. Megan yanked at the board, and it bent slightly toward her but had no further give in it. She shook it, but it remained securely affixed to the window frame. 

Megan screamed in rage. “Let. Me. Out!” Each word was punctuated by a futile jerk at the board. She kicked angrily at the wall as she pounded on the wood. Exhausted, she almost slumped to the floor again, knowing she wouldn’t make it in time. The driver would pass by and never even know she was inside, desperate to be free.

Megan’s head snapped up as it dawned on her. The garage! She stumbled as she ran through the kitchen. She almost slipped on the linoleum but made it to the garage door and pawed at the knob. She was nearly hyperventilating and couldn’t hear if the van was still outside. She slid between Dalton’s Jeep and her little econobox in a rush to get to the big aluminum garage door. With no electricity, the door would just pull up. 

Megan snatched at the handle on the door and nearly wrenched her arm out of its socket as she yanked on it. It didn’t budge. A wave of pain shot through her arm as she recoiled from the handle as if it were a venomous snake. The door was jammed. 

Megan stared at the garage door, exasperated. The house didn’t want to let her go. Slowly her eyes grew wide, and she cursed her stupidity. Glancing up past the handle, she saw a rectangular protrusion halfway up the door. It was connected to two metal rods that spanned the door horizontally. Of course! Dalton had manually locked the garage door on his return from the failed supply run. 

Megan wrapped her hands around the cold, dry metal and twisted to the left, but it did not budge. Turning it the other way met with success, and she heard the satisfying sound of the lock opening. She leaned down and tugged on the handle, receiving the result she was hoping for as the door began to rise. She let it go up about halfway and glanced outside, free of barriers between her and the rest of the world for the first time in ages. 

Megan had been prepared to run screaming to flag down the driver, but as she looked out on the scene past her lawn, she realized that perhaps her grand vision of escape had been a mistake. 

Things could be worse. 

That was what Dalton had said to Megan when this whole mess started. He had been trying to raise her spirits and kept on trying until the end. He wanted her to survive, wanted her to keep on fighting and find a way out of the hell they were in. Now, despite her efforts to entomb herself in the bedroom in which they had slept, made love, and lived, she had finally woken up. She was somehow still willing to fight after all this time, not just for herself, but for her husband’s sake … because once she was gone, who would be left to remember him?

So when she saw the scraggly-looking man standing on top of the blue minivan, looking away from her as he stared at the top of the hill, she realized that despite how terrible he looked and how dire her circumstances were, things could be worse.

Swallowing hard, Megan stepped out into the sunlight.

“Hello,” was all she could think to say. 


 


 



 



 


George and Jason, Part 1


 

The sandy-haired man took a swig from the bottle of lukewarm water. He glanced briefly at the image of ice-capped mountains on the label and grimaced at the taste. At least it wasn’t hot, although he wouldn’t gripe if it were. But a visual of a mountain stream filled with pure, ice-cold water was a stretch. His world was not filled with breathtaking vistas and bracing winds. Instead, there were dark, confining walls and thick, muggy air.

“Ahhh.” 

The sound was exaggerated, and the marketers of Mountain Ice would have appreciated it … if they weren’t all dead. In fact, just about everyone to whom they’d pitched their product was dead too. So the sarcastic sound of satisfaction was pointless. George didn’t care, because nearly everything was pointless these days. 

He stood in the dark back room and tried to push away the depressing thought. It was damned hard, but he had to believe it was still worth the effort. He was in one piece after everything he’d been through. Be grateful for the little things.  It was his mantra these days.

George cut an impressive form. At six-two and slightly over two hundred and forty pounds, he was thickly built and muscular. The graying at the temples and creases in the skin around his eyes might convince some that he was past his competitive prime, but when they saw him move, they would likely backtrack on such an assessment. George was naturally athletic, but as he’d hit middle age, he discovered he had to work twice as hard to keep up with the kids half his age.

George wondered why he still bothered. Exercise seemed rather pointless these days. Old habits die hard. He knew it was true enough, but that wasn’t all of it. So he went through the stomach crunches, pushups, situps, and anything else he could do in the silence of the dark and dusty rooms of the church in which he was stuck, knowing that as he tried so hard to exhaust his body, he was trying even harder to keep his mind occupied.

George surveyed the crowded back room. It was a storage closet in the place he’d called home for over a month now. Cardboard crates and cartons were stacked up against the far wall—corrugated sentinels guarding the abandoned building against the onslaught of dust bunnies and silverfish. Several boxes had been torn into and emptied of their contents. George sighed as he took a count of what remained. He was sick and tired of the sticky sweet juice boxes and stale cheese and peanut butter crackers stored for the daycare and kindergarten programs the church ran. He relished the occasional water bottle, but soon the case of Mountain Ice that they’d been rationing at one bottle a day would be gone. 

For what might have been the thousandth time, he sighed and shook his head. How did it come to this? He nudged one of the half-filled boxes with his big toe and resisted the urge to kick it against the wall. This was all they had left.

George walked out into the gymnasium. The daylight shining down through the skylights was a godsend. All the doors and windows on the first floor were blocked up or covered with plywood and cafeteria tables. The light felt good, but didn’t cheer him up. Whether George was in the gym or one of the few other areas he could roam freely in the building, he felt as if he were in perpetual darkness. 

George mouthed a silent prayer for the strength to get through another day as he walked across the hardwood floor. It was one of dozens of little prayers he uttered these days. He hadn’t been a devout Christian before the plague. Sure, he believed in God, but attending church was something he did on autopilot. It could salve a guilty conscience, demonstrate devotion, or set a good example for his daughters, but it had mostly been a façade, a convenient cover-up for someone who couldn’t be bothered to care anymore. 

It shocked him when Helen decided to convert to his religion years ago. George was not gung ho about the idea, but she insisted. When Roxanne was born, religion all of a sudden became that much more vital to Helen, and she pressed George to become more active in the church. He sometimes felt as if his wife were steamrolling him, but he loved her too much not to cave to the pressure. He had to admit that without Helen’s religious zeal, his children might have grown up clueless about God and faith in general. She made sure they were baptized, went to Sunday school, and took communion … the whole nine yards. George sat back and watched, content in knowing that his wife had taken on that mantle of responsibility and was doing a bang-up job of it.

Now, in the aftermath of the hell the world had become, he’d been “reborn.” The pillars of the world had crumbled, and that’s when the praying started. It came in a rush; there was no gradual transformation. George comprehended the error of his ways, and that changed him irrevocably. He would recite prayers on an almost hourly basis, and they had an element of gratitude in them—he thanked God for tolerating a last-second convert. Perhaps that was why he was still alive: he’d been given the chance to repent his sins and to rectify his past mistakes.

George’s mind switched gears as he thought about the boy for a moment. They were trapped in this place together, but the preteen was so distant it felt as if he were somewhere else entirely. George had tried to get Jason to warm up to him, tried to get him to talk or even pray, but the kid cared little about God … or anything else for that matter. That was no surprise, but it was still frustrating. All they had was each other, but Jason acted as if even that were too much to deal with.

The boy had been that way ever since Jennifer had given up on him. That was when George had assumed the mantle of responsibility for Jason, but it was clear the damage caused by her decision had been profound. Those cannibal bastards roaming around outside couldn’t have ripped him apart any more thoroughly. Jason had been gutted, just not in a physical sense.

So George prayed alone.

George prayed for the boy, he prayed for both their souls, and he prayed for guidance. He prayed for strength and the ability to avoiding going insane. He also prayed for mercy and forgiveness. But mostly, he prayed for his wife and two daughters waiting for him back home.

George basked in the bright sunlight and tried to appreciate the warmth it gave off. His footsteps echoed as he walked across the gym. There was no rush to get to the door. These days, there was little need to rush anywhere. 

George resisted the urge to open the closet housing the basketballs so he could take a few shots with one. Working up a sweat would be great—it might even take his mind off of everything for a bit. Unfortunately, the dead were right outside. If they heard him, his struggles over the past month would be for naught.

It was luck that had gotten him this far. All sorts of luck: bad luck that the world had gone Looney Tunes, good luck that he had made it to the church with Jason alive, and dumb luck that they had survived this long. 

He would have run long ago. To hell with the walking corpses outside, he would have faced them and all the dangers they posed. They were frightening, those rotting mockeries of life, but more so, they were sad. When George looked into their eyes, they seemed lost. They no longer knew who or what they once had been. They weren’t too sharp, and he was certain he could slip past them if he was careful. The volume of abandoned vehicles on the road was staggering; he could have his pick of cars with the keys still in the ignition and enough gas to get him all the way home. 

He would have done it already, had it not been for Jason. 

 ***

There were four of them originally: Jennifer, Al, George, and Jason. They escaped the shelter together when things went bad. The high school was filled with refugees just like them, all crammed in the gym—a thousand or more at least. So many, in fact, that the soldiers had to funnel newcomers over to the elementary school across the street. At first the refugees were mainly locals—residents of Gallatin and the surrounding area who’d been urged to head to the local shelter and wait out the chaos there. 

Things had been easy for the early arrivals. There was plenty of room and a belief that the troubles outside would be resolved quickly. It was when people started pouring in from all over the region that the sense of optimism faltered. They brought with them stories of the city’s doom.

The Guardsmen did a good job of getting everyone settled and even squelching rumors of how things had gone from bad to unbelievably worse in the space of just a few days. Not just in Cincinnati, but everywhere. But despite their best efforts, every new group brought with them horrific stories that spread like wildfire. Tales spread from cot to cot, group to group. There was little to do in the cramped gymnasium but gossip, and the only topic to gossip about was how bad things were out there. 

George had been tossed unceremoniously into the shelter and knew no one there. With no family or neighbors with whom to powwow, he gathered what information he could by spying on the conversations of others. The city was burning; it was dying before their very eyes. The dead were coming back to life, attacking the living and transforming them into similar monstrosities. 

The undead were everywhere. At first, reports were that they’d been contained. But outbreaks that started in some of the more blighted neighborhoods around the city spread rapidly. The National Guard would cordon off one area, and an outbreak would be reported elsewhere. There appeared to be no way to pinpoint a source contaminant in the city at all. Someone would be bitten and then flee to another part of town. They would die, reanimate, and start the cycle all over again. 

Nothing the military did seemed to make any headway, and despite efforts to house and protect refugees, everyone stuck in the Gallatin High School was getting the sense that there was nothing anyone, including the military, could do to stop this plague from engulfing the world. 

The stories that came in were hard for George to swallow at first, but the volume wore him down as it did everyone else, until it was hard to deny what was happening. There were comparisons to Auschwitz and the battlefields of Vietnam. Dump trucks filled with corpses stacked like cordwood were driven through the city’s neighborhoods as soldiers in hazmat outfits dragged dead bodies out of houses and loaded them up. Crematoriums were set up around the city to euthanize or dispose of those who had been infected. “Emergency Virus Centers,” where people could take those who were sick for treatment, were set up. But treatment had a tendency to make a person disappear. Families and even churches had taken to hiding those who had been bitten, despite the government’s rapid enactment of laws calling for the execution of those offering safe harbor for the infected. Promises of a cure, or of genuine treatments, saturated the airwaves at first, then tapered off as everyone stopped believing them. 

Newer refugees arriving at the high school made it clear that shelters and the small areas surrounding their locations were the only places over which the government retained control. Everywhere else, rioters and looters made it impossible for the military to differentiate between the undead and those who were just angry and desperate. There were still pockets of resistance against the inexorable march of the dead—citizen militias banding together and barricading themselves in apartment complexes, office buildings, and other makeshift fortresses. Others chose to lock their front doors and turn off their lights with the hope that death would pass them by. But even the most optimistic newcomers to the shelter admitted that most of those people had fared even worse than the National Guard troops committed to defending them.

The shelters were supposed to be beacons of hope. That’s what the soldiers with the bullhorns said as they drove up and down the streets. It was what the government claimed on television and radio. They were places citizens should go to ensure their safety. George did not want to be here, separated from his family, but he did believe he was safe there, at first. Until he saw how some seeking sanctuary were treated. Those who had been bitten were forcefully separated from family members who naively believed all were welcome. Those who were docile or already in a state of shock would accept this, believing that the best possible treatments were being made available to those who had been bitten and that they would be reunited with their family members once they had been vaccinated—or whatever it was the government doctors were doing to them. Others weren’t so understanding. In those cases, things tended to get ugly fast. Fights would erupt in the hall where newcomers were processed and inspected for wounds and infections. Family members would scream and attack soldiers tasked with the responsibility of loading the infected onto the trucks to be sent away … to where, no one was ever told. 

It was clear that most of the soldiers were losing the battle to stay impartial and focused on their duties. George knew that as National Guard troops, most of them were locals. They had grown up in the area and knew a lot of the people they were sending off for ‘treatment.’ He could not imagine how hard these assigned duties were on them. 

The shelter became something akin to a small city; people were jammed in shoulder to shoulder, attempting to live whatever lives they could under such horrid circumstances. George witnessed transactions for drugs and sex, theft, and acts far more foul. He felt helpless, as though all hope for the human race were lost. 

That was when George began to pray. 

It wasn’t hard to surmise that it was like this the entire world over. The virus had first hit overseas, in several different areas of the globe, seemingly overnight. No one could figure out where it had started. It then hit North America with cases reported in Toronto, Canada and Monterrey, Mexico. Before the borders could be sealed, there were cases reported in Baltimore and Denver. The National Guard moved in quickly, imposing rules and taking over from the civil authorities. The Army was next: men and women returning from war zones in Iraq and Afghanistan, and from U.S. military bases all over the world. The president recalled all troops to the homeland in one fell swoop. But by then, the country was already in the grasping fist of the plague. Martial law or its equivalent had been enacted in every corner of the globe, but there was nothing but complete and utter anarchy to show for it.

Those days in the shelter were not the fondest of memories, but as George remained stuck inside the church in which he and Jason were hiding out, his mind kept reliving everything that had led up to his arrival there. 

The saddest part of it all was that it could have been avoided. He had been staying at a local hotel and knew he should have left the moment he realized that the plague that had been sweeping the globe had arrived in his little corner of Ohio. Even later, when the hotel manager had come knocking at his door, telling him he had five minutes to pack his belongings and get out in front of the hotel where a squad of National Guard soldiers were waiting, he should have run. 

Wildwood, where George lived, was less than an hour away. Even the traffic clogging the highways wouldn’t have been an issue. He knew plenty of back roads. Sure, it would have been dangerous, but he would have been with his family now, rather than stuck here in this dusty old church. 

 ***

George opened the door to the stairwell, being careful not to let it slam behind him. He began the short climb that would take him to the second floor.

 ***

George remembered when Jennifer and Al came to the shelter. Befriending the newlyweds had been the only good thing that had happened to him since he had gotten there. They had moved to Ohio only weeks before and knew no one in the city except for a few new coworkers of Al’s. 

They had tried to leave Cincinnati, but the airport had been closed to nonmilitary transport. Buses and train lines were shut down as well. Highways and most main roads became and remained jammed or blockaded by the military. So Al and Jennifer left their modest apartment in Gallatin and made their way to the closest shelter. 

George was a naturally friendly person, and when he smiled at the young couple, they latched onto him immediately. They took comfort in his assurances that this would all blow over and they would all be back to their homes, leading normal lives, in no time. 

A day later, Jason showed up. He was terrified and alone, a twelve year old boy who had lost his mother. He had been put in with the other orphans, and there were a shockingly high number of them. George didn’t pay him any attention at first, but Jennifer befriended him. She’d spent time teaching daycare and volunteered to tend to the children in the shelter. Perhaps it was her gentle nature, or the fact that she was quite attractive—whatever it was, Jason took to her immediately. Within a single day, she had “adopted” him, convincing the soldiers to allow his cot to be moved next to hers and Al’s. Al didn’t mind at all and welcomed the boy into their little clique. 

It wasn’t long after meeting them that George had his last phone conversation with Helen. She begged him to come home as soon as possible, and he promised her over and over that he would. She talked about the attacks in Dayton, but assured him that Wildwood was still safe, for the most part. She would hole up in their house with the girls until he found a way to leave the shelter. He told her to put boards up over the windows and doors and that everything would be fine until he returned home. If they stayed out of sight, no one would bother them. 

 ***

That was six weeks ago. 

After that, the cellular network broke down completely. That last call would be burned into George’s mind forever and was part of the reason why he was obsessed with getting home, no matter how impossible that goal might be. But until he figured out what to do with the young boy for whom he was responsible, his journey would have to wait. George had made a promise to Jennifer and to God above, and he intended to keep it. Taking Jason out into the hell the world had become was not a part of that promise.

George dragged himself up the stairs and reached the second floor and the narrow hallway that led to the rooms in which he and Jason spent most of their time these days. The first floor was less closed in and had all their food and water, but the second floor felt safer. There was a much smaller chance of being discovered up here, in this little hideaway. If the time came when they were forced to evacuate the building, the second floor was not the best place to be, since there was only one set of stairs, but knowing that the ghouls outside couldn’t break through their meager barricades and be on top of them right away helped them to fall asleep at night.

 ***

The shelter turned into a madhouse a week after George arrived. He guessed that it was getting almost as bad inside as it was outside, with the tension increasing tenfold every day. At first, when there was plenty of room and assurances that everything would be okay, the atmosphere in the gymnasium felt almost festive. There were jokes and laughter and even sing-alongs. But after a few days, everyone was realizing they were trapped … and might be for a very long time. That was when many of the refugees came unglued.

Various factions and even several gangs cropped up. Younger men banded together for the purpose of intimidating the other residents. Whether for money or cheap thrills, it served as a distraction for them. The soldiers clamped down at first, responding to complaints and separating the troublemakers. But life was wearing on them as much as on the people they were protecting, and after a while, they left the refugees primarily to their own devices. As long as there wasn’t any obvious violence or disturbance, the Guardsmen didn’t interfere.

George became the protector over his little clan. He used his size to intimidate predators, who typically sought out less-daunting prey. The key was looking them in the eye and not backing off. A few well-placed and meaningful looks at the leaders of the gangs was enough to convince them to stay away from him and his “family.”

They were confined to the gym and the cafeteria in the high school for the most part. The National Guard had taken over the classrooms for their living quarters. Refugees had been given limited access to the library at first, but the privilege was revoked when more and more fights broke out there. George knew things had moved into the realm of complete insanity when soldiers locked everyone in the gym one night rather than try to break up a battle between two newly formed rival gangs. He and Al followed the lead of several other people and flipped over their cots to create a makeshift barricade behind which to hide. It worked fairly well and kept George and his small troop out of the way of the fists and knives being thrown around. Weapons were been confiscated as everyone entered the shelter, but it was no surprise that smaller pocketknives and even a few hunting knives had gotten through. Those without weapons improvised with wooden posts broken off cots and even several shivs. That made it clear to George that the shelter had become a prison in virtually every way possible.

Thirty minutes after the brawl broke out, tear gas was tossed into the gym, and almost everyone lost their desire to fight. No official count was made after the soldiers moved in to deal with those who were still interested in fighting, but at least a handful of people died in the chaos, and a much larger number were injured. The bodies were hauled out, and the soldiers thrust first aid kits into the hands of anyone still standing, forcing them to tend to the injured.

Perceived troublemakers were rounded up and dragged, kicking and screaming, out of the shelter. George wasn’t sure what happened to them, but as he lay awake in the middle of that night, he heard muffled shots being fired from automatic weapons outside the high school. After that, previously loud complaints turned into whispered grumblings, and most of the refugees steered clear of the soldiers patrolling the gym.

That was when George and his newfound friends decided it was time to plan their escape.


 


 



 



 


George and Jason, Part 2

 


The memories from those early days continued to trickle into George’s mind as he entered the room he used as a bedroom. He plopped down on the small blanket and thin pillow he had acquired from the nurse’s station downstairs. His room was situated next to the room to which Jason had laid claim, which had once been a dusty storage area. The entire second floor was mostly storage, with the main area below housing the classrooms, gym, and church. He and Jason had blocked off the doors to the church from the part of the building in which they stayed when they first arrived. It would have been impossible to protect the large open nave, with its massive windows and glass doors. The irony was not lost on George. He had found Jesus and even fled to a house of God, but had to steer clear of the church to avoid an agonizing death. 

 ***

After the riot, George, Al, Jennifer, and Jason decided to bide their time for at least one more day. The rumors about what was happening outside had faded away as fewer newcomers were funneled into the high school. Most of the refugees still trickling in were being processed at the elementary school, but one of the last bits of gossip they heard was that there weren’t any more people seeking shelter. There was no one left alive out there. 

Soldiers patrolled the gym, moving between isolated groups with their automatic weapons unslung and ready for anyone who might cause them trouble. Another day went by, and any new rumors passed along by the refugees about what was going on outside were mostly just unintelligible garbage George dismissed out of hand. Soldiers who were willing to talk insisted there were more refugees still funneling in across the street. All he knew for sure was that more troops were showing up at the school. He saw them talking outside the gym and could hear more vehicles out in the parking lot. Soldiers stationed with the huddled masses inside were more agitated than usual. 

It was enough to convince George that their little group’s time had come. Despite the eradication of the troublesome gang members, it would not be long before someone else tried to start another revolt. Everyone was tired, angry, and afraid. They were jammed into a claustrophobic environment, and it appeared as if George wasn’t the only one planning something. He wondered if, when it all went down, the soldiers would even bother with tear gas or just start firing their weapons into the crowd.

After a long, sleepless night, it came to George. Jason was small enough that he could slip out when they shuffled into the cafeteria to eat breakfast. There had been no head counts in several days. The guards had slacked off ever since the real troublemakers had been eliminated. They were paranoid and concerned that everyone would try to rush their positions at the main exits, or try to steal their weapons, but didn’t appear worried that someone might sneak deeper into the building. When George approached the twelve year old, Jason was more than willing to go on an “adventure” to help them all out. He was practically champing at the bit to make a break for one of the doors that led to unused classrooms in the high school.

At breakfast, Jason displayed no fear as he stood up and boldly walked across the room away from their table. No one, including the soldiers standing guard and serving the food, took notice of the boy. Just as George thought, the other refugees were too wrapped up in their own woes to care about some random kid. The soldiers were just as distracted. With someone different approaching them to argue or complain about something every few minutes, they were too busy to pay attention to a boy slinking around the crowded space. George, for all his confidence that he was doing the right thing, could barely watch as Jason crossed the linoleum floor toward one of the sets of doors. When Al squeezed his arm and smiled to let him know that Jason had made it, George felt weak. 

No alarms were raised as Jason slipped through the doors, nor were there any hints that the soldiers suspected anything. 

When the time came to leave the cafeteria, the three remaining members of the group shuffled out with all the rest of the entrapped citizens and returned to their cots, biding their time until lunch. If Jason were caught in the few hours between the two meals, they hoped he would get no more than a scolding. Even as high strung as the guards were, unless he snuck up on one and yelled “Boo,” he would probably be safe. If one of the adults had gone and had been caught … it was hard to imagine it would have gone well for that unfortunate individual. George remembered the fit Jennifer had thrown about Jason taking on such a responsibility and how she couldn’t sit still as they waited, wondering if he were okay. 

At lunch, when Jason returned to them unnoticed, it took all the trio had to not stand up and cheer as he slipped in beside them at their table. They sat, grinning and patting him on the back, but waited until they were back in the relative privacy of their small section of the gym to ask him what he had seen. He told them about the corridors down which he was willing to venture. He had found several empty classrooms and, more importantly, a hallway leading to an exit on the opposite side of the building that didn’t appear to be guarded. He was able to open the door; no alarm had sounded, and it was only locked from the outside. There were no guards posted outside at the back of the building. Now all they needed was a distraction so they could make their move. 

George winced at the memory of their excitement and shared euphoria. They had been so optimistic! It was hard to imagine how he had rooted for someone to attack the guards or to cause another riot, just so the four of them could steal away in the ensuing chaos. There was nothing redeeming about such thoughts, though surely God would forgive his weakness in that moment. The four of them gathered up what few possessions they still had and the small amount of food they were able to sneak out of the cafeteria for their anticipated journey. 

The rest of the day passed without event, except for more and more soldiers running in and out of the gymnasium, hour after hour. Most of the newer residents of the makeshift dormitory did not notice, but George and his team studied the soldiers, hoping that something would come up that would keep them occupied so the foursome could make an unannounced exit. 

With looks of exasperation and nervousness on most of the soldiers’ faces, George guessed it wouldn’t take long. He could sense that things were getting ready to boil over outside. 

They settled in for the night, and the lights were turned off. George told Al to be ready to wake Jennifer and Jason at a moment’s notice. After a few uneventful hours, neither of the men could keep his eyes open, so when the fire alarm went off in the middle of the night, it woke them both. People leaped up all around them, several with terrified screams. After a couple of minutes of complete confusion, a young lieutenant came into the gym with a bullhorn and called for everyone’s attention. After the alarm was shut off and he had spent the better part of another minute asking for silence, everyone settled down. 

The lieutenant appeared poised, and George guessed he was a veteran of either Afghanistan or Iraq who was called back stateside when the shit hit the fan. The soldier’s voice was confident and forceful. He announced that they were going to have a fire drill, strictly as a precautionary measure. No one had any reason to be alarmed, and they would all be back in their beds in a few minutes if everyone cooperated. He directed them to form two single-file lines so they could move over to the cafeteria. The lieutenant’s body language did not contradict his calm, calculated tone—there were no nervous twitches and no cracks in his veneer. But when George looked closer, the soldier’s eyes told him everything he needed to know. He wondered how many others sensed it. Ripples of panic ran throughout the crowd but nothing substantial. The lieutenant was good, but George could see the truth he was trying to hide. 

It was time to leave. 

George squeezed Al’s arm and gave the younger man a curt nod. Al returned the gesture and pulled his wife close, leaning in and whispering in her ear. She went white as a sheet as she listened to him speak. Her hands were on Jason’s shoulders, and as they tightened, the preteen looked back at the others. His eyes sparkled with excitement as he realized their adventure was about to begin. 

When the sound of gunfire from outside became audible, only a few people toward the back of the lines noticed. When those people hesitated, several soldiers jabbed at them with their M16s and kept them moving toward the cafeteria. Soon everyone could hear the weapons fire, and frantic conversations broke out up and down the lines of refugees. Several of the men and a few of the women yelled at the soldiers, demanding to know what was going on outside. When they were ignored, they screamed even louder, and others added their voices to the mix. What started out as apprehension was turning into something far worse as panic spread throughout the crowd.

The foursome knew they needed to make their move before things got ugly. They fought through the surging crowd, toward the front of the pack, making their way into the cafeteria. They then maneuvered toward the exit through which Jason had departed hours before. They waited, afraid that if they tried to leave at that moment, their departure would be noticed as the rest of the refugees filtered into the room.

George couldn’t recall exactly how everything went down, but he believed that was the moment when several people decided to charge the soldiers. He could not recall if it was a bunch of individuals acting on their own or some sort of concerted effort. What he did remember were the results. 

A warning shot boomed out, and soldiers pointed their rifles at the potential attackers, who had enough sense to stop before they were fired upon. Another noise, this time an explosion from outside, shook the floors and walls moments later. After that, everything was a blur. There was pushing and shoving and more shots fired, but George didn’t pay any attention. Instead, his eyes were focused on the door offering him and his friends a chance at escape. He grabbed Al by the shoulder and slammed his other fist into the door, pushing it open and shoving the other man through. George then waved Jason and Jennifer into the depths of the darkened building. They took off running, the sound of gunfire and screams echoing behind them. 

Jason took the lead, maneuvering them through the building, easily avoiding areas that had been populated by soldiers. There was little to worry about; it appeared as if most posts had been abandoned, perhaps only moments earlier. The repetitive reports of automatic gunfire and the rage of the crowd became muffled as they passed through several more doors. 

After a while, it was hard to determine whether the gunfire they were hearing came from inside or outside the building. The echoes made it hard to tell if they were getting closer to or farther from various trouble spots as they followed Jason down another dark hallway. After ten minutes of running, George began to worry that the twelve year old was leading them in circles. But when he saw a beam of light shining from down a hallway, he breathed a sigh of relief and swore never to doubt Jason again. 

Moonlight shone into the hallway as they turned the corner and made their way down that final corridor. Jason ran ahead and waved them on as they rushed toward the exit. The sound of gunfire and screams grew louder. The letters in the EXIT sign glowed a luminous red, and everyone felt a great sense of relief. George gestured for Jason to get behind him, and he moved to peek out the glass door. What he saw confirmed what the boy had told them earlier. 

The door led out to the staff parking lot at the back of the building. The lot was jammed full of cars. Beyond that, a flat field ran for about a quarter-mile, with a wooded area farther still. George cursed, wishing that just one member of his little party had some familiarity with Gallatin and might know how deep the woods were and what lay beyond them. His best guess was that they weren’t too deep and that a subdivision or a farm or two weren’t far off in the distance. 

Even if the stand of trees were only a few feet thick, they should be able to slip into them and not be discovered by the Guardsmen. George didn’t want to creep around in the darkened woods for too long, especially with the infected roaming out there. There was no distant glow of city lights out beyond the woods, but he wondered if the power were still up and running anyway. Besides starlight, the only illumination came from the other side of the high school. 

Another explosion had the little group grabbing for each other, and Jennifer screamed, startled by the excruciatingly loud noise. The building vibrated, and a bright light flashed overhead, casting dramatic shadows on the parking lot. The image was so bright it burned into George’s retinas, and he spent the next thirty seconds trying to blink it away. More gunfire followed, louder and closer. He listened for any other noises he could differentiate from the explosions and was rewarded with sounds of men yelling and vehicles moving off in the distance. There was something else as well, a sound he could not quite decipher. 

He turned to face the others. The plan wasn’t complicated. The woods were their best bet. They could angle away from the parking lot and go north—the trees dipped in at their closest point there and were only a hundred yards away from where the group was now. They would avoid going deep into the woods unless they were spotted or in danger and would try to figure out the best direction to head after they got there.

Even when George could no longer hear any yelling or the sound of vehicles moving out in front of the high school, that other noise, the one he couldn’t quite put his finger on, continued. It was a constant hum, almost a buzzing. It was as if a massive hornet’s nest had been riled up.

George ignored the sound as he wrapped his hand around the door handle, ready to jump outside. It was then that he noticed something out in the dark—shadows moving in the woods. Before he could take a closer look, he heard the thudding of boots echoing down the hallway behind them. The four turned as one to stare back down the passageway. They couldn’t see anything, but heard yelling along with the echoes of gunfire and screams coming from inside the building. The noise had been muffled before, but now was much clearer. 

George said a little prayer and opened the door, ushering the others outside, where they pressed themselves up against the building. As soon as the door opened, sound thundered from all around them, and the meager noise from inside was drowned out. The night sky flashed repeatedly with a lightshow that reflected off the woods beyond the parking lot. The shadows George had seen moments before coalesced into human shapes moving through the woods toward them. He swung his arm out, a warning and an obstacle to Al, who was about to depart their shadowy hiding place to rush for the woods as they had planned. George motioned for Al and the others to take a closer look at where they were headed. 

A man had broken free of the trees. Behind him, several others followed. With only intermittent lighting, it was hard to tell if they were men or women. 

At first, none of them could discern much about the man as he stumbled out from behind a tree and moved closer. When another flash of light came from the front of the building, his face was lit up brighter than daylight for an instant.

Al hugged Jennifer and muffled her scream. The man moving out of the woods was dead. He wore a pair of overalls with a tremendous rip down the front. The hole in the material was wet with blood, and macabre tendrils dangled from the rift, bouncing against the soiled denim fabric as the stiff stumbled along. To George, it looked like the man had been torn open so that some creature might dig into his guts haphazardly, pulling out random bits and pieces. As quickly as the man was showcased in all his malignant glory, the light blinked out and he was hidden from view once again. 

They tried to remain calm as they huddled against the wall, watching more of the human-shaped monstrosities approach from the woods. George recalled wondering if he had gone insane, because none of what he was seeing could be real. But as the lights flashed on more ghouls making their way toward the soldiers at the front of the building, he realized that this was far too horrible for his mind to have created on its own. 

The quartet was still trying to grasp the full magnitude of this nightmare when another door, about thirty feet from their position, opened and slammed against the brick wall. Another group of refugees poured out and ran toward the cars in the parking lot. They didn’t notice George’s group and apparently had not looked outside before bursting from the building. Based on how fast they were running, George guessed that something inside had scared the hell out of them.

One of the people in the other group, a heavyset man wearing a John Deere cap, waved the rest on, motioning them to fan out and check the cars for one or more that had keys in it. George hushed his crew to silence as the other group became loud enough to be heard over the clamor coming from the far side of the building. 

When some of the shadowy forms to the north stopped their progress toward the front of the building and turned to face the parking lot, George knew his decision to remain quiet had been the right one. The infected switched direction and moved into the parking lot toward the other group. As George watched them, he blinked twice, hard. He could see more human shapes coming toward the other group of refugees, but these weren’t bunched together like the others. They were spread out, coming from … everywhere, from every direction, every angle—from across the field, from the woods … everywhere. 

A dark thought trickled into George’s head. If these people hadn’t come along, we would all be dead now. He would have led his group into the woods and right into the arms of the undead if the loud group of refugees had not drawn their attention first. 

A scream ripped through the air from the north side of the building, and the thunder of M16s firing on full auto nearly shattered the foursome’s eardrums. The mix of sounds was joined by the screams of the group outside as they discovered the unwanted attention they had gained. George counted at least forty shapes closing in on the parking lot.

He motioned for his group to move south along the building, toward the larger student parking lot situated to their left and away from the other refugees. He put his finger to his lips, and the others nodded, petrified. George was just as terrified as Al, Jennifer, and Jason, but he knew that unless he found a way to fight through his fear, he would never see his wife and daughters again. 

Even as they kept moving, it was hard not to watch the larger group of refugees as they were slowly surrounded. Most of them were hysterical with fear, but they continued to search the vehicles in the lot. The first of the shambling monsters reached the edge of the parking lot with five others right behind it. They stumbled along, but did not falter as they stayed locked on the live targets in the lot. 

A young man thought it would be a good idea to climb on top of one of the cars to get a better view of the lot. He then proceeded to leap from one car to the next, glancing down through each windshield as he did so. He moved so quickly that George wondered if he would be able to tell which car might have keys in the ignition, assuming that was his intent. It was too dark for him to have much luck, even as bright flashes lit up the sky every few seconds. After about a minute of this futile exercise, he had gained the attention of several of the rotting figures. If he noticed, he didn’t seem to care as he continued his jumps, each ending with a loud whump as he crashed into the hood of the next car in line. He’d gotten halfway through one row of vehicles when he noticed a hand reaching up for him. He was out of its grasp, but he panicked and twisted his body away from the clutching claws and slipped, flying headlong into the next car. A sickening thud accompanied the fall as his skull connected with a Taurus’s front quarter panel. George watched in horrified anticipation as several fiends closed on the young man’s position. A shaky hand grasped the hood of the sedan, and the refugee woozily got to his feet. He steadied himself just in time for the first ghoul to arrive. A scream burst from his lips as another came from behind and, together, they dragged him back to the ground. George tried to ignore the sounds that followed, which could only be described as cannibalistic euphoria. He looked away and fought the urge to retch. 

All of them saw what had happened to the car jumper, but there were other things occurring at the same time. Several people tried to outsmart the stiffs by weaving and darting around the parked cars, but still found themselves trapped between vehicles. One or two put up a valiant struggle, but others appeared to give up almost immediately as they were surrounded by ravenous fiends. 

A young woman, possibly in her mid-twenties or maybe younger, had a small girl in tow as they made their way through the lot, focused on testing every door handle they passed. On the third try, the woman struck pay dirt: a Mercedes station wagon was unlocked. The woman tossed the little girl into the passenger seat and climbed in after her. Looking around frantically, she found the automatic door lock and pressed it before searching for the keys. An elderly man in their group who was nearby witnessed the young woman’s success and moved in her direction. He jiggled the handle and knocking on the window, pleading with her to let him in. After a few moments, he pounded frantically on the window with the flat of his hand, his voice rising several octaves as his frail arms smacked against the glass.

The quartet all watched as a teenager moved up behind the old man. For a moment, it appeared as if he were going to help him with the car door, working to convince the woman to let them join her inside. The kid wore a yellow t-shirt, and as the light brightened and another explosion rattled everyone’s eardrums, George could see words tattooed across it: Bravo Echo Echo Romeo. When the young man gripped the old man’s hair and pulled his head back to take a huge bite out of his nose, George’s little group knew the truth. The bite sent a geyser of blood across the window of the Mercedes, but even before the blood had stop spewing from the wound, the monster had removed his hand from the septuagenarian’s hair and wrapped his arm around the old man’s body. The ghoul’s mouth never let loose its prize as the two crashed to the ground. The old man’s bellows of rage at being locked out of the car turned into honking squeaks of terror, then gurgling noises as he died on the pavement. Two other rotters joined in the feast, but were thankfully hidden from view behind the cars. 

The woman and child who had barricaded themselves inside the German luxury car were locked in a silent scream as they witnessed everything. The woman covered the child’s eyes as the horror grew on her face. Perhaps, George guessed, the man had been someone she knew, maybe even a family member. She was unwilling to unlock the door for him and, as punishment, she had to bear witness to the complete desecration of his body. 

George knew that it was time for them to get the hell out of there. There was nothing they could do for any of the other refugees.

With a muffled command, George looked away and gestured for the others to pick up the pace. They had to get as far away from the asphalt surface of the parking lot and the few remaining refugees there who were getting torn to pieces. 

But when Jennifer screamed out Al’s name, George was forced to turn and see what was happening. 

“Al! What the hell are you doing?” he yelled after the younger man, who had broken ranks and was running toward the Mercedes. That was when George was sure they were all going to die. 

His gut clenched, and he turned to Jennifer, who was about to take off after her husband. “Stay here with Jason. I’ll get him back.” He grasped her shoulders firmly, giving them a quick squeeze, and was off. He didn’t look back, hoping that his false bravado would be enough to keep Jennifer from making the situation go from bad to worse. 

It was the little girl. That was the only reason Al would do something so unbelievably stupid. Maybe he could bear to watch an old man and a few other unfortunates get ripped apart without losing his mind, but a little girl? It had been too much for Al to take. 

George took off after his friend, but Al had at least a twenty-foot head start and was already closing in on the car and the three ghouls that had wrestled the old man to the ground. George clenched his fists in anticipation of a battle he dreaded but knew was unavoidable. 

As he ran, that sound was back in his ears—the buzzing noise that kept getting louder. They weren’t just close to the hornet’s nest, they were inside it. It tickled George’s eardrums and made him want to cram his fingers in his ears to block it out. It felt as if it were vibrating his entire body and set his teeth to chattering. 

He looked ahead and saw the three shapes shifting and twisting together on top of the corpse they had ripped open next to the Mercedes. He could also smell them as he got closer: sickly sweet, like rotten fruit splattered on the ground, the juice thick and sticky. 

Out of the corner of his eye, George saw even more of the damned souls approaching the parking lot. Others moved past the flat asphalt square, on their way to where the soldiers were firing their weapons continuously in front of the school. 

Al moved into the group of stiffs on top of the old man. He nearly slipped in the wide pool of blood beneath them, but regained his footing. George watched as he planted his foot and kicked at the head of the first monster—the teen who had pulled the old man down. He connected, his tennis shoe landing with an audible thud as the monster’s head rocketed backwards. George covered the short distance and stomped on the arm of another ghoul that was reaching out to grab Al’s leg, snapping the bone and forcing its head to the asphalt. Its skin ripped, and black ooze squirted out onto George’s shoe, but he ignored it as he sent his fist slamming into the side of the third one’s face. 

They were far too late to save the old man, and George doubted that Al had even considered that. But in just a few seconds of furious violence, they’d pulped the three rotters that had torn the senior citizen to pieces. 

Later George would spend a great deal of time thinking about what he had done that night. He had never killed anything before. He hadn’t even clipped a squirrel or a dog with his car. He had never been a hunter and tended to prefer words over fists, though he had gotten into a few unavoidable scrums in his time. He had never enjoyed the sight of someone else’s blood. But as he sent the heel of his dress shoe into the temple of the last of the flesh-eating lunatics, his only thought was better him than me.


Al reacted more quickly than George, not giving a second thought to their grisly handiwork as he banged on the window of the Mercedes and attempted to open the car door. He pleaded over and over again for the woman to open up and let them help her and the little girl. 

George knew it was a lost cause when he saw that the woman could not differentiate between Al and the creatures he’d just pummeled in front of her. Streaks of blood and darker substances were spattered on his face and arms. He looked half crazed as he hammered on the window glass. She seemed to be sliding into shock, and the little girl lay curled up in a tight ball next to her. The woman kept shaking her head, but it was hard to believe it was in acknowledgement of anything Al was saying. It was an empty gesture, a denial of everything left in the world. 

The buzzing in George’s ears was overwhelming. No other sounds could fight their way past it, not even Al’s frantic pleading. It felt like the sound was consuming him. It went beyond an auditory signal—it was inside him, in his skin and deep within his bones.

That was when he finally knew what it was.

It was the cries of the dead—thousands of them. They were everywhere. It was their moans of agony and delight as they cried out for living flesh. They had not only surrounded his little group, but everyone who remained—the soldiers, the diminished group in the lot, and everyone huddled inside the schools. 

They had to leave. They had to leave right that minute. 

George grabbed Al, who continued to bang desperately on the door. The wiry young man wriggled out of his grasp and screamed incoherently at the woman who was, for all intents and purposes, already dead. George spied Jennifer running toward them, unable to follow his command as her husband came undone. Jason trailed her, looking as frightened and confused as George felt. 

It was all going to be over soon. George made a quick decision. He gave up on Al and rushed to intercept Jennifer before she could get to him. George was not going to wrestle a grown man, but knew he could handle a woman half his size. He would try to get her and Jason out of harm’s way. Perhaps her screams as George carted her back toward the wall would be like a splash of cold water to Al. He’ll follow us; he’ll have to. It’s his only choice. 


He wrapped his arms around Jennifer and dragged her back toward the wall. She screamed for her husband and thrashed in George’s grasp, but he wouldn’t let go. He tried to calm her down, but she was hysterical. When he heard Al scream once again, not in frustration, but in pain, George did not let her go. He was still trying to calm her down when the reality of what had happened sank in. 

He swung around with Jennifer in his arms and saw Al bent over, leaning against the car and beating at something that George could not see. The old man. It hit George like a bullet. He had turned. They had forgotten him. It was so stupid. Everyone turned. 

George could only say “oomph!” as Jennifer aimed a knee at his groin. He dropped her and sank to the ground. Jason ran past him, and George weakly reached out to grab at his leg. He missed and fell over on his face. He crawled back to his hands and knees and tried to see what was happening. The sea of cars in front of him blocked his vision. He saw Jennifer’s head moving, and Jason was right behind her, looking as if he were trying to pull her away from something. George spared a glance to his left and saw several more undead closing on their position. 

There’s no time left. 


He winced as he got to his feet and stumbled over to the others. As he rounded one car and leaned on the hood of another, he knew he was too late. 

Al had finished off the old man, but his right hand looked mangled and broken. The hand was covered in so much blood that it was hard to tell how much damage there was, but at least one finger bone had pierced the skin. The old man’s head was nothing more than a pile of mush below him. Al was screaming in pain, and Jennifer had her arms wrapped around him, her scream a sharp counterpoint to her husband’s. George realized that the hand was not the worst of it when he saw Al’s leg. A huge chunk of flesh and muscle had been torn away. The blood squirting from the wound created a river beneath him. Jason was screaming at Jennifer, close to crying. He was screaming for her to leave. The only one who wasn’t screaming was George. 

Al began going into shock and vomited on himself. He slumped down next to all the people he and George had killed—if that was what you called putting something that was already dead down again. Blood was everywhere. Al trembled, staring straight ahead. He had stopped screaming. The woman and the little girl in the car were forgotten, and so was everything else. Jennifer pounded on her husband’s chest, pleading with him to get up. 

George felt dizzy, and the buzzing noise drowned out everything else. This plague of the undead would sweep them all away; it would take each and every one of them away from all of this. 

Would that be so bad?


It would be easy. Let things just happen and they would be free of all the screams and all the fear.


No.


George grabbed Jason and pulled him away from Jennifer. The boy resisted at first but then settled as he saw the dead moving toward them. The buzzing, the cacophony of moans, was reaching a crescendo. They would be here soon. George touched Jennifer on the shoulder. She had quieted some, and she had her arms wrapped around her husband, holding him as if he were a life preserver—the only thing left to her. She looked away from Al for a moment and stared up at George. 

He saw only despair in her eyes. 

He extended his hand to her and willed her to take it, to lift herself up and come with him and Jason. He had one of his arms wrapped protectively around the boy, who stared at Jennifer, tears blurring his vision. Suddenly, it seemed like the buzzing stopped, and all he could hear were Jennifer’s words as she looked at the boy one last time.

“Go with George, Jason. He’ll take care of you.” 

It was the last thing she ever said. She turned away from them and buried her face against Al’s cheek. She closed her eyes and held him close. Al never stopped staring directly ahead as she pulled him in tight and kissed him on the cheek.

George whispered her name once, pleading, but she would not turn away from her husband. He stared at the newlyweds for a moment longer and then glanced inside the car. The woman continued shaking her head back and forth, denying that any of this was happening. She and the little girl were intertwined, the child’s head resting on the woman’s shoulder. George was tempted to bang on the glass, but Al was dying because of his attempt to save those two lost souls … Al and Jennifer both.

The buzzing came back to George’s ears, louder than ever. The moving corpses were closing in, and it would be only moments before George and Jason would lose even their miniscule chance at escape.

Jason did not struggle as George turned, dragging him away from the one person left on earth whom he trusted. They didn’t look back as the dead closed in on their friends. George couldn’t bear to think of what was going to happen to them in just a few more moments. 

As he and Jason rounded the corner of the building, they heard no screams, no cries for help from Al or Jennifer. 


 


 



 



 


George and Jason, Part 3

 


George thumbed through a paperback romance novel he had commandeered from one of the preschool teachers’ desks. Wretched was the only word he could use to describe it. But it passed the time. He would not have been caught dead with such a book previously, but now, with only Jason left to pass judgment, he couldn’t care less.

He thought about the boy and what was to become of him.

Jason would be a tall teen. He was gawky, scrawny perhaps, but he had the bone structure that indicated that he would easily break six feet as an adult. The boy was the whole reason they were holed up in this church instead of dead out on the road somewhere. George wanted nothing more than to take his chances and leave this place behind for good. He would take any risk that he could in order to return to his family. They needed him. 

But so did Jason. 

Jennifer had coaxed some information out of the shy boy in the few days they were stuck at the high school. It was far more than George had been able to get out of Jason since then. His father lived up near Detroit and was not on speaking terms with his mother. She made the decision a year ago to move to Ohio for a fresh start. She got a job as a nurse and promised Jason a house to live in, so they moved to Gallatin where they could afford a cottage in the little town. 

The move was a shock to Jason’s system. He did well in school, but being uprooted and losing all his friends had been tough. His mother was happy here so, for her sake, he didn’t complain. 

The boy had lost touch with his father long ago. He barely knew the man and hadn’t said much about him unless prodded. Jennifer guessed that even though Jason acted like none of it mattered, he still missed his father a great deal.

Jason lost his mother not too long before he had gotten to the shelter. It did not take much to figure that out, since he had come to the place alone. He would not talk about it, and all Jennifer could gather was that the National Guard had picked him up, perhaps in his house or off the street, and dumped him in the shelter. 

So Jason had lost his mother and then the one person he had latched onto when things had gone from bad to worse. George guessed that Jason felt that Jennifer had betrayed him when she had chosen to stay with her dying husband rather than escape with him from the parking lot.

It was a harsh assessment, and George could not blame Jennifer for giving up when her husband, who was her high school sweetheart, lay beside her with his lifeblood pouring out onto the asphalt. All she could do for the boy was to tell him to run away with George. That she could not see past her own grief and agony was nothing for which George could blame her, but he knew Jason didn’t see it that way.

 ***

After George and Jason fled the parking lot of the high school, they kept moving around the building. As they got farther away from Al and Jennifer, Jason managed to start walking on his own instead of forcing George to drag the boy along behind him.

Jason’s reaction to Jennifer’s abrupt farewell was worrisome to George, but his concern for the preteen’s mental well-being had to take a back seat to bigger priorities.

They gradually made their way to a corner of the high school where they could spy what was going on out on the street. It took forever, as George kept them sliding along the cold bricks of the building. The wall was not straight, and it forced them to spend time creeping around corners, pausing to make sure they were not coming up on anything they couldn’t deal with. They reached several bushes that hugged the corner of the building and dove behind them, hoping they could hide there for a few moments. It was then that George realized how truly screwed they were.

The undead were scattered, spread out after moving in from north of the school onto the street between the high school and the grade schools across the street. They had pushed survivors they came across before them, herding them like cattle to the slaughter. By the time the horde had reached the schools, its numbers were in the hundreds, if not thousands. Both soldiers and citizens alike had been defeated at every turn, and it appeared that this was where the final battle between the undead and what remained of humanity in this region would take place.

The ghouls were in thick clusters surrounding islands of soldiers, and the sound of automatic weapons fire was but a small disruption to the deafening roars of the creatures. They were in the street, on the grass, everywhere, attacking every living thing they could get their hands and teeth on. 

Before that night, George had seen only bleak hints and whispers of what was happening outside the high school he’d called home for the past few days. It had been nothing worse than an uncomfortable itch at the base of his spine. That itch hinted at the truth of things, but nothing up until now had grabbed him by the throat and throttled him with the revelation that the world had come to an end.

George’s eyes zeroed in on a particular soldier on top of a pickup truck out on the street. It looked like he was dancing on the narrow roof as he dodged the grasping hands of the undead surrounding the truck. For an instant, George was reminded of a group of concertgoers trying to touch the leg of a lead guitarist as he jammed out onstage. The M16 in the soldier’s arms looked somewhat like a guitar, even as he fired into the crowd erratically, frantically trying to clear a path for a quick escape. Despite his efforts, the crowd wouldn’t part, and the clot of ghouls around the truck grew thicker by the second. The dead clumsily attempted to climb the truck to get at him, but instead fell beneath the press of other bodies pushing on them from behind. Those that were crushed underneath served as stepstools for the other stiffs who climbed higher and closer to the soldier. 

The young private continued to fire his weapon and bellowed resistance as he did. He hit the mark with the occasional shot, and a head would disappear below the mass of contorting bodies, but mostly his attacks did little to influence the crowd, except perhaps to make it grow even more excited by his presence.

The ghouls dragged themselves onto the hood and into the bed of the truck behind the soldier, who was able to dodge their hands for a short while. The first few that snagged his camouflaged leggings were easily shaken off. George hunched down in the bushes with Jason held closely in front of him, and they watched helplessly as the terrible scene unfolded no more than fifty yards from where they hid. George felt Jason shaking uncontrollably and tried to squeeze his shoulders tighter just to let the boy know he was safe, but it was useless. The middle-aged man would later recall whispering something like “everything will be okay” in the boy’s ear, but wasn’t sure if it had been more to reassure Jason or himself. 

George silently rooted for the soldier, who ran out of bullets and started swinging his M16 around like a bat, not with much hope of connecting with anyone, but more in an effort to deter those closest from reaching out to grab him. The young man’s screams increased in volume as he sidestepped several grasping claws and backed into another group of avaricious hands that latched onto his legs at the ankles. He attempted to turn and face these new attackers, his rifle still held out in front of him, but lost his balance and slammed down hard on the metal roof. A hollow clunk was the only sound George heard as the soldier crashed and was pulled over the side of the truck.

George, at ground level, couldn’t see what happened next, but he was cursed with a vivid imagination. He knew the man was being pulled apart, the angry ghouls snapping at one another as they fought over the tastiest morsels. The only consolation for the soldier was that there were so many undead that it was unlikely there would be enough of him left to reanimate. 

The ongoing carnage out on the street was almost hypnotic. There were numerous small groups of living humans trying to hold the line, but all of those groups were being infiltrated by the walking dead. So many of the infected were in Army fatigues that it was hard to tell who was alive and who was undead. George remembered how fast the old man who had bitten Al had changed and knew that those dying right now would be up and helping the other ghouls within minutes. It made the battle that much quicker: soldiers often had no idea who was alive and who had reanimated, because both the living and the dead were saturated with blood and viscera.

Of all the crowding, surging undead, the largest concentration George could see was moving toward the entrance of the high school. Some of the Guardsmen were falling back, around the bushes where George and Jason hid. George retained a firm hold on the boy as he watched the soldiers run by. He felt like he was clutching a rabbit: he couldn’t squeeze Jason too tight, but if he relinquished his hold, the kid would more than likely skitter away. But at that moment, Jason seemed sedate, not squirmy or making any noises that would draw any attention, at least.

One of the entrances to the high school was behind where George and Jason hid, and it was apparently the fallback position for many of the National Guardsmen. They were trying to delay the inevitable onslaught by seeking sanctuary inside the high school with the rest of the soldiers and refugees. 

George wondered if the riot inside the high school had been quelled and how much innocent blood had been spilled in the process. After seeing the massacre outside, he suspected that anyone who had been killed in the clash between refugees and soldiers was probably better off than anyone still alive. 

He scanned the front of the building, but his vision was blocked by part of the high school that jutted out onto the expansive lawn in front of the school. He couldn’t see the opposite end of the building, but did see the advancing horde moving in his direction. The ghouls were methodically following the retreat of anyone left alive on the street … and those survivors were leading the dead straight to the high school. 

George saw several vehicles moving erratically back and forth on the road and in the parking lot across the street, where even more soldiers were falling back through the doors of the elementary schools. Looking around, he dismissed the idea of trying to find a vehicle. There were far too many bodies already jammed underneath the wheels of several military vehicles and even a semi that had been commandeered by the National Guard. There was no possibility of driving out of the area. 

George held his stomach in check as he saw more bodies crushed beneath the heavy equipment and pulped beyond recognition. The few vehicles still in motion were barely moving as more ghouls mindlessly crashed against them in an attempt to reach the drivers. Bodies and appendages were dragged under wheels and bogged the machines down. Corpses ruptured and became wedged into wheel wells, forcing the vehicles to a standstill. 

George forced himself to continue looking out on the street, which was starting to resemble the ninth circle of hell. There had to be something out there … something that would give them some spark of hope. 

There has to be someplace for us to hide.

The screams echoed all around them. More of the dead filed past their hiding space, not sensing the two easy targets as they followed groups of soldiers streaming past. The sound of shattering glass and panicked shouts behind them told George that the people still alive inside the high school were starting to realize what they were up against. 

Jason had grown still, only barely shivering. As George looked out on the street, he forgot about the boy for a moment. It appeared as if the dead were all clumping up out there, attacking the established positions of the soldiers while others surrounded the entrances of the two schools across the street. He watched as countless numbers of the wretched creatures crawled through shattered windows of classrooms that looked dark and vacant. Jagged shards of glass sticking out of the window frames were ignored as they sliced into the rotting bodies of the ghouls. Chunks of their flesh fell to the ground, bloodless and inert.

That was when he saw it—the one place in this nightmarish realm that they might reach alive. 

There was nothing surrounding the church. No soldiers and no stiffs. The sign out front read, “Gallatin United Methodist Church.” Flashes of light from weapons fire and spotlights lit up the building as George scanned it for damage or indications of someone hiding inside. 

It looked like a simple church with a modest steeple to which more substance had been added later. Another structure, attached by an extended hall, stretched north of the main structure. There was a set of double doors at the front of the church, but no other entrances facing the road. No visible shattered glass, no boarded-up windows. It was next to the elementary schools, just north of them on the other side of the street. It would be a straight shot across from where they were hidden. 

More of the undead had shuffled past where George and Jason crouched behind the bushes. The battle raged on behind them and on the street in front of them. They would have to move soon. 

George closed his eyes and tried to ignore the tumult of unnatural moans, human screams, and ear-shattering explosions. He found it to be nearly impossible as he mumbled a short prayer. 

As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil. 


His brain locked up, blanking on the rest of the passage. George promised that if he ever saw another Bible, he would memorize all of it. 

He opened his eyes and grabbed Jason by the shoulders. The look on the boy’s face made George pause. Jason was still breathing, still conscious, but there was something in his eyes that sent a chill down the man’s spine. Jason looked dead inside. 

George shook the boy, rattling the teeth inside his skull. 

“Jason!” he screamed in a stage whisper. “We have to go! We have to go NOW!” He continued shaking the boy, almost as much for his own benefit as for the kid’s. It was activity; it was movement. It would keep him distracted enough that he might not freeze or go mad with fear.

Jason eyes moved, tracking until they focused on George, who stopped shaking him and took a deep breath. The blank stare remained, but it looked like there was a trace of curiosity in Jason’s eyes. It wasn’t much, but George would take it as a positive sign that the boy was listening and knew what was going on. 

“We have to go … there.” 

George pointed across the street, pushing the itchy leaves of the bush out of the way to give Jason a chance to see where he was pointing. The kid stared at the church, but did little else. 

George shook him again. “Jason! We have to go now!” 

A barely visible nod was all George got in response. It was enough. After a quick survey of the area, he stood, tugging on the back of Jason’s shirt as he did. After a moment, the boy rose of his own volition. George put his hand around Jason’s neck and leaned in. 

“Ready?” 

This time Jason looked at George and nodded with confidence. 

They took off running over the slick, unkempt grass that fronted the high school. A brief glance down confirmed that the grass was wet not with dew, but with blood. 

The vivid image of hell returned as George imagined that they were slipping on the entrails of the dead, sliding downward into a pit toward Satan himself. The heat of several explosions nearby reinforced his nightmarish thinking as they slogged forward. 

They ran, slipping in and out of flashes of light that showed ghouls surrounding them on all sides. Soldiers who were still alive kept the ghouls’ interest directed elsewhere. That was what George was counting on. If the infected discovered him and Jason, they might not break off an attack, but it would be best not to tempt them. 

Their movements couldn’t be heard over the eruptions of screams or weapons fire, even as the duo weaved between clots of the infected and living that seemed more like a single organism with a thousand tendrils frantically waving about. 

The dead grabbed and pawed at the living, smashing fists into armored vehicles that were stalled out, shattering glass or pressing themselves inward on small groups of men firing frantically into the crowd. Other survivors were doing better. They had managed to put down enough of the undead that they had created barriers made of piled corpses that encircled their positions. But even the most composed and calm soldiers were faltering, and as their ammunition ran out, they were using their rifles as bludgeons before falling beneath a tide of rotting arms and gnashing teeth.

They kept moving, pausing only briefly to skirt the areas that would draw attention to them. The dead had won this battle and more than likely the war against humanity. They were too busy gorging themselves, swelling their ranks even further, to notice two dark shapes in the night as they ran past. As the duo inched closer to the church, a cold thought ran through George’s mind: the human race was about to become extinct.

They hit the other side of the street and avoided a chain-link fence that had been smashed flat by vehicles traveling back and forth over the grass between the school parking lot and the church. 

They crossed the church lawn with Jason running at George’s side. George knew the boy was suffering from the loss of Jennifer, among other things, but as stunned and traumatized as he was, Jason still seemed willing to fight for his survival. That was something, at least. They reached the edge of the church, sliding across the wall until they were next to the glass doors. A quick tug on the handles confirmed that they were locked. 

Both the man and the boy were out of breath, wheezing and slumped over as they leaned against the building. After a few seconds, George slapped Jason on the back and led the way to the north side of the building, where the parking lot was. It was farthest from the action. It was also where he hoped to gain entrance to the church without attracting attention.

They crept along, paying close attention to everything behind as well as in front of them. George did his best to scan the area, but it was next to impossible to be sure they hadn’t been spotted. They managed to get to a darkened window and glanced inside at the chapel. It was difficult to see much, but as far as George could tell, the inside of the church looked untouched by the calamity outside.

They kept moving, turning the corner and gliding into the parking lot. There was another set of glass doors and several windows that gave them a view of several vacant classrooms. 

Great. It’ll be real tough for these bastards to get at us with all this damn glass, George thought sarcastically.

The side doors were locked as well. George peered inside and saw another set of doors, wooden ones this time, beyond a vestibule. The inner doors had small panes of glass set at eye level, but he couldn’t make out anything beyond them. He turned and scanned the parking lot, trying to find something that might help them break into the building. An open dumpster sat at the back of the lot. 

“Stay here,” George commanded Jason as he sprinted toward it. 

There didn’t appear to be any movement beyond the lot, though the battle from the street remained thunderous. The side of the building was strangely peaceful and calm, as if it had a bubble of protection over it. George had already blotted their harrowing experience on the street from his mind. A wrong move out there and he and Jason would have been dragged down in an instant, surrounded and engulfed, but that was in the past. The adrenaline coursing through him had him feeling energized and invulnerable. 

He reached the dumpster and leaned over it. The whiff of stale garbage was pleasant compared to the stench of corrupted human flesh that wafted on the air and clung to George’s clothes like cigarette smoke. If he ever made it out of this place alive, the first thing he was going to do was ceremoniously burn the jeans and button-down shirt he had put on that morning. 

He pushed several garbage bags and loose trash about, leaning deeper into the container in an attempt to reach the back. As he lifted yet another hefty bag, he spied something that might work for what he needed. It was a broken piece of metal framing. He practically slid into the dumpster to avoid losing the spot where it was buried between several sticky plastic cups and what felt like a bag full of grass clippings. He got his forefinger and a thumb around it and grunted as he inched it closer, before managing to wrap his hand around it. George winced as the sharp piece of metal almost cut into his hand. It dug into the skin but didn’t break it. 

George heard a whimper behind him and slid out from the dumpster, scraping up his belly to match his scratched hand in the process. He turned to see where it had come from, but already knew. Jason was on the ground, squirming backwards in a corner of the entryway as a large figure shambled toward him from the direction of the street. George could see others in the darkness behind the intruder and knew they had been followed. He took off running toward the boy.

The man was hulking. A huge gut protruded outward, and the arms, which had a multitude of bite wounds running up and down their length, wobbled as he came at the young boy. To say that the man was obese was the understatement of the decade. It would be more accurate to say that the man was of a size befitting a carnival freak. George estimated he weighed at least four hundred pounds. The wattle of flesh hanging from his chin had been chewed on, but only half devoured. The free-floating skin and greasy fat beneath flopped and slapped against the open wounds on the man’s shoulders as he moved closer to Jason. There were stains running down the front of his shirt and onto his pants. Normally George would assume it was blood that soiled his clothing, but wondered if the behemoth had been caught mid-meal and now wore the remains of his last supper as a human being. 

George closed the distance quickly, gripping the shard of metal in his hands. It was thin, but the broken end was sharp and could spear someone pretty savagely. Knowing that there were others coming, he didn’t want to lose the sliver on his first attack. 

The huge man noticed George and shifted its massive girth in his direction. No sound came from its mouth, but a bubbling hiss emanated from the wound in his throat, and green goop spewed forth from it as the man silently growled. George rushed forward, launching his foot at the beast’s chest, sending it backwards. He was surprised at how incredibly heavy the man was, even in death. It toppled into the arms of one of the creatures following it. 

Moving past the tangle of arms and legs on the ground, George lashed out with his metal weapon at a teenage girl. The metal bent, but the force of the blow knocked her to the ground. The girl had no lips or eyelids and looked cartoonish with her rictus grin and bulging eyeballs. Two more stiffs were behind her, but George could see no others following them. Those last two were still a few feet back. 

The final two ghouls were moving slowly enough and were far enough back that George had time to raise his heel and send it down with the full force of his weight onto the head of the girl he’d just smacked with the metal framing. A sickening crunch verified that he had shattered her skull, and he avoided looking at what he was sure would be a grisly scene beneath his foot. He could feel the ooze of mushy organic matter clumping to the heel of his shoe. 

George turned to glance at the two stiffs he’d knocked over and was happy to see that the smaller one’s legs were still stuck under the stiff he’d dubbed Gigantor. The diminutive one tried to reach out and grab for George, oblivious to the fact that it would have to extricate its legs from underneath the huge beast in order to reach him. 

Jason was back up and moving toward the fray. George waved him back, sending a well-placed kick to the skull of the ghoul trying to grab for him from underneath Gigantor. Its head rocketed to the side and sprayed the asphalt with teeth and what looked to be an eyeball. George looked at his handiwork and realized that, even with the head trauma he’d just caused, the thing was still moving. He kicked it several more times, until its arms stopped twitching. 

Gigantor was desperately trying to get up off of his back, but like a turtle that had been flipped over on its shell, he was having a hard time of it. He could wait. 

George turned to face the last two monsters that were closing in on him and Jason. 

They had been soldiers. The first’s uniform had been ripped off to the waist, and he was a few organs short, though his ribcage was still intact. Most of the visible meat on its arms had been ripped clean off, with only bones and ligaments remaining. The other one had one arm, and only two fingers remained on the mauled hand at the end of the appendage. 

Dropping the piece of metal, George charged at them. His fist nearly dislocated the first soldier’s jaw as it plowed into it. The blow knocked the creature back and gave George the time he needed to grab the other ghoul by its lone arm and spin it so its gnashing teeth couldn’t reach him. He sent the ghoul skidding across the pavement as he let go, leaving a trail of gristle behind. The one George had punched was already moving back for more, and the stench emanating from its open chest cavity was horrendous. He grabbed both sides of its head before it could react and drove the skull down onto his knee. Pushing the head away, he watched the body tumble before him. To ensure that the job was complete, George brought his heel down on the skull and then raced over to finish off the other soldier, who had managed to get back to his knees. A quick kick to its hindquarters dropped it to the ground again. George placed one foot on its back to hold it down while he stomped on its head with the other until his shoe was soaked with brain matter.

George bent over, exhausted. He was going to have to deal with Gigantor still, but knew the fat man was probably still trying to get off his back. Filling his lungs with corrupted air, he tried to lower his frantic heart rate. 

Despite the grim chores he had just completed, George felt exhilarated. How these slow, stupid creatures had conquered the human race within just a couple of weeks was incomprehensible. Unless he had to face off against the entire horde on the street, he was certain he could manage just fine against them.

Taking a deep breath, George turned, ready to deal with Gigantor. What he saw sent shockwaves through his body. He had already been stunned several times that night, but nothing compared to what he was seeing now.

The boy who had been nearly catatonic only minutes earlier had managed to regain his senses enough to pick up the piece of metal George had dropped and beat the fat ghoul to death with it. 

After it stopped moving, stopped grabbing for him, Jason continued pounding on the head of the corpse, sending sprays of blood and some sort of black, oily discharge squirting out of it as the sharp piece of metal connected with it time and time again. 

The look George saw in the boy’s eyes was that of a stone-cold killer. There was no anger, no rage, just focus. He made no sound; no screams passed through Jason’s lips. He just kept beating on the dead man, obliterating the flesh and bone of his skull.

George hesitated before moving closer to the boy. At that moment, he was afraid to try to separate Jason from the lump of dead flesh in front of him. All the bravado he’d felt at his meager victory against the ghouls slipped away in a heartbeat. It was like a cold splash of water to his face as he watched the twelve year old in his care take out all his frustrations on the monster. 

The boy was not just splattered with guts, he was drenched with them. Bone chips and a stringy substance, the identity of which George did not even want to guess, dangled from the boy’s tightly curled hair as he continued pounding on the corpse with the bent piece of metal. 

“Jason!” His voice carried over the muffled sound of battle out on the street. He used the same tone of voice he used when he was angry with his children. He prayed to God it would have the same effect on the orphan as it did on his daughters. George got what he wished as the boy stopped the gore-drenched piece of metal from descending into the innards of the ghoul’s head once again. 

“Stop that NOW!” George stood with fists clenched, trying to display an anger he did not feel, but needed to dredge up if he had any hope of saving Jason from oblivion. 

Jason looked at George for a moment, and then his eyes dipped back toward the dead man at his feet. After a beat, perhaps to ensure that the man was indeed dead, he looked up again. Lifting his hand, he offered the thin strip of metal to George. The look on the twelve year old’s face was the same hollow, shell-shocked look that had been there earlier, back where they had hidden in the bushes beside the high school.

There was something else there too. Through all the dirt and gore that covered Jason’s face, George could see tracks of tears running down it, leaving a trail of purity in a field of blood-caked nightmare. The middle-aged man felt like crying as well, as he realized that despite all Jason had been through, the boy’s soul was intact. It was pummeled and damaged nearly beyond repair, but it still remained. But for how much longer? 

George held back the tears and gave Jason an affectionate slap on the back, smiling. His grin had not returned, but he still felt relieved. They were survivors. More importantly, they were still human. 


 


 



 



 


George and Jason, Part 4


 

The tears did flow as George sat in the room with the unread romance novel open on his lap as he relived those last moments standing outside of the church. He wept for Jason. He wept for Al and Jennifer. He wept for the family to which he still hadn’t returned. But mostly, he wept for a world that was lost forever.

 ***

They managed to make it inside the church. The metal shard had enough left in it to shatter a window too high for George to crawl through. He boosted Jason up to it, and the kid was able to climb inside. He unlocked a lower window, and George climbed in and locked it behind him. 

The bright flashes of light from explosives and spotlights diminished as the night went on, so it was difficult for either of the refugees to see much inside the room in which they found themselves. The tiny desks indicated that they had made it to a preschool classroom. They didn’t feel up to exploring, so instead they huddled behind the teacher’s desk. 

The sounds of battle diminished, though George couldn’t help imagining more screams out on the street. The logical part of his brain knew he couldn’t hear them from where he was hunkered down, but that didn’t make the waking nightmares any less real. The only comfort was that the drone of the undead was greatly reduced and appeared to be getting farther away as the night wore on. 

George knew what that meant, but he tried not to dwell on it. The ghouls had broken through the last barriers and were inside the schools, tearing through the last of the living. 

We’re alone now. The cold, harsh thought stayed with George throughout the night. 

Dawn broke after a couple of sleepless hours. George was shocked when he realized Jason had dozed off shortly after they’d gotten through the windows and settled in behind the desk. 

Rooting around, they found a few rags and were able to clean off the worst of the gore that covered both of them. After that, they set out to explore the place and see what rooms they could barricade from outside assaults. 

George promised Jason that they would stay here for only a couple of days, until he figured out an escape strategy. The boy listened to the promise impassively, seemingly unconcerned about their current situation. 

They pulled down blinds on the windows that had them and propped a few cafeteria tables up in front of other windows that faced the road. They secured the exits as best they could, which amounted to little more than moving a few desks in front of the doors and praying the undead wouldn’t notice that someone was now inhabiting the church.

A search of the premises revealed a small stash of food and drinks—stale crackers and juice boxes left over from the previous school year. The box full of bottled water was a nice bonus, along with a stash of junk food George found hidden in a janitor’s closet. It was better than nothing and would prevent them from starving if they were forced to stay for a while. They claimed their bedrooms on the second floor and hunkered down.

After a couple of days with no attacks on the church, they were able to relax a bit and start monitoring the situation outside. The number of rotters roaming the streets was diminishing. George’s best guess was that with the lure of warm flesh gone, they had wandered into the schools, away from the blazing sun. A few emerged from the school buildings every now and then. George would watch them from the second floor as they stumbled around, picking at the Humvees and other vehicles that were now collecting dust. 

That was when George wondered if those sad creatures still had a shred of humanity left to them. He couldn’t help but compare them to the boy with whom he was hiding out with. Jason was acting more like some sort of drone or robot with each day that passed. Nothing George did seemed to break down any of the kid’s hard-earned barriers. The twelve year old spoke only when absolutely necessary. He followed George’s rules without question or complaint. He knew that they needed to be quiet; he knew that if he went to the first floor, he was not allowed to let any of the doors slam shut and he needed to stay away from the windows. But none of that came up too often, because Jason spent most of his time in his room up on the second floor, alone. 

Days passed and time crawled. George plotted different potential escapes. At the same time, he felt the strong need to keep Jason sheltered, to prevent him from sustaining even more damage. He prayed to God to give him an idea of what to do and when to do it. He stared out windows and went through different scenarios in his mind. Every single one ended up with the two of them being surrounded and devoured by those things. Time ticked by, and after a while, the ideas ran dry. George needed to get to his family, but he wouldn’t risk the boy’s life to do it. 

The slim hope that someone might come to their rescue disappeared not long after they arrived in the church. George had held out little hope for the Ninth Infantry to come blasting in or some Navy SEALs to sneak them away, but he tried to hold onto the belief that there was someone, anyone, out there and that they were trying to figure out a way to save the people who were trapped, like him and Jason. 

The thought that some savior might show up and save them was a ludicrous fantasy, but George couldn’t help thinking about it every now and then. 

Mostly, George slept. And when he wasn’t sleeping, he exercised. He did situps, pushups, jogged around the gym … anything to distract himself from the current situation. 

The weeks went by and the food continued to diminish, but nothing happened, either outside or inside the church.

George was about to doze off after an aggressive workout when he was jolted out of his daze by Jason, who was peering at him through his bedroom door. 

It was shocking to see the boy; he never entered George’s room. Now here he was, leaning through the partially open door with a look George had forgotten could exist on Jason’s face: excitement. 

“Someone’s here.” 

It was all the kid had to say for George to jump up and get moving. No questions, no skepticism. Those two words were the most he had heard from Jason in several days, and the emotion he displayed in the few seconds it took George to rush through the door was more than he had shown since they had arrived at the church. Jason waved him on, pointing toward one of the small windows at the end of the hall. 

“Okay, okay,” George said as Jason grabbed him by the arm and yanked him to the window. 

The windows faced the street and were spaced far enough apart that the refugees couldn’t see directly below, due to the roofline of the building, but they were able to see most of the street. Jason pointed out the left window, frantically jabbing at something down below. 

“Over there!”

George moved up to the window and saw what the boy was so excited about. It was some sort of van slowing down in front of the high school. It was blue, and he could see the silhouette of a driver, who appeared to be staring at the sign posted nearby that stated:

GALLATIN EMERGENCY SHELTER. ALL FAMILIES AND INDIVIDUALS REPORT TO THE GYM FOR REGISTRATION.

One suitcase per family, clothes only. No pets! All food and water is provided. All food and water brought on the premises will be confiscated. NO FIREARMS! Please have valid state or federal ID available for inspection. Thank you for your cooperation.

George had memorized those words and even dreamt about tearing down the sign on more than one occasion. It felt like a mass grave marker to him, a sign painted in the blood of dead soldiers and refugees.

George could see that the driver was a man. He wore a t-shirt and a ball cap. Other than that, it was hard to tell much about him through the dirty window of the vehicle. The man gesticulated at a passenger as the van slowed to a stop. 

The vehicle had been through the ringer. It was banged up and splattered with gore. The rear windows were tinted, and it was nearly impossible to tell if there were any passengers besides the one to whom the driver was talking. Got room for a couple of hitchhikers?


“Should we open the window and yell down to them?” 

George shook his head at the excited plea as he continued watching the dark blue minivan inch down the street.

A cynical side of George did want yell out at the fools to tell them that they had picked the wrong street to cruise. But mostly, he felt like he had just been shocked by defibrillation paddles. His heart was racing and his pulse was going through the roof with insane hope. Less than one hundred yards from where he and Jason stood were the only living beings they’d seen in ages.

The van came to an abrupt stop at the sign. The driver had probably read it, but was still jabbering at the passenger. What in the Lord’s name are those two squawking about? What could be so damnably important? George was getting irritated just watching the scene unfold below. He noticed Jason glancing over at him and realized he was mumbling, talking to the driver. He slammed his mouth shut, and both he and the boy returned to looking at the vehicle. 

“No.”

“Huh?” Jason responded to the whispered word as he continued staring out the window. He jumped when George exploded a moment later.

“No, God dammit, no!” 

George slammed his fist against the glass, rattling it in its frame. Jason was surprised to hear the supposedly religious man with whom he’d shared this place lash out with blasphemy. 

Looking back out the window, he knew why George had lost his composure. Dead people were surging out of the schools on both sides of the road. 

The van shot forward, and Jason wanted to scream along with the man next to him, yelling at the driver to come back. The vehicle moved out of sight down the road past where they could see them. 

Their rescuers were going to leave before they even knew he and George were here. 

Jason was angry at the people in the minivan. He wanted to lash out at them, kick them, and beat on them. In that moment, he hated the other survivors for everything that had gone wrong in his life. Every bit of his pent-up rage that had been festering for weeks came to the surface in an instant.

The twelve year old grabbed George’s arm and pulled on it until the big man snapped out of his angry trance. Jason almost dropped his hand when he saw the seething anger in the man’s eyes. It looked like it was directed at him, and he was ready to move backwards out of the range of those large clenched fists. But the anger dissipated, and Jason realized George wasn’t angry. He was frustrated. 

“We need to go after them. We have to leave here, now. I can’t stay here anymore.”

George had a surprised look on his face. His mouth opened as he tried to sputter out a response, but Jason spoke again before he could.

“I know those people took off and those dead things are out there, but if we go out back, we could sneak around those creeps, we can track those people down. They have to stop sooner or later. We have to try!”

George shook his head as he watched Jason’s face grow more panic-stricken with each word.


“It won’t work.” 


Before the boy could blurt out a protest, George continued. “The van will be coming back anyway.” 


Jason looked confused, but if what George was saying was true, it was all the better. 


“Then we have to go downstairs. We have to let them know we’re here! Come on!” 


Now it was George holding Jason’s arm, easily keeping him from racing for the steps. George continued to shake his head, a resigned look on his face. The tug of war lasted only a couple of seconds until George snapped.

“Jason! Shut up and listen!” The command had the desired effect, and Jason steadied, at least for a moment. George turned and pointed out the window down the street in the direction the vehicle had headed. “Can you see out past the schools?” 

Jason’s vision was pretty good, but the road curved, and the church was set far enough back on it that it was hard to see that far. He shook his head.

“I’ve been looking out this window, just like you have, for a month now. I’ve looked at it from every angle. Believe me, I’ve tried figuring a way out of here … probably a million different times.” 

George pointed, and Jason followed his finger. He saw the blue speck that was the minivan, way down the road. 


“See them there?” 


Jason nodded.


“That’s as far as they go. There’s a bunch of vehicles down there blocking the road … and here they come again.”


The van had turned around and was heading back toward the church. George’s resigned voice deflated Jason’s enthusiasm, but seeing the van return still excited him. 

The kid turned to rush to the stairs and George did not grab him this time. Instead, it was the man’s words that stopped him cold. 

“They’re dead already.” 


Jason halted his progress and turned back to look at George, an angry and puzzled look on his face. 


“See for yourself.”


Jason hesitated, fearful of what he might see, but his curiosity was too much for him to resist as he moved back to the window. 


The van skidded around the parking lot next to the church. The angle wasn’t great, and Jason could barely see the vehicle, but the van was getting closer and was surrounded by crowds of the undead. 

The driver was darting in and out of the horde and was having a small amount of success, but from their elevated vantage, George and Jason knew what was about to happen. 

The van would run out of space. There were too many monsters to ram through. They would be forced to stop, and the driver and his passenger would be torn to pieces. 

Jason watched the vehicle pitch and weave and knew in his heart that the driver and his passenger were doomed. He glanced over at George and realized the man was only watching the scene unfold out of some morbid sense of curiosity, not because he was hoping the driver would figure out a way to escape. 

“I can’t stay here. I’m going to help those people.” 

Jason turned and ran for the stairs. He had no idea what he was going to do, but he had to do it fast. He had hit the bottom of the steps when George caught up to him and whipped him around by the arm.

“Are you crazy? Have you completely lost your mind? Jason, I know being stuck here sucks, but that doesn’t mean you should go on some suicide mission to try to save some people who are already dead!” 

The anger on Jason’s face as he wriggled free of George’s grasp startled the man. He was even more stunned when Jason slammed a fist into his chest.

“I’m not going to kill myself! I’m going to save those people, and they’re going to take me out of here. You and those creeps aren’t going to stop me either!” 

Jason kept punching George as he raged. It was like hitting a side of beef, but he didn’t care. The anger he’d felt only moments before toward the people outside had been redirected toward the man he perceived to be his jailor. George, stunned by the outburst, couldn’t react. He could only watch as tears of rage formed in Jason’s eyes. 

That’s when it all crashed down on George like a ton of bricks. He’d been sheltering Jason all this time, believing that the boy was some fragile child who needed to be kept safe from the horrors outside the door. The reality was that it was impossible to keep him safe. Not here, not anywhere. Jason already knew this, and was willing to take any risk necessary to get the hell out of this mausoleum in which they’d been dying for far too long.

If we hide out in this place any longer, we’ll die here.  It was a simple thought, clear and precise in George’s brain. The clearest thought he’d had since they’d arrived. 

An image of Helen popped into his head. She was listening to him talk on his cell phone from the high school gym. He was promising her would be home soon, that nothing would stand in his way of getting back to his wife and daughters.

So what the hell have you done since then, George Montgomery? A whole lot of covering your ass, that’s what. 


Taking a deep breath, George grabbed Jason’s hands and held them tight, bringing his full strength to bear in an effort to control the erratic kid. Looking him in the eyes, he smiled at the twelve year old.

“Okay, let’s do it.” 

He nearly laughed at the surprised look on Jason’s face. 

Jason’s shock turned to joy, and he tried to move away, but George pulled him back until they were facing each other once again. 

“But we do this my way, okay?” 

George peered into Jason’s brown eyes with a steely glare, and an understanding passed between them. After a moment, Jason nodded vigorously. George smiled at him and winked, which elicited a confused grin from the boy. 

“Come on, we don’t have much time,” George said as he wrapped his arm around the boy’s neck and gave it a squeeze. 


They moved toward the gym, ready to get down to business.


 ***


The run out onto the street felt liberating this time. For the first time since that horrible night long ago, he was doing something. It was rash, and there was a good chance it would be fatal, but this was the choice George had made: opting for a dangerous risk rather than slowly dying with only dust and despair to mark his final resting place. 

When it came right down to it, there it had been no real choice at all. 

He told Jason to sit tight while he ran across the street. He would make a break for the water tower as the attention of the horde was directed toward the people in the van. Hopefully the effort—along with the screaming and yelling he would do once he got to the tower—would lure enough of the mob in his direction and give the van a chance to break free and Jason a chance to either flag them down or escape into the woods behind the church. 

After that, the plan was for George to run away from the tower before it was surrounded, or for him climb the sucker if he had to. He didn’t want to think too much about what would happen if he were forced to choose the latter option. 

The first part of his plan went off without a hitch. There were some stragglers still roaming on the street as he ran across, but George only had to bowl over a couple. The rest were far too slow to react before he made it to the fence. 

As he ran, he could see the woods beyond the tower, and a twisted urge to keep on running raced through his mind, but the temptation passed as quickly as it came. Far too many people had already died as George stood by doing nothing. He increased his speed and hit the chain link fence a second later. 

As he climbed the fence, he realized that getting up the water tower would be next to impossible. There were X-shaped struts running between the metal stems of the tower, but no ladder to be seen. 

George bit his tongue as nervous laughter almost escaped his lips. It was far too late to turn back. He reached the top of the fence and balanced there, one leg tossed over as he twisted his body around so he faced the mass of dead bodies surrounding the van. The few he’d passed were moving in his direction, though most remained focused on the van. He glanced over at the woods one last time. 

Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes. The buzzing noise he’d discovered a few weeks back had returned, bringing with it memories of that terrible night. The soldier on top of the truck, bodies being torn to pieces everywhere he looked, Al bleeding to death on the asphalt, and Jennifer’s last words.

Feeling dizzy, George opened his eyes again, fighting to maintain his precarious balance atop his narrow perch. He focused on the van and took another deep breath.

He screamed. It was a long, howling wail contorted with pain and a rage that George didn’t realize he’d been holding in all that time. He clenched a fist and raised it high, shaking it at the demons spread out before him. 

In that moment, it came to him. The prayer he’d forgotten on THAT night—the one he thought he’d never memorized, but must have, years before. It thundered out of him, billowing forth as if he were an avenging angel:

“The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me to lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside the still waters. He restores my soul. He leads me in the paths of righteousness For His name's sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me. Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil. My cup runs over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever!”

As he shouted, they turned. As he continued, his voice rising, more came forward as they forgot the van. They moved as one, drawn forward, it seemed, not by the promise of new prey, but by his words. It felt like that even as the rational part of his brain told George they were only coming to him because he was food, food that was screaming like a lunatic for all the world to see. 

He didn’t care. What he did care about was how it felt to finally curse the monsters that had caused all this. All his emotions—the rage, the fear, the helplessness—were funneled into the words he spat out. As he shook his fists, it was as if he were calling thunderbolts down from heaven at the heaving mass of death dragging itself toward him. 

In truth, his words bounced off his impassive congregation like everything else the human race had thrown at them. But at least they were coming for him; that much was certain. 

Jumping down into the small compound, he watched as the first of the raggedy monsters slammed into the fence. George stepped back, getting the first daylight close-up of one of the creeps, as Jason called them. He had seen enough of them in the dark, but now was getting a full Technicolor display of the dead soldiers and refugees with whom he’d shared the high school gymnasium. 

As gruesome as the crowd was, George was still relieved. He didn’t recognize anyone. He doubted he could handle facing Al or Jennifer as they surely were now. But if they were in the crowd, they were indistinguishable from the rest of the rotting mass of corpses, which was a small blessing.

The fence appeared to be strong enough to keep the army of slavering maniacs at bay for at least a few minutes. The rust on it didn’t inspire confidence, but at least the monsters pounding on the chain link didn’t appear to have much in the way of climbing skills. All they could do was press their swelling, overheated carcasses up against the fence as they bashed at it and hissed at George. They seemed almost insulted that the meat so tantalizingly close was not willingly sacrificing itself. 

More and more corpses crowded up against the fence, drawing the attention of others. It was a domino effect: even those that could not possibly have seen or heard him were moving in his direction, away from the van. 

Looking through the gaps in the crowd, George could see that there were fewer bodies pressed up against the Odyssey. It wasn’t rocking back and forth anymore, though many persistent attackers were still engaged in an effort to crack into it. 

George frowned, his frustration with the driver of the minivan surfacing. Why hadn’t they tried moving yet?

The path was clear, or so it seemed, though it was getting harder for him to see over the bodies tugging at the fence. He did see a smaller group of the infected splitting off from the main force to lumber in his direction. They were on the opposite side of the street, still near the van, but moving toward the church.

Looking over at his old hideout, George groaned. The kid had done it. He’d disobeyed the order to sit tight and wait. When all the attention was drawn away from the church, Jason would have had his chance to take off. Until then, he was supposed to remain safe behind the closed doors. 

Now that was shot to hell. 

George watched in stunned silence as the twelve year old whipped a clunky textbook out one of the second-floor windows at the crowd of onlookers gathered around the front of the church. The book spun like an oversized shuriken and sideswiped what may have been an elderly woman. The only hints at its gender were its cloud of messy white hair and the tattered remains of a flower-print dress. The book spun the creature around, but didn’t knock it over. The blow did serve to draw its attention, and moments later, it was clawing and beating at the church doors. 

Where the hell did he get the book? It didn’t matter much, but George surmised that Jason must have done some exploring in the classrooms and found a few teaching manuals. More rectangular missiles flew out of the window, smashing into the heads of the ghouls down below. Though it was hard to tell from a distance, it looked to George as if Jason were enjoying himself. 

“Get out of there now, dammit. GET OUT!” 

It was pointless; the kid couldn’t hear him. The maddening drone was too loud, vibrating every bone in George’s body. He could barely hear himself. 

Resisting the temptation to launch his body at a part of the fence still bare of smashed bodies, George paced behind the walls of his prison as more stiffened corpses made the pilgrimage to the church. His movements were spreading the ghouls out around the perimeter of the fence. As they tried to follow him, more blocked his view of the van and the church. He wanted to signal for Jason to just cut and run, but it was fast becoming clear that, for the moment anyway, the boy’s fate was entirely out of his hands.

The crowd beyond the fence continued to shift, moving to the side of the compound to which George was closest—at least most of them did. There were more than enough to spread around, and those pressed up against the chain link appeared unwilling to give up their prime spots along the fence line. 

George knew he would have to make a break for it soon. The fence was starting to sway as more bodies pressed against it. It wouldn’t be long before it collapsed.

He was still sizing things up when he heard the roar of the van’s engine. Finally! At least the people in the van would be able to escape this nightmare, even if he and Jason were screwed.

Even as he thought about how futile this whole rescue effort had been, George had to smile. It beat sitting on his ass until he starved to death. 

Moments later, George’s eyes widened as the sound of metal crunching against metal jolted him out of his reverie and he saw the blue prow of the minivan heading in his direction.

He dove out of the way as the Odyssey plowed through the fence, smashing at least five stiffs into its grill. 

George wobbled to his feet, still in a daze, as he finally got a good view of the scraggly driver when he rolled his window down. At the same time, the cargo door on the minivan slowly opened. A thin, haggard-looking woman stood behind the door, a massive revolver in her tiny hands.

He was still staring at these ragged people, trying to comprehend what had just happened, when he heard one of them shout, “Get in!” 


 


 



 



 


Jason, Alone


 

Author’s note: This particular story takes place before Jason ever meets up with George. I realize it is out of place chronologically, but feel that as an explanation of who Jason is, it fits better after his story with George has been read. 



 

Everything had been screwed up since Momma dragged him out of school up in Detroit and moved him down to this white bread hillbilly paradise. They sure as heck hadn’t been rich up in Dearborn, but he’d gotten to see his father every now and then, and they had a nice apartment. Jason didn’t want a house, even if Momma insisted that they needed a place where they weren’t crammed in next to twenty other families. He didn’t want to leave his school either. It wasn’t like he had lots of friends there, but he was comfortable with his teachers and knew what was expected of him. Here, he stood out like a sore thumb. They had gotten a house like Momma had always wanted, but there were even more trailer parks in their new town than he’d ever seen back home. That Momma somehow thought moving to Gallatin, Ohio was a step up from Dearborn, Michigan was beyond Jason’s ability to understand.

After they’d lived in the small town for a while, things leveled out, though they still sucked. The kids in Gallatin more or less ignored him. There was a good share of white trash, but most of the kids were nice enough. There were only a few black families in town, so it was almost like most of the white kids had no idea of how to act around him. He could tell that they’d been taught that racism was bad, yet they were still uncomfortable being around someone who wasn’t the same color as they were. The school was okay. Jason had always been smart, and adjusting academically wasn’t too much of a challenge. His mother insisted he was getting a better education here, though he kind of doubted it. 

He was getting used to things in Ohio, even though his father hadn’t called or written since the move. He didn’t like the nasty things Momma said about Dad, but didn’t argue with her about it. With as many times as she called him worthless, it didn’t seem all that surprising that Jason’s father chose to forget about his son once they moved away. 

Momma never accepted any blame for anything in regard to Jason’s father, even after deciding to pick up and move almost three hundred miles away from him. She insisted that it was her ex-husband’s fault he couldn’t pick up a phone or arrange to have Jason go back up to Detroit for a week during the holidays or in the summer. She didn’t accept any blame, but Jason silently affixed much of it on her. But as with everything else, he suffered quietly and didn’t act out or complain. He was her good son, well behaved and shy. He loved his momma, and even if he wished she hadn’t made some of the choices she did, he was smart enough to know that she was the one person in the world who would always be there for him, no matter what. He still loved his dad, but he’d known for years that the man was unreliable. That was just the way it was. Momma could always be counted on. 

That was, until the world fell apart. 

Jason was watching TV that morning, the morning when everything changed. He already knew things had been getting bad over the past few days, but with all the special reports breaking in on every channel, things had boiled over. 

Yvonne, his mother, had been concerned about what was going on around the country and around town, but that concern didn’t mean she was interested in skipping out on work.

“They need me down there, especially now. You stay home today, no playing outside. Lock the doors and don’t answer the phone. I’ll be home after my shift.” 

She hugged him tight and left. Jason wasn’t concerned for himself. Things had been quiet in their neighborhood, but there were some terrible stories on the news about what was happening in the cities, like where momma worked. 

As the day wore on, Jason found himself glued to the TV, watching news reports that were getting harder to believe by the second. Every program he switched to was talking about the same thing. The virus had gone global, and there were reports of infection everywhere. Doctors were baffled, despite the government’s reassurance that they were working on coming up with a vaccination or cure. 

People were dying everywhere, and the televised attacks by the infected were hard to watch. Still, Jason was mesmerized by the violent images as they rolled by on the screen. 

More than once, he was tempted to call the hospital where momma worked, but resisted the urge. He was only supposed to call in case of an emergency. This was a worldwide emergency, no doubt about it, but it wasn’t as if someone were banging on the front door, trying to get inside the house to attack him. So instead, he continued watching the stories about the virus spreading, maps with containment vectors discussed by Army generals, and riots breaking out in towns and cities across the country and across the globe. 

Jason was still in front of the TV when Yvonne came home five hours before her shift was supposed to end. He was thrilled she’d returned early, until he saw the bandage on her arm. She had been scratched by a patient at the hospital. 

She had been plain unlucky. That was how she described it. Jason’s mother was a nurse in a big downtown Cincinnati medical center and was taking the vital signs of a patient who’d come into the emergency room after claiming to have been bitten. The man was delirious, and he freaked out when she put a stethoscope against his chest. He’d been lying on a gurney in one of the hallways off the ER, because people were jammed to the rafters in the place and the nurses and doctors had to deal with patients where they sat or stood. Yvonne had been commandeered from her post on the cardiac ward to help with the overflow. 

The man had reached up to grab her wrist as he babbled unintelligibly at her. When she tried to remove his hand, he raked his fingernails across her forearm as he spit up blood and frothed at the mouth. With the help of a couple of orderlies, she got the man under control and sedated, but not before his spittle and blood had gotten all over her, including into her brand-new wound. 

Yvonne Samuels told her son that she’d had the suspicion that things were going to hell the moment she had walked into the hospital six hours earlier. It had taken less than an hour before she’d been called into the emergency room. The rumor mill among the nurses had gained a full head of steam, and while much of what she was told sounded ridiculous, it got easier to buy into the various stories they were feeding her as the day went on. 

A particular one stuck with her. One of the regular ER nurses indicated that she’d heard that the National Guard was planning on shutting down most of the hospitals in the area and not letting any more patients into them. In addition to that measure, rumor also had it that any of the people already in the hospitals, including staff, were to be quarantined. 

It sounded like an unlikely possibility the first time she heard it, but by the time she was scratched a few hours later and the emergency room had turned into an utter madhouse, it was hard to deny that something was about to happen. Fear, like the virus, was spreading across the hospital at an exponential rate. 

No one really knew for sure how the virus spread. Bites, without a doubt, but no one knew if it was also airborne, could be transmitted through drinking water, or if there were some other route to getting sick. 

Paranoia and panic engulfed the hospital. Both the patients and staff were rapidly losing their minds. Yvonne suspected that whatever plan the National Guard had in mind to restore control would be acted on far too late to do any good. The situation had deteriorated far too quickly.

There had been several attacks when bitten patients died on operating tables or while waiting to be checked out in the ER. Far too late, someone in a position of authority decided that anyone who came in bitten was to be restrained. Unfortunately, several nurses, doctors, and other patients had already been attacked by that point. 

Jason’s mom had never been one to pull her punches, and she didn’t do so as she relayed her tale to him. She had a pretty good idea how much trouble she was in after bandaging her scratched arm. The wound had felt like it was on fire mere seconds after the attack. Since it wasn’t a bite, no one paid the wound much attention, but there was no doubt in her mind that she would be getting curious glances in no time. She was already running a fever. She had to get the hell out of there before she ended up tied to some bed while she waited to die. 

Taking one last look around, Yvonne made a beeline to the garage where her car was parked. There was no way she was going to let them quarantine her or tie her up—not with her boy waiting for her to get back home. She had been prepared to do anything, up to and including blasting through the gate at the edge of the employee lot with her beat-up old Buick Skylark. It didn’t matter that there were two police cruisers parked on the street outside the garage; nothing was going to stop her from leaving that place. 

Fortune smiled on her. The attendant waved her through without even looking up from the portable TV he had in the booth with him. 

On the drive home, Yvonne listened to traffic reports that indicated every highway in and out of the city was either clogged or blockaded by the military. Even many of the major roads were backed up, but Yvonne had been driving in the city long enough to have learned about several lesser-known routes that would get her home without all the traffic headaches the main routes tended to provide. It was clear as she headed east out of Cincinnati that the city was shutting down, and soon there wouldn’t be any roads open to traffic anymore. Chaos and destruction raged unchecked everywhere she looked. 

Perhaps it was a miracle, or just dumb luck, but she managed to get home without incident.

She told Jason her story in a breathless rush. By the time she was done, her skin had gone an ashy color and she was drenched in sweat. When he suggested they find a doctor in Gallatin to check her out, she waved him off. 

“What we need to do,” she replied, “is find someone to take you in while I deal with this.”

Jason had learned over the years that there was no use arguing with Momma, especially when she gave him the “look.” The woman could be downright scary when she wanted to be. So when she picked up the phone and tried to reach out to some of her friends in the area, he remained silent, even as he felt terrified about what was happening to his mother. She was still in charge, and until she said otherwise, there was nothing her twelve-year-old boy could say about it. 

After the final call, when Yvonne was unable to reach a single other person, she sat in a chair in the living room and took a deep breath. A few seconds later, she slapped her hands on her knees, announcing to Jason that she had come to a decision.

“There’s just one thing left we can do.”

Jason would never forget when his mother directed him to tie her arms and feet to her bed. She told him that if she became delirious, like the man at the hospital, she didn’t want him to be in any danger of getting scratched or bitten. She also joked that it was ironic that she had been desperate to avoid that fate at the hospital, but now felt it was the only solution she had remaining at home.

“If I turn into one of those monsters, and I doubt I will, I don’t want to be able to hurt you. I don’t want to bite you like all those people you’ve seen on TV.”

Once again, Jason had the urge to argue with his momma, but even with her eyes clouding with infection, she wielded an authority that brooked no debate from her son. 

So he helped get her into bed, taking several extension cords and wrapping them around her wrists and ankles and then the bedposts. When he tried to be gentle with the knots he made, Yvonne chastised him, insisting he make sure she couldn’t break free. 

“I plan on fighting like crazy against this virus, baby, but I’m not taking any chances with your safety. If I turn, I need to know you’ll be safe.”

After the knots were tied and before the tears could come, Jason’s momma told him to sit down next to her on the bed.

“Jason, you’re a stronger boy than you realize. I’ve always known that about you. I also know you resent me for taking you away from your father, but I think, deep down, you understand why I had to do it. He could never take care of you, even if he thought that what he was doing was good enough. 

“I didn’t bring you to Ohio to make your life miserable, I brought you here to make you stronger. You needed to get away from that place and learn to stand on your own. I didn’t realize how quickly you would need to be able to do that, but God gives us challenges we think we aren’t prepared for, because he knows better than we do how strong we are, and how much we can handle.

“I’ve done the best I could for you. It wasn’t enough, but there isn’t any time left for me to do more. Now I don’t want you crying for me. Instead, I want you to do exactly as I tell you.”

Jason’s mother tolerated no back talk, even as she grew weaker by the second. So he listened to every word she had to say, and despite his reservations, he did as she asked. He collected what he could into his backpack—clothes, food, a pocketknife, and the spare cash she had hidden in a shoebox at the back of her closet. She told him that money probably wouldn’t mean anything for much longer, but it might help him out of a tight jam with someone he came across. 

Yvonne didn’t want her son going to one of those shelters, but knew there were few other options available to a twelve year old on his own. The scroll at the bottom of the television screen listed the different shelters in the Cincinnati area, and Gallatin high school, which was just a few miles away, was the closest one. He was to try the neighbors first and see if any of them would take him in, but if that didn’t work, or if he came across anyone acting suspicious, he was to run to that high school as fast as he could. 

She told him that some people might not think twice about taking advantage of a young boy without any guardians, so he would have to stand tall and fend for himself. And once things calmed down and the world got back to normal, he would have to try to reach out to any family they had up north that was still alive. Yvonne hadn’t been able to reach any of them for a couple of days, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t make it through this. And when they did, he needed to find them. They would take care of him. 

Jason wondered if his mother actually believed that things would ever go back to normal. A cure sounded next to impossible from what he’d heard, and the military didn’t seem to be having any luck anywhere as far as containing the spread of the contagion. After having heard horror stories coming in from across the globe for the last few days, he realized that the chances of the world ever being sane again were about as likely as Momma being able to avoid succumbing to the virus. 

She was the strongest person Jason had ever known, but no amount of determination to resist the rapid creep of the plague was going to keep her from changing. The doctors on TV had bickered back and forth on just about every minute detail related to the virus, but one thing they all agreed on was its one hundred percent mortality and reanimation rate. If you were infected, you died, and then you came back.

After Momma gave Jason her instructions and was certain he would carry them out, her voice became soft as she reminisced with him about their lives together. She told him stories about her youth she’d never revealed before and managed to get a few laughs out of him, even as the tears flowed despite her stern command that he not weep for her. 

On more than one occasion, Jason hinted that he wanted to remove the cords that bound her, but she scolded him every time he tried, even when she grew delirious and her words were slurred. 

Near the end, she told him to leave, to get out of the house and go to the neighbors. He needed to find someone who could take him to the shelter, or away from this place. There was no more pretending. She was going to die, and she had accepted that. He refused until she had to yell at him, telling him through her own tears that he needed to go, that she did not want him seeing her like this. 

Jason pretended to leave, hiding at the front door after he slammed it shut. He slumped against it, crying silent tears while his mother lay dying down the hall. He wanted to untie her, cut her free and hold her tight one last time. And when he heard her loudly weeping, that desire became almost unbearable. 

After the crying stopped about an hour later, Jason strained to hear anything coming from his mother’s bedroom. It didn’t take long for him to hear the wheezing as her struggles to breathe became more pronounced. He laid his head on his knees. At that point, he’d been awake for nearly twenty-four hours straight. His mother’s struggles with the virus had lasted through the night. So as he sat and listened to the ragged rhythm of her breathing, his eyelids continued to droop lower no matter how hard he fought against sleep. 

One of Jason’s uncles had died of cancer, and he’d watched him gradually lose weight and hair from chemotherapy. It took several months, and the changes were gradual, but hard not to notice. When the man was brought home to be with his family for the last few days of his life, after the doctors had done everything they could for him, Jason was forced to go into his uncle’s bedroom one last time. The man’s eyes had sunk into their sockets, and his skin was gray. The smell of illness in the room terrified the boy almost more than the change in his uncle’s looks. A cloying scent of despair hung heavy in the room. Even the reassuring grin his uncle gave him scared Jason. It made him look like one of the demonic creatures in a horror comic Jason’s dad had given him. His uncle’s eyes had gone from white to a jaundiced yellow, which added to the devilish effect. 

What had happened to his mother was like a time-lapse recording of the illness through which his uncle had suffered. Several nightmarish months of agony jammed into a few hours of living hell, with the same terrible sights and smells that had given Jason nightmares for a year after his uncle died.

Jason woke with a start. He had been dreaming of his uncle smiling up at him from his deathbed, telling him that his momma would be with him soon. As he spoke, he reached out with his hand, as if asking the boy to join them. 

While he’d slept, the wheezing in the other room had stopped. The house was silent. Jason stood, fearful he’d missed the chance to rush back to his mother’s side to see her face and hold her hand one last time before she died. He couldn’t come to grips with the idea of his mother being taken away from him. How could some minor scratch undo such a larger-than-life person? 

Jason listened for a few minutes, peering at the walls that separated his mother’s bed from where he was stood. Nothing. No sound at all. Had she passed? He had to know, even though part of him was screaming that he needed to run away and not look back. He could pretend she was still alive if he did that. All he had to do was leave. 

“Momma?” 

His voice sounded timid, almost embarrassed. He half expected her to come bursting through the doorway, yelling at him to do as he’d been told and leave the house. 

It didn’t happen. Nothing did.

Fear mingled with a sliver of courage that resided deep within the twelve year old, courage that came from realizing he had nothing left to lose. 

“MOMMA!”

He waited. Sweat dripped down his face, rolling onto his upper lip. Droplets quivered there before falling to the floor. Jason moved his right foot forward with care, somehow afraid that the noise from a squeaky floorboard might upset Momma even more than the fact that he’d yelled her name. 

His foot was still hovering above the floor when he heard it.

The bed was making a creaking noise, but there was also another sound. One that was almost human.

The sweat pouring down his face and back turned to ice on his skin. An involuntary shiver wracked Jason’s body as he brought his foot down. Hairs on his arms and legs stood at attention, almost painfully stiff as goose bumps covered every exposed inch of skin. His foot retreated to its original position, and he remained locked in place at the front door.

A moan came from the bedroom, but not like any he’d ever heard before. He doubted that a human being in a normal state of mind could make a sound like that. 

“Momma?” 

It was the terrified little boy inside of him reaching out for her now. Tears mixed with the cold sweat, and Jason’s vision became blurred. He thought he saw his mother in her nightgown, the one she had worn when she had gotten into bed. It was her favorite. She was walking out of the room, coming toward him, angry at him for not leaving as he’d been instructed. He slammed his back into the front door and gave a wailing cry of his own that didn’t sound quite as bad as the moaning, but had the effect of making the inhuman sound grow louder. Frantically wiping at his eyes, he blinked and saw there was nothing in front of him. Momma was still in her bedroom, tied down. 

She needs you. Go to her.

Jason slid to the floor, hugging himself as he wept. No longer concerned about the amount of noise he made, he cried freely, the sound echoing through the small house. After a couple of minutes, his sense of loss turned to anger as the moaning increased in volume, as if his mother were mocking him. 

“Shut up! You’re not my mother anymore! Just leave me alone!”

It’s your mother in there. How dare you yell at her? Go in there and apologize!

The moaning didn’t stop, and his anger gradually changed, morphing into something closer to regret. He begged and pleaded, though he somehow knew, on a coldly logical level, that the monster his mother had become would never listen to him again. At the same time, the voice inside his head, the one that knew nothing of logic or sanity, kept whispering to him that he should go to his mother, that she needed him. 

Jason knew that if he stayed here, it wouldn’t stop until it drove him mad. 

That was about all the twelve year old was sure of anymore. That and the fact that there was no way he could face his mother ever again. Not with what she had become. 

He turned away from the noises and stared at the front door of the house. This was no longer his home, and even as the strange voice inside tugged at him, he could feel the house pushing him away.


You are no longer welcome here. This is a place for the dead. 


Jason leaned his forehead against the cold, unforgiving wood of the door and banged it against the pine gently. 

“I’m sorry, Momma. I love you, but I can’t stay here anymore. Goodbye.” 

It was a lousy eulogy, but it was all he could think to say. The maniacal voice inside his head screamed at him to turn around and go to her, but he blotted it out, screaming and cursing at it.

Momma was gone. 

Walking out the door, Jason didn’t look back as it slammed behind him. He stepped out onto the grass, unconcerned with where he was going. The world around him was in panic and upheaval. Several of the neighbors had fled, their front doors flung open, while others had already begun the process of barricading their homes. He didn’t concern himself with any of them, even as several called out to him, screaming his name. The blare of sirens and the sound of gunfire in the background didn’t distract him either. 

He picked up his feet and ran, moving swiftly past his neighborhood. His only plan was to keep on running, perhaps all the way to Detroit if he could. He would run until his legs gave out, his heart exploded inside his chest, or one of those things caught him and tore him to pieces. That was the only thought he had left in his head. He would run until he died. 

 ***

By the time the soldiers caught up with him twenty minutes later, all the tears had dried and the stony visage that George knew so well had taken their place. 


 


 



 



 


Fred and Bobby


 

Author’s note: I wasn’t quite sure if it was necessary to include this story with the others, considering how small a role Fred and Bobby actually play in the scheme of things. But I also felt it would be unfair to leave these two and their back story untold. I wanted them to be appreciated as human beings, filled with as much regret and frustration as everyone else, despite their small part in the overall tale of Jeff and his newfound friends.


 

Fred had spent his career as a mailman in Lawrence Park, where he and his wife Carol had lived for several years. It was located near Milfield, but closer to the city. Considered a more upscale address than most of the outlying suburbs, it boasted several recognizable local celebrity residents. Old, trendy neighborhoods with homes worth half a million plus were the norm, and the Harringtons liked the status they gained when they moved into the area. While Fred’s salary wasn’t impressive, Carol was a marketing executive for a large downtown Cincinnati Fortune 500 company, which afforded them a pretty decent lifestyle.

Despite the ease with which Fred handled the expensive hunting rifle he was carrying when he ambushed Jeff and Megan, the first time he had handled the weapon had been only three weeks earlier. In fact, he had never touched any sort of firearm until he met Carol. Carol might have enjoyed her urban, yuppie existence, but she was still a country girl at heart with a family that loved to hunt and fish. Fred’s boys, Bobby and Charlie, had gone out with Carol’s brother Teddy on many occasions. He took them hunting near his place near Hillsboro, which was about forty-five miles east of Cincinnati. He was the one, with Carol’s permission, who had bought the boys their rifles a few years earlier for Christmas. Fred had been hesitant about the idea at first, but Carol had convinced him that Teddy would teach them all about gun safety before they ever got to use them. He had agreed, reluctantly. 

The rifle Fred was carrying had been Charlie’s. After Charlie died, Bobby managed to teach his father how to use it. That knowledge had helped him and his son out of several tough jams with the undead. 

Up until coming across Jeff and Megan, Fred had handled the rifle fairly well. He’d been willing to pull the trigger when his wife was bitten by several of the infected. When her eyes opened back up after her heart had stopped, he took aim and put her out of her misery, despite the sensation that the world was caving in on him as he did it. 

Fred had managed twenty headshots on the undead at long range with Charlie’s rifle. Bobby had shot even more of the stiffs during their travels. Still, it was Fred, the novice, who came into his own during the apocalypse. He had become a survivor, able to deal with anything that came his way, or so he presumed. That rifle had given him a sense of confidence he’d never had before. 

Back when everything started, when the first reports of the virus showing up in Ohio had hit the air, Fred didn’t have much of an assertive personality. Carol had been the one who ruled the roost in the Harrington household, which had been just fine with Fred. When the soldiers with bullhorns rolled down their street, urging everyone to head to the local community center where a shelter had been set up, it was she who announced that they would hunker down in the house and not bother with such a place. She believed that all of this nonsense would blow over within a few days. Fred didn’t have much to say about that, despite his unvoiced concerns. 

And when everything continued to go downhill, and it was too late to do much except sit and watch as the number of infected in Lawrence Park grew exponentially, it was Carol who decided it was time for the Harringtons to make a run for it. 

Up until that point, the boys hadn’t needed to fire their rifles in defense of the house. They’d learned by watching some of the neighbors—as their houses were turned into miniature Alamos—that just about any loud noise could set off the rotters. They would swarm, and within minutes, there was nothing left of the people hiding behind their locked doors. But as long as things were quiet, the stiffs seemed willing to leave things well enough alone. 

Their food and water supply had shrunk to a dangerously low level by the time Carol suggested to Fred that they get in the Acura SUV parked in the garage and head out to Teddy’s place. Fred, as he typically did, deferred to his wife’s judgment, which pleased the boys tremendously. Before their parents could say anything else, they were rushing around the house, collecting up everything they wanted to take to their favorite uncle’s ranch. 

Later on, Fred could never quite recall what it was that had set the stiffs off. Perhaps it was the suitcase Bobby had dropped down the steps, or the vase Charlie knocked over in the front hallway. It might simply have been the fact that everyone seemed to have forgotten where they were and let their voices rise with excitement at their eminent departure. All he knew for sure was that one minute they were talking about what route they should take to get to Uncle Teddy’s, and the next the doors and windows were being bashed on by several of their undead neighbors. Within moments, the sounds of smashing fists had increased tenfold and there was a huge crowd surrounding the house. It sounded something like a hailstorm going on outside. 

The Harringtons had attempted to grab the majority of their worldly possessions for their departure, and only in hindsight did Fred realize how incredibly foolish that had been. Collecting anything other than their weapons and what food and water they could carry didn’t make much sense. Still, it seemed like the logical thing to do at the time. That, Fred decided, was the real culprit for what happened next. 

As the front door threatened to collapse under the strain of a dozen bodies, Fred commandeered Charlie to help him drag more furniture in front of the door while Bobby and Carol scrambled to collect the suitcases and bags of clothing that had been tossed into the kitchen so they could move them to the SUV. Before they could get very far, the large picture window at the front of the house shattered, and the feeble plywood sheet covering it threatened to snap into kindling. Foolishly, everyone rushed to the window in an effort to hold off the onslaught, but it seemed like a hundred arms were already grabbing and pawing at them through the growing gaps in the barricade. 

A stray arm clutched at Charlie’s neck, and before he could even cry out, he was pulled through the rapidly increasing gap in their defenses, head first. It was just that quick. There was no slow, dreadful struggle, no failed tug of war between his family and the undead. It happened so fast, Fred didn’t even realize Charlie had been attacked until Carol screamed out a few seconds later. By then, it was too late. Charlie’s body didn’t even have much of a chance to twitch in its death throes as it was dragged ruthlessly out the hole. As soon as his head was yanked out the window, several ghouls tore into his face and neck, killing him almost instantly. 

The moments following Charlie’s death were a blur. Fred might not have believed in miracles before then, but he did after he somehow managed to drag his wife and other son to the garage as the rotting horde on their front lawn poured into the house. Bobby and Carol both fought him every step of the way, believing in their stunned state that Charlie was somehow still alive and that they needed to save him. 

Something snapped in Fred after Charlie’s death. His voice, always quiet and unassuming, thundered as he exhorted his family to get to the SUV. And for some reason he couldn’t quite comprehend, they listened to him. They managed to grab their weapons, but little else, before they climbed into the vehicle. 

The back end of the Acura took a beating as it plowed through the garage door and several stiffs that had been in the Harringtons’ driveway. Their race through the neighborhood was a chaotic obstacle course that forced Fred to navigate through several of their neighbors’ yards in an attempt to escape the horde. Tucked away inside their house, it had been hard for Fred to believe that most of the people in the world had turned into savage monsters, but the moment he saw how many foul, rotting creatures were shambling around outside, all his doubts about the magnitude of the plague evaporated. 

Bobby’s howled curses were barely audible over the caterwauls of the deceased as Carol wept silent tears next to Fred. Despite the din, all Fred could hear was the pounding of his heart as he was forced to slalom around another clot of bodies in front of him. 

The Acura suffered a few more dents and dings before Fred managed to plow through the tall hedges lining the edge of their subdivision. As a mailman, he was familiar with most of the back roads in the area, and was able to navigate the SUV to an area not clogged with the wrecks choking the major roadways. Despite his desire to head straight for Hillsboro and Teddy’s place, he knew that wasn’t feasible. His knowledge of the local area gave Fred only a bit of an edge, which diminished as they left Lawrence Park. The GPS in the Acura was on the fritz, so their path became more convoluted the farther they got from home. Fred waited patiently for Carol to say something to him, to offer him some sort of guidance, but she sat in stony silence on the trip, leaving the decision making up to him.

After an hour or so, thoughts of getting to Teddy’s place took a back seat to survival. The world had been wrecked, and Fred was beginning to doubt their ability to make it to Hillsboro easily—or even at all. 

The journey that first day consisted of a series of misguided attempts to stop and collect food and water, along with a failed effort at seeing if there was any gas left in the pumps at a convenience store several miles from their house. The undead were everywhere, and every time they stopped the Acura and stepped outside, it only took mere minutes before the surviving members of the Harrington family were forced to rush back into the SUV. 

Initially, Fred believed the news reports that stated that most of the infected were confined to certain areas of the city, while outlying suburbs and rural areas were relatively safe. No such luck. There were ghouls as far as the eye could see, in every direction. Many hadn’t stirred since the last of the living had either departed or died days and weeks earlier, but when the sound of the Acura’s engine roared through the area, they woke out of whatever stupor claimed them in the absence of prey, and swarmed the vehicle. It made for some messy getaways. 

They somehow managed to find a place to hide outside of Gallatin, deep into the night. They sat in the SUV for several hours, buried in a stand of trees with the engine turned off. They had been forced to leave the Acura where it was parked as they hoofed it to an abandoned house a hundred yards away. They spent the next day silently fortifying the house the best they could, dismantling furniture and using it to barricade the doors and windows. The only door that wasn’t blocked off was the one off the back porch, through which Fred and Bobby would sneak out to go hunting over the course of the following week. 

That was when Bobby taught his father how to use Charlie’s rifle. Hunting was a challenge, but they managed to scare up some game. It seemed that most of the wild animals were still plentiful, despite the fact that domesticated animals had been slaughtered just like the human population. They saw more than one dead cow, its bones picked clean by the combination of the ravenous undead and the scavengers that devoured whatever the monsters left behind. 

Unfortunately, with every shot of the rifles, the infected became more clued in to their position, and the creatures tracked the father and son to their location within minutes. They had to travel farther afield on each trip, away from the house they had commandeered, to make sure that they didn’t bring any stiffs back home with them. Even with a thorough effort to ensure that the surrounding area was corpse-free, it was only a matter of minutes before the first trickle of rotters would appear off in the distance after a trigger was pulled. It was even worse when they got a kill. The scent of fresh blood was like a magnet that pulled and compelled the monsters. 

Despite all their precautions, it was after one of their failed hunting trips that they returned to the house to find the windows smashed and the back door wide open. Rushing inside, they discovered that Carol had killed eleven ghouls with her small handgun. It had taken sixteen shots to take them down, which meant she had been forced to reload the semiautomatic in the middle of the fight. During the battle, she had been bitten, but even after having her arm gnawed, she managed to continue fighting the rest of the pack off. She let the one that had latched onto her arm clamp down tight while she fired the gun with her other hand, shooting the three other stiffs surrounding her. Even then, she didn’t shoot the one on her arm. Instead, she slammed the butt of the handgun down onto its skull until she heard the bone crack, firing at several other stiffs between each downward strike. Finally, when she was out of immediate danger and the one that had bitten her lay twitching on the floor, she put a bullet in its head. 

Carol Harrington was a tough woman. Her husband would be the first to tell anyone that. It was forty hours of labor with no painkillers for the birth of Charlie and then a C-section with Bobby. Never a complaint in either instance, and she was up and moving around the next day like nothing had happened. Any pain she had was suffered in silence. This time was no exception. After all the ghouls were dead, she wrapped her arm in a bed sheet and waited for her son and husband to return to the house. Once they did, she was the one who insisted they leave right away, without any time for her to rest from the assault. Carol was nothing if not practical. They had to find another hiding place before more of the infected found them. 

“Get off your asses, quit whining about me, and head for the Acura!” It was as simple as that. She made the pronouncement, and there was no questioning her on it. 

They drove the SUV until it ran out of gas, which unfortunately didn’t take long. After that, they walked for two hours, moving with as much stealth as they could manage. Carol, who refused any assistance, stood tall and kept walking until they found the old farmhouse with the grain silo next to it. It was surrounded by several large, barren fields, and much like their previous hiding place, it had been abandoned weeks before. Given their ability to see what was coming at them for nearly a mile in every direction, they knew it was their safest bet. 

Carol died a day later. She was strong, but like every other human being who had been infected, she couldn’t resist the virus’s deadly pull. 

Less than thirty minutes after her demise, she sat up in the bed on which Fred and Bobby had laid her on in the farmhouse. The first thing she did after opening her rheumy eyes was to hiss at her husband. Fred, who had wrapped the rifle in a towel to muffle the sound, waited until the very last second before putting a bullet through Carol’s head. 

They buried her an hour later, putting up a makeshift cross to mark her grave.

Fred and Bobby spent the next week or so at the farmhouse, living in silence, rarely speaking to one another. They saw more and more of the dead creeping around off in the distance, but none ventured too close. Even so, it was getting worse every day. There would be long stretches of time where they would see nothing, but then they’d spot a pack of twenty or thirty of the diseased vermin roaming near the property. At the same time, they wanted to preserve their dwindling ammunition for hunting, so they had to continue keeping their heads down. Bobby found a bike out in the shed, but didn’t bother riding it anywhere. It was too dangerous a risk. 

It was on one of those drab, muggy summer days that seemed endless when they heard a noise that had become almost alien to them: the sound of a car engine rolling down the road that ran next to the property. Even off in the distance, the engine was clear as a bell. There were no other sounds to interfere with it—no other cars, no people, no machines … nothing. There hadn’t been anything but the moans of the dead and chirping of birds for as long as they could remember. 

The two of them watched as the blue Honda stopped in front of the huge property. At that point, it was just some faraway dot. It wasn’t until it turned up the road, moving closer, that Fred came up with a hasty plan that would help him and Bobby escape the farmhouse and make one last attempt to get to Hillsboro and Teddy, if he was still alive. 

Bobby had been hesitant about trying to hijack the van and wanted to see if they could just talk to the people to see if they might be able to hitch a ride with them. Fred steamrolled that idea without a moment’s hesitation. He was a changed man, no longer afraid to assert himself. The death of his older boy and his wife of twenty-three years had done that to him. 

He reminded Bobby that the few people they’d seen since they escaped from their house in Lawrence Park had been none too friendly to them. If his family hadn’t been armed, Fred knew, there was no way they would have made it this far. They would be dead on the side of some road, left as bait for the rotters as their fellow survivors picked over their meager belongings. People were desperate, crazed, and none seemed to be in the mood for small talk or hospitality these days. 

After a few seconds of heated discussion, Bobby gave in and reluctantly nodded his acquiescence. Fred moved into position behind the shed and told Bobby to wait at the door. They would be ready for the people in the van, no matter how dangerous they were and how well armed they might be. 

Despite the argument, and despite the lack of communication between the father and son, the two had grown much closer after Carol’s death. Before, their relationship had been okay—as good as could be expected between a rebellious teenager and his dad, but their level of trust and appreciation for one another had grown dramatically in the past few days. Despite the cloud of despair hanging over them, they knew that they could count on one another for anything. 

Charlie had been a great older brother. He liked to heap abuse on his kid brother when they were younger, with wedgies and Indian burns being his favorite form of torture. But as they got older, they had learned to watch out for one another, to watch each other’s backs. Somehow, after Charlie died, Bobby managed to stay strong, despite losing his best friend. He had clung to his mother, knowing deep down that he was her favorite, whereas Dad had favored Charlie. So when she died, it felt like his guts had been ripped out. 

It had been the same for Fred. Somehow, out of their combined pain and anguish, they were able to form a new bond. Part of it had come from the last conversation Bobby had with his mother before she passed. When they arrived at the farmhouse, Carol sat her son down next to her. She looked him straight in the eye and told him that it was his job to watch out for his father now. They were each other’s responsibility, and no one else was going to take care of them if they didn’t take care of each other. The entire world was out to get them, and they had to stick together if they were going to make it out of this alive. She made the boy swear to her that he would take watch Fred’s back. Bobby had, and when he did, he meant every word of it.

Bobby didn’t realize it, but moments after he said his last goodbye to his mother and rushed from the room to weep silently in the shed, Carol had the same conversation with her husband. And Fred made the same promise to her that his son had. 

They would stick together until the bitter end. 


 


 



 



 


Michael, Frank, and Cindy


 

He knew being with her was all wrong. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Everything up to this point in his life had been regimented and controlled, structured to allow for the greatest amount of success. Even when civilization crumbled, he had adapted and maintained control over the situation. Now he was the leader of a small but growing tribe of people. The bloody lines on the map at which he looked every day spoke of his triumphs: where he had come from (where they all had come from) and where they were heading. They would continue eastward, away from large population centers, and find even more people to join them. His power would grow as more people relied on him and trusted his leadership. It was all working out as planned. 

But all those visions, all those dreams, had been disrupted. He still wanted the power, but there were other, darker things crossing his mind these days. They hadn’t been there before. They had been planted there recently. 

Perhaps that was an excuse. Maybe they had always been there, and it took the right person—or more accurately, the wrong person—to dredge them up. So maybe if that person were out of the picture, all those dark, hideous desires inside his head would disappear along with her. 

Either way, he was sure that Cindy had to go.

 ***

Michael had been groomed for greatness by his parents from early on in life. Private boarding schools, Princeton, and then Michigan for his MBA. Business first, then politics. There had been a stint in a corporate training program for Proctor and Gamble. That was after they had wooed him and offered him the best compensation package amongst a slew of elite employers. There were several rapid promotions leading to the executive level. He was the youngest vice president in the company and was expected to go much further with them … if he chose to stay. The plan was to build relationships with various lobbyists, business leaders, and politicians, working those connections to his advantage. His father was highly respected, and not only in Connecticut, where Michael had grown up. He had politicians from all across the country in his back pocket. Between his own burgeoning relationships and those of his father, Michael would be ready to run for office either in Connecticut or Ohio shortly after turning thirty. From there, the sky was the limit.

He was to marry first, of course. He’d dated a few respectable girls in Cincinnati, but they were of the disposable variety. Most were young and attractive, but interspersed with them were a few women of more … experience, who had helped him along his career path at P & G and with his political ambitions. But he was from old money, and the expectations were that he would marry old money. There just was not enough of it in Cincinnati for his or his father’s liking. So he had been shuttling back and forth between Cincinnati and New York on weekends for the past few months so he could court Ms. Penelope Warden. Her father was a business associate of Michael’s father. More importantly, Penelope’s family had political connections that ran up and down the east coast, and it certainly didn’t hurt that, as an only child, she was due to inherit substantial holdings in several Fortune 500 companies when dear old dad kicked the bucket. 

That was about the time when things went haywire and the blasted virus came into play. At first Michael reacted like everyone else: in a complete panic. His world came crashing down around him. His downtown Cincinnati condo was in jeopardy almost immediately, and he found himself barricaded inside it as the city tore itself apart thirty stories below. He tried to contact his parents and younger brother, but they were out of the country, somewhere in the Mediterranean on the family yacht. When he couldn’t get a hold of anyone else back home or even any of the other P & G executives to see if he could snag a ride out of town on one of the corporate jets, he realized he was on his own. He didn’t bother trying to contact Penelope. Despite claims of undying love for him, she wasn’t going to be much help from over six hundred miles away. In a way, it was a relief. She was an insufferable bore and a hypochondriac who complained incessantly. Michael could tolerate a lot to achieve his objectives in life, but the thought of having her at his side during the apocalypse terrified him. 

As the world crumbled around him and he was certain his demise was eminent, Michael recalled something his father had said to him repeatedly when he was a young boy. “Life is what you make of it. When things go bad and you get knocked down, dust yourself off and get back up. You were born with my blood running through your veins, and I’ve never been a quitter. So don’t bother with the excuses, because I’m not interested in them.”

The words seemed trite and unimaginative to Michael as an adult. But to a child of ten, they sounded impressive, even scary. And it wasn’t just the words; it was how his father backed them up. He pushed Michael into every activity, every sport the private schools he’d attended had to offer. He was never allowed to quit or perform at a subpar or average level. He was expected to have stellar grades, leadership roles, and top-notch girlfriends from well-to-do families. Of course, nothing was ever good enough for dear old Dad, and Michael spent much of his early life sniffing at his father’s feet for any sort of praise he could get. 

There was no sob story attached to his upbringing. Michael did not freak out, rebel, or ever climb onto a therapist’s couch. Sure, Dad had his mistresses, and because of that, Mom was a functional alcoholic and pill popper, but none of that ever played out in public or caused any uproar. It was simply par for the course for a wealthy family. 

Instead, he grew up knowing he was better and stronger than everyone else, if for no other reason than the sweat he had to pour into all he did. His childhood had been hard, but he knew that anything worth having in life was hard. His father’s philosophy had carried him this far, and he knew it would carry him further still.

The sense of helplessness he felt while watching the city burn evaporated as he concocted a plan. Once the fear left him, things became clear. He grabbed the camouflage outfit he’d bought for some retreat on which he’d gone with other executives at P & G. For three days, Michael had played paintball, got drunk out in the woods, and howled at the moon. It had been an absolutely worthless experience, but at least he got some useful duds out of it. He also grabbed the rather large knife he’d bought out of a catalog after training with edged weapons in his martial arts classes. He’d studied tae kwon do more for keeping in shape than for self-defense, but now it appeared that he would have the chance to put that training and the knife to good use. 

He scanned his place one last time, eyeing all the decorating touches for which he had spent top dollar. He glanced over at his wine collection and the few pieces of artwork he’d bought at auction. The accoutrements of wealth and success. Now it was all kindling for the bonfire into which humanity was being tossed, nothing more.

Being able to accept that was what made Michael stronger than his peers, and he knew it. So many of them would be desperate to save the trappings of their prior lives, believing it would somehow make a difference. They would all die clutching at scraps of that old world. He could relinquish it all—the wealth, the prestige, the influence—and recognize that in this new world, there would be other types of power that would allow only a few to stand out from the crowd. And that power would not come from possessions or connections, but from the strength of one’s determination and ability to adapt. Michael vowed to embrace this new world order and show his father and every other ghost living inside his head that he was up to the challenge.

The next couple of days were a blur of furious movement and hiding in any hole he could find. He managed to escape the tower in which he lived with a couple of other tenants, though neither of them made it too far. They were convinced the police or military would save them, or that they would find a safe haven within the city. Michael didn’t spare much regret when they were torn to pieces within blocks of their former home. 

The running seemed endless, as did the uncomfortable and cramped spaces into which he squeezed to avoid detection. He slept in a broom closet in the bowels of an office building at one point, with the mop bucket and several large containers of cleaning solution pushed up against the door. He swiped bottles of water and smashed vending machines to get food. He avoided confrontations with both the living and the undead while moving steadily in the direction that appeared to be the safest: east.

The city was a war zone. The trick, Michael learned, was to be counterintuitive. Other refugees migrated toward the shelters, toward the National Guard. They headed to the hospitals and police and fire stations. They were idiots. Because not only were the living moving in that direction, so were the dead. 

Michael listened to a portable radio he had taken with him from his condo, and every report about a shelter that had been set up in the city told him exactly where not to go. And when the reports stopped, he continued listening for gunfire, and steered clear of that as well. He slipped into areas that had already been overrun by the dead, because the stiffs had a pack mentality and followed their prey wherever they could sense them. That meant that only the stragglers and those too feeble to walk were usually left behind once all the living had fled or been devoured. Those few ghouls were far easier to manage than the large hordes attacking the National Guard troops and the frightened sheep the general population had become. 

By the time Michael met Frank, the endless hiding and running had taken its toll on him. He was wearing down and feeling dispirited, questioning whether his brilliant plans for the future were all just a bunch of crap he’d made up to keep him motivated to stay alive when there wasn’t much sense in doing so. 

Michael almost killed the other man by accident, thinking Frank was a rotter. He was beating in the brains of a woman with his bare hands out on the street, and it was hard to tell which of the two was alive. 

Michael tried to avoid situations in which things might get out of control on him. He had no interest in playing the hero or drawing a crowd, but this was a quiet residential neighborhood; there was no one in sight but the two people a dozen yards in front of him. It was, in fact, one of the first streets he’d walked that didn’t have at least a half-dozen stiffs wandering aimlessly on it. 

He’d come down this road because he’d spotted several cars and even a work van that appeared to be in working condition out in plain sight. The search for a vehicle he could drive out of the area had preoccupied Michael’s mind during much of his journey. Walking was getting old, and being out in the open and vulnerable was making him a nervous wreck. 

As he came up on the two struggling figures, Michael wondered if the man, or maybe the woman he was beating, might have a set of keys to one of the vehicles nearby. Looking around, he spotted a heavy tree branch that had snapped and fallen to the ground. There was, in fact, plenty of debris all over the street from which to choose. Shattered doorframes, discarded housewares, and even a few broken road signs. The area, an old, rundown neighborhood filled with dilapidated row houses, looked like a tornado had hit it. The two people doing battle appeared to be the last remnants of whatever madness had passed through the area. 

Michael crept up behind the man and raised his weapon, ready to strike. Frank chose that moment to turn his head, perhaps having spied Michael’s shadow from the corner of his eye. That probably saved his life. He turned white as a sheet and raised an arm to ward off the blow as he scrambled backwards. He stumbled over the woman he’d been pummeling and fell on his ass beside her. 

The woman, no longer pinned to the ground, turned over in an effort to reach Frank, who scrabbled away from her. Her face was an open wound. A flap of skin that contained most of her facial features slapped at her skull with every jarring movement she made. She was a heavyset, matronly woman with thick arms and legs. She was trying to hiss out something through her detached lips, though nothing intelligible. A shower of spittle and blood came from the depths of her throat. 

Frank was babbling as well as he pressed up against one of the cars parked at the curb. Reaching behind his back, he made an effort to hook his hand onto the bumper to help elevate his corpulent frame to a standing position. 

Michael slammed his booted foot down on the small of the woman’s back and drove her chest toward the pavement. One of the hands she had used to elevate her body skidded out from underneath her, leaving most of the skin from her palm on the asphalt. Her other arm snapped, braking below the elbow, which caused her to collapse. Swinging the tree branch, Michael landed several blows as the ghoul struggled to get back up. A scattering of teeth sprayed from her mouth as the abuse rained down on the back of her skull. After a minute or so, the matronly woman’s movements stilled. 

Michael studied the corpse for a moment before looking back at Frank. The expression on the filthy man’s face would have been amusing if it weren’t so pathetic. Frank looked about as terrified of Michael as of the monster with which he’d been brawling. 

The fear turned into nervous appreciation as the two men traded introductions. After that, Frank’s story came out in a tumble, as if he were relieved to have the chance to speak to a live human being. He’d been stuck in his basement for several days and had been forced to “deal” with his wife, who’d been bitten early on. They had no children, so he had been all alone ever since. After a while, the itch to see what was going on outside as well as a chance to grab something beside the pork ‘n’ beans he’d been living on caused him to climb the stairs, pry open the door he’d nailed shut, and take a look around. Most of the stiffs out on the street had migrated elsewhere by then, since a lot of Frank’s neighbors fled in the first couple of days of the madness that had gripped the city. So he went on the hunt for food in his neighbors’ houses. That was when he happened upon Lila, the woman he’d been attacking when Michael wandered by. She lived a couple doors down from Frank. He entered her home and found her in the kitchen, snacking on Stanley, her husband. “I guess she wanted fresher meat, ‘cause ol’ Stan smelled a mite sour, so she went after me,” Frank said with a crooked grin. 

He rushed to leave the house, but Lila followed, smashing through the front door he’d slammed shut behind him, forcing him to deal with her out on the street. 

“I never liked that bitch much anyway,” Frank said with a nervous chuckle as his story came to an end. 

Michael patiently listened to the sweaty, smelly man’s tale and tried to ignore the fact that Frank looked like the type of person to whom he wouldn’t have spoken on a bet just a week prior, unless it was to pay him to do plumbing work or some other menial task … not that someone in Frank’s condition (even if he had showered and had on clean clothes) would have ever made it past the doorman of Michael’s building. But things had changed, and the need to adapt to this new environment, and to the people who remained in it, was imperative. There would be a need for men like Frank, as there always had been. He was the type who took orders and was willing to get his hands dirty … very dirty if necessary. 

Nodding politely, Michael did his best to seem interested in what Frank had to say as his eyes kept gravitating to the work truck sitting in the driveway nearby. 

Frank invited Michael into his house, and they shared a sparse meal of the beans remaining in Frank’s stash and a few of the candy bars Michael was carrying. He did his best not to cringe at the smell of the decrepit house, noticing all the while that Frank didn’t seem to mind the foul odor emanating from his basement. Michael’s guess was that Frank’s wife was still down there and his new acquaintance had grown used to the smell of her rotten corpse. 

It didn’t take more than an hour with Frank for Michael to make up his mind. Frank wasn’t too sharp, but he was malleable and appeared willing to do just about anything to get out of the stink trap in which he’d been living for the past week. The idle promise of some booze and the assurance that together they could forge a new existence for themselves and anyone else they found sounded pretty good to Frank. He was a pig, but Michael knew he would be a loyal pig, as long as he was given some mud to root around in on occasion. 

Before the day was over, they were on the road in the truck, which happened to be Frank’s, maneuvering past the most of the wrecks and areas crawling with mobile corpses as they headed east, away from the city. 

As they avoided the hordes of undead and the few clots of National Guardsmen still alive and still willing to fight, they passed their time by capturing a few of the individual ghouls they came across. Michael felt it was important to understand the enemy, to see if anything could be done to salvage these inhuman wrecks. He tried to see if they would respond to any stimulus besides warm flesh, and if, given enough time, they could be turned into some sort of slave labor or mindless work force.

They would lure a single stiff into the back of the van. A dead dog or cat carcass was usually enough to get them moving in the right direction. The truck had a wire-reinforced barrier between the driver’s area and the back, which made it easy to collect specimens without fear of getting bitten. A couple of hockey sticks, a fishing net, and some padded gloves acquired from an abandoned sporting goods store were the only equipment they needed to manage the task, along with some stout rope. 

When every experiment Michael performed failed, he turned the monsters over to Frank, who enjoyed torturing the creatures. Michael suspected it wasn’t because of some twisted desire for revenge, but because Frank got his rocks off that way. Michael tolerated the behavior, though it repulsed him, because it gave his partner a little bit of joy in an otherwise dreary existence. 

Over the next few days, they had run-ins with both the living and the dead, and managed to come out on top in each situation, adding to their level of confidence as well as their arsenal. Frank laid claim to a double-barreled shotgun while Michael got an M16 and a 9mm pistol from some stubborn soldier who took a little bit of prodding before he gave them up. Not long after that, they were also gathering people: stragglers more than happy to let Michael take the lead in their efforts to survive. They ditched the van as their contingent grew in size, finding a small plastics factory that they could fortify until they could find more adequate transportation. 

The battle to survive was a daily grind. The group spent their time foraging for food, water, and other supplies that would help them make a go of it. Everyone who joined Michael’s group was thrilled to be with other survivors and asked few questions about his methods, which was just how he liked things. He doled out the responsibilities, and Frank made sure everyone did as they were told. It seemed that everyone was more than happy to be following orders; it gave their existence meaning, and the confidence Michael exuded gave them hope.

Then Cindy came along. 

Michael couldn’t say that she ruined everything. To say that she had even changed his plans would be an exaggeration and a lie. He knew Cindy didn’t change one single thing about his vision for the future. They would still find a permanent home for the living that Michael preached about, and he would continue shaping everyone’s vision of the future. Each step they took as a group was still as he dictated.

It wasn’t his vision that had changed with Cindy. It was he who had changed. After spending just a little time with her, he knew what she was. She was a succubus, taking great pleasure in draining the life force out of him bit by bit. But that wasn’t all. She was not so indifferent to his suffering that she wanted to take everything away until he withered and died. Instead, for every bit of him she took, she gave back a piece of herself. It was her gift. For every rational thought, for every piece of compassion he tried to maintain a grip on but lost, there was something new put in its place. Something dark that squirmed beneath his skin. It burned in his gut and made him feel like his bones were turning to ash. 

Cindy’s gift to Michael was her pure and unadulterated hatred for everyone and everything in the world. And as much as he wanted to deny it, he had to admit that a part of him liked the gift she had given him. 

Cindy stumbled into the factory a couple of days after they’d set up camp. She told some muddled story about a boyfriend with whom she’d shared a camper until he was bitten. The story was vague, but it didn’t bother Cindy that no one seemed to buy it; she stumbled over her boyfriend’s name, and she was even vaguer about her existence before the virus hit. It was easy for Michael to dismiss; several of the people with them found it hard to talk about their pasts. What was clear to him was that Cindy enjoyed the rough, harsh existence brought on by the plague, and didn’t have any problem killing infected. She was good at it. She was a strong, remorseless killer, and that appealed to him. Most of the people he was surrounded by had an almost crippling fear of the undead, but not Cindy. 

Almost immediately after being welcomed into the group, Cindy began the process of insinuating herself into Michael’s life. 

Despite her outward appearance as a tattooed, rebellious free spirit, Cindy was, in her own way, even more power hungry than Michael. She recognized him as the person in charge and did everything she could to learn what made him tick. Michael, who had rubbed elbows with politicians and the well-to-do his entire life, realized too late that he had no built-in defense mechanisms to hold off the advances of someone so raw. Cindy had no fears, no boundaries, and a depraved, lusty nature that attracted Michael like a moth to the flame. 

She was his girlfriend before he even realized it. And from the first moment he did know it, he understood that he needed to devise a way to be free of her clutches. 

Cindy scared Michael. She could see right through him and knew from the get go that there was a repressed knot of rage buried deep inside that he rarely displayed. She massaged that rage to the surface, prodding him into directing his anger toward her. What scared Michael the most was that Cindy enjoyed it when he was mad at her. She didn’t stop there, and pushed him into getting violent with her when no one else was around. It was a sick trip, but the desire that burned in her eyes when she provoked him made it all the more frightening and appealing. When he tried to restrain himself, she would push harder. Lacing the violence with sex made it all the more confusing. It was exhilarating and terrifying, and felt like they were in some sort of sick symbiotic relationship; Cindy fed on his anger while at the same time encouraging more of it to grow inside of him so the supply she craved would thrive perpetually. 

The urge to resist Cindy weakened in time, though it never disappeared. There were far too many other things going on for Michael to worry about their relationship and what it was becoming. About a week and a half after they claimed the factory as their own, it was overrun, and several members of the group died as they escaped. 

Michael’s group was once again out in the open, and that was when the idea of getting a hold of an RV or two popped into his head. Ben, one of the newcomers and a massive giant of a man, suggested they get more than just a couple, and set out to find a place they could bring them that would keep the group hidden away from danger. He alluded at the fact that getting diesel to fuel those beasts would be tough, and might become next to impossible in the upcoming months, but they would be incredibly useful even if they weren’t able to go that far. They needed to find a defensible place to hunker down, and if they had enough RVs, they could create a barrier that would be difficult for the undead to penetrate.

It took several days, but they found an RV dealership not too far away while Ben found an ideal place to park the motor homes near a small town called Manchester. Things got messy, and a few more members of the group perished during the process of transplanting the RVs, but afterwards they were safe again, hidden behind massive metal walls and buried in a wooded area that would keep prying eyes, both living and dead, from seeing their new home. 

As things settled down, Michael found himself with more free time, more time to reflect on his existence than he’d had since he left his condo in downtown Cincinnati. Marcus, who’d joined the group after they fled the factory, became Frank’s drinking buddy, which kept the lout preoccupied most of the time. Ben volunteered to collect the supplies they needed and spent much of his time beyond the walls of the RV fortress, hunting and scavenging around Manchester. Lydia, one of the more recent additions to the group, was more than willing to take responsibility of managing the food and water and tending to the children. All of this meant that Michael had more time to spend thinking … thinking about the future of the little civilization he was trying to create … and about how imperative it had become that he sever his ties with Cindy.

It couldn’t happen yet, not with the batch of newcomers that had just arrived, but soon enough. No reason to give any of them any doubts about the stability of the pecking order in the camp. Even if he did find Megan intriguing.

She wasn’t attractive … at least not at first glance. She was physically weak and sickly looking, with dark circles beneath sunken eyes and the pallor that was the norm for those who had spent the past few weeks either hiding or running in fear. And yet there was a sparkle in her eyes that was hard not to notice, and traces of what she might have looked like before her world had been shattered haunted her face. There was beauty hidden there, and given time and nurturing, it would return. And more important than any physical potential she possessed, she was a normal human being. Megan was feisty, no doubt about it, but she wasn’t a sociopath, which elevated her status dramatically in his eyes. She was a suitable match for him, and he doubted that anyone but Cindy would disagree with that.

But that could wait. He could woo Megan after she, Jeff, and George understood their place in his little world. It wouldn’t take long for them to realize they were better off doing things his way, rather than resisting the inevitable, or they would suffer the consequences. 

Given enough time, Megan would regain the weight she’d lost, and a healthy glow would return to her skin. She would also come to her senses. Life was a struggle, but it would be much easier with Michael at her side. No amount of animosity she felt for him now would keep her from seeing the truth in the coming weeks. 

The only thing standing in the way of that vision was Cindy. She would have to be dealt with. It had to happen soon. Their relationship had grown more and more twisted with every day and night they spent together. 

 Michael knew that “dealing” with her wouldn’t just be a matter of kicking her out of the RV they shared or telling her it was over between them. No. It would require something a bit more drastic than that. 

Perhaps a trip beyond the walls of their little fortress for just the two of them might be in order. A trip from which she wouldn’t return. It wasn’t as if anyone would miss her.

As he ran his finger along the razor-sharp edge of the knife he kept strapped to his wrist, a nervous smile twitched at his lips. He could deal with her. He just had to work up the courage. 

Then everything would return to normal inside of Michael’s head. All the sinister urges Cindy had put in there would evaporate, disappear. The dark cravings would be gone, and he would become the leader he had always wanted to be, the one everyone admired and respected, not just feared. All he had to do was get rid of her vile influence on him and everything would be just fine. 

Soon. He would do it soon. 


 


 



 


 


Michael and Cindy, Part 1


 

Author’s note: This particular piece takes place the first night that Jeff and his crew have entered the RV camp, after everyone has retired for the evening.


 

He grabbed her coarse blond hair and pulled her head back. Biting at her neck, he listened as she moaned in pleasure. 

“You like it rough, don’t you, bitch?” It was a harsh whisper as his lips traveled up her neck and toward her earlobe. 

“You know it, baby.” The voice was unstable, shaky. If you didn’t know her, you might think she was afraid. But for the few who truly knew Cindy, of which Michael was the only one still alive, it was obvious there was no fear in the woman. She was pure adrenaline and rage bottled up in a healthy young female package. At twenty-three, she was already savvy enough to understand how things worked in the world (even this particular variation of it) and vicious enough to achieve any objective that she set her mind to.

The tattoos on her neck covered up the hickeys and bite marks that Michael gave her. The scabs might be noticed, but no one would say anything. It was odd enough that Michael, a graduate of the Michigan School of Business and the son of extremely wealthy and prestigious parents, was shacked up with her in the first place. The additional wounds that adorned her seemed to stretch comprehension levels to the breaking point. Who would ever believe that the stereotypical boy next door was the culprit responsible for those? 

When Cindy had wandered into his little clan, it was clear to her that since Michael was in charge, he was the only person for her. He was far from her type, but everyone who was her type was dead, and that was just fine with her. He bit and scratched in bed, but only because she had taught him so well. She had unleashed his kinky side. Michael in turn had shown her that all men have one, it just took a strong and harsh enough woman to pull it out of them, kicking and screaming if need be. 

Michael was all the power in the universe now. It was the only drug left to her after the last hit of ecstasy was gone well over a month ago. Cindy had been addicted, at one point or another in her illustrious career, to nearly every drug and intoxicant known to mankind. In essence, she was addicted to addiction. 

Michael was just as addicting as anything she had sniffed, drank, or injected into her veins in the past. He was a royal prick under his nice guy persona, and it tripped her trigger that she knew it and had known it from the moment she laid eyes on him. At first, she had repulsed him. It made no difference to her, and in no time, she was able wear him down. After all, geography might be the only thing they had in common, but that was all she needed. 

But some bony bitch had arrived in the camp and threatened to change the landscape drastically. She was sweet, she was demure, and she was everything that Michael would have found appealing in the past, before Cindy had corrupted him. Certainly the woman had the whole anorexia theme going, but beyond that, she was perfectly “normal.” Attractive even. The jealousy Cindy felt didn’t extend to any desire to be like that woman at all. It was strictly raw rage at a potential threat to her existence as the Queen Bee. 

That was not all of it. Not by a long shot. None of it would have bothered her (or so she had herself convinced) except that it was very clear that Michael had been eyeing the other woman. Within the first five seconds, the battle lines were drawn in Cindy’s mind. She knew her man well enough to know that when he fixated on something, it would not be long before he went after it. Michael was not one to take no for an answer. He had little inclination to deny his own base needs either. So far, he had been satisfying them with Cindy, but now that Megan was here, she would be his new candy.

It was obvious. He did not hide it very well. She knew that sooner or later he would go after Megan and kick Cindy’s skanky ass to the curb. Even if that other bitch did not return his interest, it would make no difference to him. He would dump Cindy just to prove himself worthy of Megan. What a lousy piece of shit name. Megan. Everything about the other woman was worthy of contempt. 

Cindy had felt hatred from the moment she saw her. That was nothing big; she hated Lydia too. Most men pissed her off pretty fiercely as well. The teenagers had looked at her with lust in their eyes at first, and that was amusing. She had joked with Michael that she was going to break Ray and Teddy’s cherries at the same time. She asked him if he wanted to watch while she did it. In response, Michael had smacked her in the jaw so hard that she had been knocked unconscious. When she came to, he was wringing his hands over her, in a panic, worried that he had killed her. When she smiled up at him and licked at the trickle of blood on her chin demurely, he nearly fainted. Then, when she insisted they have sex right then and there, he almost had a nervous breakdown. Still, he complied, and it gave her a sense of power over Michael that nothing else could. She owned him. That bitch Megan could never have that sort of a control over a man. Never. 

The sex was interesting and Michael was willing to experiment, though he was amazed at how depraved Cindy’s mind could become. It was all boring to her, though. She gave thought to cheating on him with that filthy scumbag Frank. Or maybe Frank and Marcus together. They were disgusting, and they leered at her when they didn’t think she was looking. Still, she knew it would be a hell of a challenge to get them into bed. They were scared shitless of Michael, and the idea of crossing him like that was probably the equivalent of committing suicide to their pea brains. That turned her on even more. Imagining having Michael walk in on something like that was delicious. He would beat the living shit out of her, but he would kill them, just as they feared. She knew she could get him to do it, especially if the look on her face when he burst in was one of pure ecstasy. Those two slime buckets couldn’t turn her on if they slapped an electric motor to her ass, but she would play it up for all it was worth if it did a number on Michael.

Later, as they lay side by side, their sweat soaking through the sheets, Cindy jumped on top of Michael, knocking the air out of him. Anything that made him feel uncomfortable was a good thing. 

“So what are you going to do about those new people?” 


“What do you mean?” 


“You know what I mean.” 


Michael looked up at her in disgust. “Bah, screw you, tramp. I do know what you mean. You’re asking about Megan.”


A wicked grin creased her face. In the darkness and shadows, it was disconcerting, but Michael knew it was no better in daylight and was grateful that he could only see part of it now. 

“Of course I am.” 

The smile disappeared as she moved her hand up his hairless, muscular chest and grabbed at his nipple, squeezing it. She moved her face directly in front of his, less than an inch away, and pinched his nipple as hard as she could as she hissed at him. 

“So are you going to screw that whore?”

Cindy went flying, hitting the wall opposite the bed, where she slumped to the floor. 

“Bitch! You might be into fucking pain, but I’m not!” Michael screamed as he stood before her. She stared up at him, her eyes gliding down his naked torso. She smiled.

She reached up and grabbed at him, and he swatted her hand away. Grabbing a hold of her other wrist, he wrestled her up on the bed again, jumping on top of her and holding her down.

Cindy purred like a kitten, and Michael stared down at her, exasperated, but unable to deny that she had him aroused once again.

Michael hated Cindy. 

But as much as he hated her, he hated himself even more for having hooked up with the psycho bitch in the first place. She was a piece of trash, pure and simple. Somehow, as much as she appalled him, her trashiness was the root of everything that turned him on about her. There was absolutely nothing he couldn’t do to her. He could beat her to within an inch of her life, and she would come crawling back for more. When she had first provoked him, he had resisted the temptation to smack her, but she cried out for it. She dared him, taunted him, and did her best to humiliate him. 

Michael had not been a particularly violent man before he met her. He’d never laid a finger on a woman in his entire life, and thought anyone who did was scum. He’d beaten the crap out of a few losers, true enough. A drunken brawl back at college had sent a guy to the hospital, but Michael’s father, with his many connections, was insurance that a little problem like that never became a big problem. 

Michael’s martial arts training taught him balance and patience, taught him to bury his anger. His temper had been well under control. There was some rage inside of him, but that was fairly normal for most red-blooded American guys, wasn’t it? But these days, there were plenty of excuses for rage to shine through and no one to question it anymore. In fact, rage was an excellent motivator. It drove Michael in his quest to survive and thrive in these dark times. He had refused to yield to the undead, refused to believe that everything was over and done with just because some virus had torn the human race to shreds. This was a new beginning. Whoever was strong enough to stay alive and adapt would reap the rewards. 

Cindy had just … amped things up a little bit. It was okay to unleash all that pent-up rage in front of her, around her, and upon her. Every impetuous desire he had been repressing his entire life could see the light of day. In fact, he could use those impulses to help his followers to survive and prosper. 

It frustrated him that Cindy had been the only piece of ass in his age range for miles around—possibly anywhere. So her aggressive tactics when they first met weren’t a total turnoff. What other options did he have, anyway? 

Cindy was a tattooed and pierced freak to whom he would not have given the time of day when he’d been wearing Canali business suits and climbing the corporate ladder. The bleach in her hair was erratic and left her mane a mess of black and white scattered across her head. It had originally been shaved on one side and spiky on the other, but as time went on, she let it grow out and got rid of the dye. Not that she had much of a choice. The supplies they had collected did not include much in the way of hair care products outside of shampoo. 

They made an odd pair, and everyone knew it. He made it clear from the moment they fell into bed together that he would tolerate no crass acts from her in front of the others. Whatever she wanted to do with him—or more specifically to him—was to be limited to when they were in private … at the factory at first, and then in his RV once they had set up camp in the woods. 

Soon after they had gotten together, she began provoking him. At first it was simple taunting, but it turned into getting rough in bed. Punching, kicking, and biting. Part of him wanted to kick her to the curb right away. But every time she did something to him, she pretended to be sorry. She promised him she would never do it again if he forgave her. Then she would blow his mind in the sack, and he would be left trying to convince himself that the pain was worth it.

But finally, after a while, something happened. In a fit of anger after one of her mocking abuse sessions, he hit her. It was a hard slap across her face that resulted in a little trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth and a welt that would be hard to imagine makeup hiding, the way it concealed the hickeys he’d already given her. After realizing what he had done, he lost his mind. He begged forgiveness and apologized profusely, swearing he would never lift a hand to her again. For all the minor abuse she had heaped on him, hitting her had never crossed his mind. But when she grinned and asked him to do it again, he was speechless. He refused, so instead she jumped on him and practically raped him, which only served to confuse Michael even more.

But not for long.

The blow that knocked her unconscious was next. From there, it became easier for him to do whatever Cindy wanted. The guilt faded into the background, and he let the rage inside of him come to the surface. Eventually, they learned to keep the bruises and welts hidden to avoid any questions from the others. 

Over time, Michael began to dread his encounters with Cindy. But it was dread drenched in an undeniable craving for what she offered. Because she had unleashed a part of him that he didn’t know existed, a part that wanted to cause pain. He could justify to himself the idea of inflicting pain on her—she wanted it, so he gave it to her. But it was when that desire to administer pain began spilling over onto everything else he did that he grew truly disturbed.

And now, as he sat above her in what was supposed to be a position of complete control, she was the one in charge, and deep down, Michael knew it. 

Cindy’s purring stopped. “So, you gonna screw the whore, or am I going to slit the bitch’s throat?” She smiled up at Michael, taunting him, prodding him onward.

The fist crashed down on her stomach. Cindy gasped in surprise as the air whooshed out of her. Her vision blurred, and a thousand stars appeared before her eyes. When she managed to focus again, Michael was already lying next to her, pretending not to care about how badly he had hurt her this time. She had taught him well. 

Cindy enjoyed the pain in part because, after years of abusing her body with drugs and anything else she could get her hands on, her nerve endings had dulled to the point where excruciating pain was about the only thing she could feel anymore. But even that was a fleeting sensation. 

As the pain faded, her mind fixated on Megan once again. So what does he see in that bitch anyway?

Megan looked pretty hideous to Cindy. Although run down and so thin she was almost transparent, she bore an aura of confidence and toughness about her. On top of that, Megan was someone with whom Michael could be seen by the others without embarrassment. She was the antithesis of everything that Cindy was or believed in. 

And there were the others who had come into the camp with Megan. Two men and a black kid. The kid was nothing, just like those other little brats that Lydia dealt with. The bigger man looked like some sort of whiny wimp. That was obvious to Cindy almost immediately. He moped around like he was already dead and just generally irritated her. 

The other, Jeff, was more interesting. He appeared to be with the woman. Not that it would stop Michael. If he wanted Megan, not much would stand in his way. In a twisted way, that was yet another thing that turned Cindy on about him. Society may have dulled that caveman edge out of him, but society was dead, and Michael was the one making the rules these days, so he could take what he wanted. 

Cindy didn’t so much care if he got his rocks off with the bitch once or twice, as long as that was all there was to it. Hell, she would hold Megan down and get off watching him rape her if that were something that could be arranged. Screwing meant nothing to Cindy. It was all about control. Being controlled and controlling the other person. 

No one else seemed to understand the level of control you had over another person when you forced him to willfully inflict pain on you. Michael beat her because she willed him to do it. He did not want it, but she did. Now, after only a few weeks, he couldn’t stop himself. And because of all the guilt and trauma that it caused inside his head, she was able to manipulate him in other ways. Michael was a good little puppet. 

But that weasel Marcus had mentioned how Megan slapped Michael when they first met. That was something she could not tolerate. Cindy knew the stupid bitch had no idea what a slap meant to Michael, the meaning attached to such a violent physical act, but she bet that if Megan had been looking deep into his eyes at the time her hand crossed his face, she would have realized what it had done to him. The fact that he had to let off some steam by putting a knife to Frank’s throat right after that confirmed how excited Megan had made him. Cindy had corrupted Michael enough that violence was the only thing that really turned him on any more. 

There was no doubt in Cindy’s mind that her boyfriend was already fantasizing about that pathetic tramp. But tackling that subject head-on wasn’t going to give her any answers she wanted, so instead, Cindy came at it sideways. 

“Okay, so forget about Megan. What are you going to do to put these newcomers in their place?”

Michael rolled over to face Cindy. Weakly hidden guilt traced his features from the latest assault he had perpetrated on her. It was always there, no matter how well he tried to hide it. It made Cindy smile inside, though she was careful not to show it. The guilt was a tease. Everything forbidden had guilt associated with it. Guilt was one of the strongest stimulants in the world. As long as it kept showing up on his face, whatever caused that guilt remained tantalizing and forbidden. It was simply too much to for him to resist.

“What do you mean?” 

He was tired and past further anger or arousal that night. In other words, he was getting boring. But it also meant that his defenses were down and she could easily get him to divulge the truth and perhaps even agree to do something she wanted just to get her off his back. 

“I mean, you dragged them in here and treated them like your best buddies. Then you brought Jeff in the RV and had a nice little chat with him. Now I hear that you and the rest of the guys are going into town tomorrow on some sort of supply run. What the hell is the point of that?”

Michael closed his eyes and laid one hand over them to blot out the light trickling through their window. 

“So you’re asking what the hell I have planned.” He paused. She did not respond, and he sighed heavily. “Well, my dear, that is very simple. I am going to test their loyalty to me and see if they can obey orders like good little soldiers.” 

“Loyalty? From people you kidnapped off the fucking road? Are you nuts?”

Michael opened his eyes and glared at Cindy. “I must be if I’m with your psycho ass.” She gave him the finger, and he ignored it. He propped himself up on a pillow and put his hands behind his head. “It shouldn’t be too difficult, actually. The only one who’ll be a problem is Jeff. He is too damn smart for his own good.”

“What about George? Doesn’t he miss his widdle famawy? He looks like he could tear your head off if he was motivated enough. If you make him stay here against his will, sooner or later he is going to try.”

Michael smiled at his girlfriend. “Quite the contrary. He is going to be a good little boy and do just as I tell him.”

“How do you propose getting that to happen?”

“Nothing too technical. I’ll just hold Megan and Jason hostage. Once Jeff messes up and I have to ‘deal’ with him, George will realize that he is the only one who can protect them. A few well-placed words here and there along with a few delicate hints and he will decide for himself that staying is the best possible idea. Momma and the kiddies are dead already, and sooner or later, he will realize that. And then he will come to love it here with us. He’ll be just another big, dumb, malleable grunt like Ben.”

“If Ben heard you say that, he would twist you into a pretzel.”

“Indeed. He might just do that. If he knew I said it. But that’s how things work around here. The pawns don’t realize what they are. I am the king, and I control the board. They are expendable pieces, but valuable. I move them into harm’s way as I see fit. If there is a rogue piece, I simply get rid of it, sacrifice it to my opponent, and keep on moving.”

Cindy looked over at her man and saw a look on his face that was reminiscent of the cat after eating the canary. He was just too damn self-satisfied. But she decided to let it go. He had his little plans, and she had hers. She knew a little bit about chess as well, and while the king ruled the board, the queen took care of business. 

That Jason brat should be enough leverage to keep George in line. He doesn’t need Megan as well. 


With their conversation finished, Michael drifted off to sleep. Cindy stayed awake a while longer, shaping and reshaping her own plans so that they merged and fit with her lover’s. She smiled down at him as she did so. He was a beautiful man, nearly perfect on the outside. But it was his insides, his guts, that were turning black and ugly. She had initiated the process, but it had taken hold and was flourishing without the need for constant nurturing anymore. 

She laid her finger on his jugular vein and felt it pulse. She moved her mouth close and gently flicked her tongue out at it, like a snake. It would be so easy. She grazed her teeth against it and Michael stirred, but sleep already had him in its grasp. It was tantalizing: the idea of wrecking everything with one simple effort. She could tear out his throat and even slip out the window with very little fuss and muss. All they would discover was his bloodied carcass and the signs that she was responsible for his death all over the bed. But they would never find her.

As tempting as it was, she knew that Michael was far more exciting alive than dead—powerful and yet powerless at the same time. She had weakened him. Before they met, he was probably a good man with a penchant for anger now and again. He could hide it then, and he still could now, but that façade was chipping away. The violence was bubbling to the surface more often and more readily. It was wondrous to behold.

She shivered in the bed next to him. Whether in excitement or fear, it was hard to tell. She lay back and planned the death of Megan LeValley. It would be a simple thing, but it couldn’t be blatant. The others could never know what really happened. She imagined the agony Megan would experience when she did it. But what would be the kicker was when Cindy got to tell Michael what she had done and the supreme pleasure she would get out of watching him react. 

A few minutes later, Cindy wrapped her arms and legs around her man like a spider and fell asleep, content in her vision of the way things were going to play out over the next few days.


 


 



 



 


Michael and Cindy, Part 2


 

Author’s note: This piece takes place immediately after the argument between Michael, Jeff, and George in the courtyard about whether or not Jason should go with them on their supply run into town.


 

“What a bunch of pathetic wussies. They make me sick.”

“Tsk, tsk, dear. Such harsh language.”

Cindy shifted her gaze from the curtain and focused on Michael as he sat at the table, reassembling the M16 he’d decided to clean yet again before going on the hunt.

“Ya know, you keep rubbing that gun like that and you’ll go blind.” She slunk over to him, her body lithe and sinewy. She was a predator, a jungle cat on the prowl. And men, including Michael, were her prey. They were either food or sex, nothing more. That was why when most men caught Cindy’s attention, they usually did their best to divert their eyes and look away. They seemed to know that to her they were just meat, pure and simple.

“And if you keep wishing such ill will on others, you won’t get into heaven.”

Cindy almost laughed, but instead continued creeping up on her boyfriend. Michael was definitely sex to her, but also food. She craved him like meat, like a meal that could never completely sate her hunger, so she had to continue to hunt and devour him, over and over again. She slithered to the floor and moved her hand over his combat boot and up underneath his camouflaged pants. Blocked at the bend in the knee, her hand hovered just below it, scratching at his calf with her ragged fingernails. 

Michael ignored Cindy as he finished reassembling the weapon. After a second, he admired his work and nodded in satisfaction. He was getting more proficient at taking care of the rifle. He’d searched around and managed to find a manual covering the hows and whys of field stripping and maintenance in a bookstore the group had come across during their travels. 

As much as he had every intention of keeping it operational, the fact that he’d acquired only two thirty-round clips with it, one of which was only partially full, meant that he had very little desire to use the M16. It was more a symbol of his authority than anything.

He’d squeezed off a few rounds in automatic mode a while back, just to convince himself that it did indeed work and that, when the time came, he could put it to use. Other than that, all he did was keep it clean and ready to go. There would be time to acquire more rounds. After all, there had to be tons of munitions floating around these days; it was just a matter of venturing into an area where soldiers had been stationed that wasn’t currently overrun by the undead. Until then, the rifle would continue to serve its purpose as his staff of office.

He grinned as he thought back to how he had acquired it. It was a shame, a real shame, that the soldier had been unwilling to surrender the weapon. The boy had been brave, but he was injured and in a bit of a jam. He had required a bit of extreme persuasion, as Michael liked to think of it, to finally relinquish his rifle and sidearm. Desperate times called for desperate measures … 

Michael’s daydream was shattered by the sensation of sharp fingernails digging into his lower leg and a warm trickle of blood running down his calf. 

Cindy looked up at him, her head leaning against his leg. Michael glanced at her, but despite the pain she was inflicting, he continued smiling at the M16. Yes, it had taken quite a bit to get the damn thing, but it had been worth it.

“If you don’t ravage me soon, I am going to take that thing away from you and use it to get off.”

“Well that would be something to see. It’d be even better if you let me pull the trigger while you did it.”

Michael caught Cindy’s fist before it could connect with his crotch. He had no doubt that she would have hit him so hard he wouldn’t be able to stand up straight for a week. He twisted her wrist until she gasped in pain. As usual, it sounded more like a moan of pleasure coming from her lips. 

He gritted his teeth as she dug the nails even deeper into the meat of his lower leg. Michael knew that no matter how much he twisted Cindy’s wrist, she would keep digging, even if he went so far as to snap the slender bones in her arm. It was a tempting proposition, but with no doctors around, he couldn’t take things that that far. Still, the idea of putting the certifiably insane girl out of commission for a while was tempting. 

Standing up abruptly, Michael flung her arm away with a sharp kick of his leg. Before she could react, he brought his knee up and slammed it against Cindy’s chest, forcing her to the ground.

She gasped for air, her eyes widening in surprise. When she was able to breathe again, a knowing smiled appeared on Cindy’s lips. 

“Maybe now I’ll finally get some attention.”

Michael glared down at her, angry again. After what had happened outside with George and Jeff, he needed an outlet for the rage building inside him. How convenient for him that Cindy was always available, willing to scratch any itch he might have.

 ***

Perhaps what had happened outside should be considered a moral victory. At least it appeared that way on the surface. Everyone had been watching as Jeff grew flustered when he couldn’t persuade Michael to let Jason stay in the camp. He’d been forced to demand that the boy be left behind when they went into town, which would have ended very badly for Jeff if he had remained obstinate. That is, if George hadn’t butted in.

The final result, though unexpected, was a pleasant surprise. George had committed to staying with them, which wasn’t what Michael had expected to get out of him. Not in a million years, and certainly not voluntarily. The deal George offered was one Michael was more than willing to make.

The plan had been to dress down Jeff, make him sweat a bit, and make it abundantly clear who was in charge so there wouldn’t be any more opportunities for them to butt heads. Jeff would know his place and would be content from then on to follow orders. Backing him into a corner should have been easy, with just a little bit of help from his friends. Megan was never going to allow Jason to leave the camp, and it was Jeff’s duty to enforce her wishes. In the end, Jeff was backed into a corner, but George’s little outburst had pulled his bacon out of the fire. 

Looking back on the spat was amusing. Michael couldn’t care less about whether or not Jason went with them. When the conversation first started, even Frank seemed to question the value of having a twelve year old going out with them. Still, that fat hick, in all his denseness, was able to pick up on what Michael was trying to do after a few minutes and kept his big yap shut, except to tease George and Megan. 

Jason was just another pawn to Michael. It appeared that Jeff was really the only other person who picked up on that little detail. Perhaps George and Megan had suspected, but they let their emotions get in the way, which was exactly what Michael had hoped for. The kid liked Michael, and that made him pretty damn easy to manipulate. Since none of the adult newcomers seemed to have much fondness for the camp’s leader, resorting to using the kid was the natural choice for sorting things out and clearing the air as to who was in charge. 

Jason would be useful again later on. He was probably mad at everyone at the moment, including Michael, but he would get over it. Kids were resilient like that. All it would take would be a few more gentle reminders that he had to stand on his own two feet and act like a man. He couldn’t allow the adults in the group to coddle him like a little baby anymore. With a few well-chosen words, Jason would ditch the others entirely and be as loyal to Michael as Frank and Marcus were. 

Jason’s destiny was to drive a wedge between Megan and the two other men. The subject of the boy would be a hot topic amongst them from now on and, sooner or later, they would not see eye to eye on how to deal with the rebellious preteen. As they argued, it would be easy to erode their loyalty to one another. In time, one of them would decide he or she was better off ceding loyalty to Michael, who was the one providing them with shelter and food, rather than the other two troublemakers, who were just stirring up shit. It was just a matter of letting them fall apart on their own—with a few wel-timed nudges, of course. 

It would all work out, but there was still something that bothered Michael. Something about what had happened outside that tasted foul on his tongue—like fruit that had started to ferment a little too quickly. Something was not right.

George had shown some backbone, which was far more than Michael thought the dumb bastard was capable of. George was supposed to be some miserable wimp pining away for his family, so it came as quite a surprise when he agreed to stay at the camp to avoid putting Jason in any sort of danger. Even more surprising were the threats he’d uttered. Michael had to admit that it had unnerved him, though not because George was so big and scary. Michael had taken down bigger foes in the past. Instead, it was what he had seen in the big man’s eyes: there was no bluffing there. George had every intention of killing Michael if he continued pushing him. 

There was a simple answer to the George dilemma. He would have to be watched and watched carefully. The old man would fly the coop if he was certain the boy was safe and secure here and the opportunity to escape presented itself. But more important than making sure he stayed put was getting him to behave. That might require poking and prodding him into a fight. It would give Michael a chance to break the old man down and sap his will to rebel just a little bit. And if that did not work, more drastic measures might be in order …

But in truth, George was not the one bothering him. Jeff was. 

Michael had seen his type before: the reluctant leader. Jeff did not crave power, at least not in the form of authority over others. He was the type who preferred staying behind the scenes, doing his own thing, and would only step up when he was forced to. He wasn’t fearless, but like so many other people, he had lost everything and figured he didn’t have any real reason left to be afraid anymore. 

So the trick, as Michael saw it, was to give Jeff a few reasons to be afraid once again. 

Jason had told Michael a bit about the group. About how he and George had spent most of their time stuck in some church, and then all the excitement that had occurred over the past couple of days, ever since Jeff and Megan had shown up in their minivan. Michael had gotten a few juicy tidbits from the stories the boy had told, enough to use against Jeff and George when they’d argued earlier, but he needed more information on the newcomers. Lydia was the one who’d spent the most time with Megan and Jeff since they’d gotten here. Michael would need to have a long discussion with her about what they’d shared with her after they returned from the supply run. If anyone in the camp was nonthreatening enough to open up to, it was Lydia. She was good at keeping secrets, but with a little sweet talk, there was no doubt she would reveal things to Michael about her new friends. 

Getting to know Jeff better would allow Michael to suss out what made him tick. There was no doubt he’d lost his family over the past few weeks. The thousand-yard stare confirmed that much. And when he’d stood up for himself outside and given the ultimatum about Jason staying inside the camp … well, that had been a bit of surprise. 

He would never have thought the other man had it in him. Jeff was soft, not a brawler of any sort. Unless Jeff were hiding some sort of ex-military commando existence behind his bland exterior, Michael knew he could easily take the man down in a fight. More importantly, Jeff knew that as well. He was just an average dude who had been a family man once upon a time. Jeff had to know that Michael was younger, faster, and stronger than he, plus Michael had all the weapons. So why risk getting his nuts squashed? The whole idea went against the grain. Jeff had probably lived his whole existence going with the flow, not rocking the boat. He lived a dull, unexceptional life, kept his nose clean, and obeyed all the laws … just like ninety-nine percent of the other slobs out there. 

As Michael continued to mull Jeff over, another possibility occurred to him. Maybe Jeff was willing to get a few teeth knocked in just to show everyone that he wasn’t a coward and that Michael needed brute force to maintain control over the camp. Jeff would be beaten, but Michael would lose the respect of some of the camp members. 

Oh you son of a bitch. You sly, sly son of a bitch. You almost had me, you cocksucker. 


There was a small sense of satisfaction at having rooted out the trickster’s plan, but it was surrounded by doubt. Was that really Jeff’s intention? Would he allow himself to be bloodied to prove a point? George had stepped in and changed things with his declaration, which left Jeff’s real intention a mystery. All Michael knew was that there was no way that mother fucker was going to undermine his authority. No way in hell. Others had tried before, and he had dealt with them—it was one of those ugly responsibilities that came with the burden of leadership. His father had taught him that. “Make a good enough example out of a troublemaker and the others will think twice before they cross you.” 

Jeff was just another liability that would be dealt with soon enough. Michael just needed to get a better fix on him, so he could discover the best way to make him behave.

 ***

Perhaps if Michael had bothered looking out the window of the Winnebago at that moment, he would have seen Jeff and Megan consoling one another, which might have given him some idea of how to keep Jeff in line. Instead, his thoughts shifted back to Cindy as he stared down at her, his knee still on her chest. In that moment, he felt the closest thing to love for her that he possibly could. She had allowed him to see things in ways he had never seen them before. Everything was … easier now. 

Without her, he was a good leader, but with her, he was a leader who understood that he must constantly keep consolidating his power and eliminating elements that would seek to undermine him. He knew the sensation he felt was not really love; it was more like gratitude. An appreciation for the woman who had unearthed in him the feelings and passion that drove him. He grew more excited as gazed at her. 

The resentment and regret that always seemed to creep up on him when he thought too much about her had dissipated, as it always did. It seemed foolish not to embrace the power he felt because of what Cindy had done for him, what she had shown him.

He slapped her across her jaw as a grin surfaced on his face. He watched as the side of his girlfriend’s face slammed into the carpeted floor of the RV. 

Cindy felt dazed, but knew once again that Michael was just getting warmed up. It made her shiver with excitement. He was getting closer to losing control with the others like he did with her. He’d nearly gotten into a fight with both George and Jeff instead of trying to be diplomatic, which was how he used to handle situations like that. Not anymore. He’d used that brat Jason to get his way, and it had stirred up shit with that bitch Megan, as well Jeff and George. What had happened outside was a tantalizing tease, and there was a good chance that Michael would come to blows with one or both of the new men in the next couple of days. 

The idea of it nearly sent Cindy over the edge with excitement. She loved seeing the hate boil up behind her man’s eyes. It wouldn’t be long before he stopped trying to restrain himself and let go. It would be a beautiful sight to see when he did. 

She licked at the trickle of blood that came from her split lip and returned Michael’s smile.


 


 



 



 


Ray and Teddy, Part 1


 

The two boys took a little time making a connection after they met. Certainly, there were some significant differences between them, but after a while, they took comfort in having each other to lean on. Ray was a year older than Teddy, but given the fact that the other children in the group were significantly younger and the rest of the survivors were mainly adults, a minor gap in age and a distinct difference in personality didn’t matter all that much. 

They were excited when Jason showed up, though the younger boy seemed to take more of a liking to Michael than to them. It only served to reinforce their determination that they were a team and they weren’t going to let anyone get in their way.

Ray was a self-proclaimed computer nerd and was very proud of that fact. His claims were, of course, untested, since computers, like so many other things these days, were historical artifacts. He jokingly introduced himself to Teddy as a “nerd without a cause.” Ray had been into video games and blogging, which was something that he had to explain to more than one person in their group. He shook his head in amazement at the lack of awareness some people had of the delights of the Internet world. 

He had felt strange and totally out of place within the group of survivors until Teddy showed up. Even then, it took them a while to understand one another. Ray wanted to talk about all the video games he missed and the website he and some online friends had been creating dedicated to Mystery Science Theater 3000, a show that had been off the air for years but lived on thanks to YouTube and Netflix. Teddy, sadly, had never even heard of the show and—sadder still, according to Ray—didn’t really care. When Ray tried to explain the wonder of it all, Teddy interrupted him almost immediately with “It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it?” 

From that moment forward, Ray decided he would never again speak of the show or any of his other useless hobbies. He never told Teddy how much the deadpan comment hurt, partially because he had to admit that what the other boy had said was true: none of that stuff did matter anymore. He tried to get angry about that fact, but failed. Everyone Ray had known who loved MST3K was dead, and so were all the other geeks with whom he linked up on Xbox Live to play Halo. His world of computer screens and game controllers was officially dead and buried. 

Even with Teddy’s brushoff, the two boys worked hard to find common ground, particularly after they witnessed the deaths of several members of the group and even more so when they had to flee the factory. Teddy was somewhat reserved and aloof with Ray at first, but with not much else to do when the survivors weren’t running or hiding, he began sharing more and more about himself with Ray.

Teddy Schmidts was a small kid, a few inches above five feet tall and weighing in at 100 pounds. He was a freshman in high school and remarkably, at least to Ray, he had been quite popular with his classmates, despite his diminutive stature. Teddy didn’t speak of his popularity as if he were bragging. Like everything he said, the words sounded genuine and honest. There was no embellishment in anything Teddy said or did. He played soccer and wrestled and was good at both. Despite not having the size to play football or basketball, he was strong and fast, which landed him on the varsity wrestling squad. His coach thought he had a good chance to make varsity in soccer as well by his sophomore year if he stayed focused and kept improving his footwork. 

Teddy had energy to burn, but athletics calmed him down. He told Ray that when he was little, doctors advised his parents to get him into sports year round to help with his focus and concentration. He had been diagnosed hyperactive, but did well with a lot of exercise. As he got older, the hyperactivity dissipated and his grades improved. Ray had wondered why Teddy felt the need to run around all the time and do pushups and situps like his life depended on it. It still seemed strange, even after Teddy’s explanation, since Ray loathed physical activity, but he shrugged it off. If it made his newfound friend happy, it was cool with him.

When Ray had asked about the Springfield rifle that Teddy had with him when they first met, Teddy stated that his father had been a hunter, though he refused to say much else about either of his parents beyond that. He did let it slip that this particular weapon had been his father’s favorite, and Ray suspected that was a pretty important detail about Teddy’s life, and a good reason why he wasn’t so chatty about his family. No one had any pleasant stories to tell about what had happened to their loved ones, so if someone didn’t want to talk about them, everyone understood. 

Ray, on the other hand, didn’t mind speaking about such things, and Teddy was good enough to listen. 

He was the youngest of three, and as his mother described it, he had been a “happy accident” when he came along in her early forties. Ray’s older sisters were well into their twenties, and he didn’t see them all that often anymore. He had no idea what had happened to them when the world fell apart. They both lived in other parts of the country. 

His father was an electrical engineer and his mother a librarian. “Thus, I got my card as a charter member of the nerd society while still in the womb.” They raised him to be proficient on the computer and a voracious reader, but had not graced him with many social skills. Outside of an almost obsessive focus on his grades, Herman and Bess Jordan had little interest in their son’s social development. 

When the first reports came on the air about the dead beginning to walk, Ray’s parents, like so many other people, dismissed it as mass hysteria. It was only when local reports about riots and attacks in the streets of Cincinnati wound up on TV that they showed even the most remote interest. It still took a couple days before they came to the conclusion that they should do more than quibble with each other and take some action. They piled into their car with the idea of driving out to a campground at which they had spent a single weekend several years earlier. The idea of heading to one of the National Guard shelters or remaining at their house seemed foolish. From the campground, they would figure out where they could best sit tight to wait out this whole ridiculous mess. 

They did not even get five miles from their house. 

Caught in one of the many interminable traffic jams on the interstate, they sat waiting, like everyone else. About an hour after getting stuck and watching other motorists leave their cars, Ray’s parents bickered and debated yet again about what they should do. Since Ray’s mother had severe rheumatoid arthritis and his father was not in tip-top shape either, it didn’t seem like such a good idea for them to grab what they could and hoof it. The mini-debate was settled twenty minutes later when they saw people running and screaming in both directions along the median and breakdown lanes of the highway. 

Ray, who was a nervous wreck at that point, watched as his father got out of the car while his mother pleaded for him not to. He told them to wait for him, assuring them that he would be right back. Herman moved off from them, and for the next five minutes, the two people he had deserted in the Volvo station wagon sat and wept. Ray tried to comfort his mother by putting his hand on her shoulder, but she swatted it away, crying and screaming unintelligibly at him. After that, he balled up in the back seat and whimpered, imagining what was happening to his father and wondering what he should be doing. His mother was hysterical, which was something entirely new to Ray. It felt like his world had collapsed.

Things got worse from there. His father finally came back to the car and opened his door. Bess Jordan pled with him to get in and lock the doors. After nearly thirty seconds of screaming, her voice elevating higher and higher with panic, Herman pushed her frantic hands away, hard. He leaned into the car, and the look on his face was one Ray would never forget. 

It must have had the same impact on his mother, because she went silent. The last words Ray recalled his father saying were so quiet he was not quite sure he heard them correctly. 

“We have to leave. If we stay here, we’ll die.”

His father grabbed his mother by the arm and pulled her out of the car. She resisted at first, most likely thinking Herman mad. The look on his face was like nothing Ray had ever seen before. His father had always been steady, composed, and dispassionate. Ray found it nearly impossible to describe what had become of his dad to Teddy, except to say it looked like someone had scraped all the color out of his skin and replaced it with the texture and color of milk. It was as if his father’s bloodflow had stopped. His eyes were wide and bulging, and he looked like some sort of sideshow freak as he gaped at Ray and his mother. 

It took a couple of minutes for Herman to finally pry Bess free of the car. As Ray opened his door and stepped out, he asked his father if they should take anything with them. His inquiry was ignored as his father dragged his mother down the road. 

Less than a minute later, Ray understood what had caused his father to act as he did. 

Their car had been stuck on the inside lane of the highway. The cars had been moving at first, slowly inching forward, but then came to a halt. In addition to the bumper-to-bumper traffic, the median was clogged with cars trying to sneak past everyone. Overpasses with huge cement pylons had served as blockades to traffic along the grassy center strip every few miles or so. 

The Jordans ran forward, limping along with the scattered crowds. The obstacle course of cars required them to adjust their path continuously as other people plowed past them, bumping and shoving them with an equal amount of desperation. 

Ray remembered hearing a noise behind him mixed in with the screams. At first it sounded like a swarm of locusts. He remembered thinking that was odd, because he recalled the fact that locusts only came out once every few years. Maybe cicadas? He had no idea if there was any difference between cicadas and locusts and dismissed the line of thought as useless. 

Only in hindsight did the sound have any real meaning. 

The Jordan family were buffeted and pushed around by most everyone rushing past faster than Ray’s parents were capable of moving. As hundreds of people streamed by, Ray spared a moment to look back in the direction from which they had come. They were on a straight ribbon of highway that stretched for several miles off into the distance, and he could see everything behind them very clearly.

What Ray saw, and later told Teddy about, confirmed all the news reports that his parents had found so hard to believe. The dead had come back to life and were attacking the living. Ray remembered all the postings on the net spewing out rumor after rumor and dissecting every sordid detail being reported from around the globe. Some were absolutely ridiculous while others, especially the ones displaying extremely graphic photographs or grainy cell phone videos, were hard to dismiss. Now he was bearing witness to everything he’d laughed about and dismissed as the random ravings of Internet sensationalists just a day or two earlier. Nothing even the most artful fearmonger on the web had tried to relay to the rest of the world could compare to what Ray was seeing with his own eyes.

People were being pulled out of their cars by other human beings who didn’t even wait for them to clear the shattered windows and windshields before tearing into exposed flesh. Some ganged up on the people in particular vehicles while others stood alone, smashing their bloody fists against windshields. It all looked like some slow-motion movie being played out frame by bloody frame. 

Ray stopped running and watched the unholy scene unfolding off in the distance. 

It wasn’t just those stuck in their cars being attacked. Everyone on the road was fair game. The slowest and weakest were dragged to the ground, along with anyone who had the misfortune of being trampled in the mad rush to escape the claws of the rotting army marching toward them. The old, the infirm, and those carrying small children were the easiest for the monsters to overwhelm, while a brave few who chose to fight with an assortment of weapons such as golf clubs and handguns were obliterated just as quickly, as the horde of maddened cannibals poured in around them.

Ray gauged the distance to the closest fighting at about half a mile. There the feeders were still sparse, a recon force leading the way for a much larger mass of infected out beyond the horizon. Ray’s eyes scanned farther back and saw that their numbers were endless; they were a great consuming machine destroying everything within their reach.

Ray looked up at Teddy at that point in his story and gave him a meek smile.

“I remember sitting on my porch when I was a little kid, watching an anthill off in the dirt in my front yard. I was always fascinated by the worker ants, when they carried all those little pebbles of dirt and bits of leaves down into their underground bunker. I must have watched that anthill for thirty minutes one day.” He laughed as his eyes grew distant.

“But then something happened. Another ant, obviously not from that colony, because it was larger and red, wandered by and was attacked by all those smaller black ants. It didn’t have a prayer. It must have taken just a few seconds for it to be swarmed over. The black ant army came in and destroyed their enemy, dragging its body down that same hole where they took all those pebbles and leaves. I’m not sure if they ate it, and I really didn’t want to know, but that’s what those dead people reminded me of: those black ants, climbing all over their enemies and tearing them to pieces in seconds.”

Ray swallowed hard and paused before continuing his story. 

Like the ants, the undead attacked as a unit, swarming over their victims mercilessly. Ray remembered that all the black ants looked just like the bigger red ant except for the color and size, but the black ants sure had recognized the difference in species. 

He watched the ghouls attacking the living with the same sense of fascinated dread as he’d had watching that insignificant skirmish on his front lawn years earlier.

The tide of the undead plodded along, excited yet systematic in their assault. Some would stop and focus on a car where they thought someone was hiding, while the rest forged ahead, pursuing the huge crowd of the living that had gone mad with fear. A great sea of humanity was being pushed and prodded toward where Ray stood.

He realized he’d seen enough and turned to follow his parents. It was only then that he realized they were already gone. They had not waited for their son to figure out what was happening and had left him behind. Ray ran forward a few car lengths and then reversed his course and went back to his family’s car to glance inside, irrationally believing his parents might have returned to wait for him there. He climbed on the hood and screamed for them, scanning the highway to the south, away from the slowly encroaching doom. He couldn’t pick them out amongst the hundreds, if not thousands, of people surging away from his position. 

Ray screamed for his parents once again, though his voice was drowned out by the screams and the sound of locusts he’d heard before. 

Much like what George had discovered a few days later when he fled the high school gymnasium with Jason, it dawned on Ray that it was the song of the dead he was hearing, not some harmless insects. They were crying out to him and the desperate refugees trying to flee from their inevitable grasp. From his vantage point, he could see thousands of the dead marching forward. Those not busy biting or tearing into those frantic souls in their path were moaning. As the sound emanating from each ragged, rotten set of vocal cords joined as one, it sounded like some sort of deranged chorus. It was so loud that it vibrated the car roof beneath his feet. 

Ray could feel his grip on reality slipping away, but was coherent enough to realize that the screams of the living weren’t just coming from behind the car. He turned around again and made one last futile attempt at a search for his parents. There were people being trampled everywhere, and he feared that given their physical condition, his mother and father might be injured. As he looked farther in that direction, thoughts and concerns for his parents evaporated. 

The dead were coming from the other end of the highway as well. 

They were farther off in the distance, but still surging toward the living caught in the middle of the two groups of corpses. They moved with purpose, opening their arms and mouths to the crowd that appeared oblivious to their existence as they ran from the threat coming at them from the opposite direction. 

Ray glanced around the immediate area and noticed that while most people were following the path of the highway in some blind attempt at escape, more people were taking off toward the trees surrounding the areas on both sides of the road. There were sound barriers off in the distance that helped shield the neighborhoods abutting the interstate from excessive noise, but in the immediate area, the woods provided a natural barricade, and an exit route for those stuck on the highway.

There was no hint that any ghouls were hiding in those woods, but it was almost impossible to tell from Ray’s current vantage point. 

He stayed on top of the car for a few more moments, screaming. This time, it wasn’t for his parents, but for anyone who would be willing to help him, to tell him what to do, or to take him away from this place. He shouted at the people running by, warning them of what was up ahead, but either they couldn’t hear him, or—more likely—they chose to ignore the pimply-faced kid raving like a lunatic from atop the Volvo. 

Even in his state of growing hysteria, Ray knew what he was doing was pointless. Everyone around him was already dead. They just didn’t realize it yet. 

He wasn’t ashamed to admit to Teddy that it he broke down crying at this point. It was easy to tell the other boy, because Teddy had wept openly more than once during their escape from the factory. It was a heck of a lot easier to admit that you cried these days, and only Frank and Marcus seemed to get upset if you did. 

Teddy listened, fascinated, as Ray completed his tale. After another bout of crippling fear, Ray was able to give up on the idea of ever finding his parents again. There was poorly hidden guilt on his face as he talked about sliding off the roof of the Volvo and making for the woods to the east of the highway. When Teddy patted Ray on the back and smiled at him, the older boy felt a tremendous relief, as if a great burden had been lifted from his soul with the revelation of his darkest secret.

Not long after that, Ray managed to make his way to where Michael and his band of survivors were hiding out. It had been a harrowing adventure for him, but most of it had consisted of hiding in dark corners and staying as still as he possibly could as the song of the dead haunted his every waking moment for the next few days.

After his story was finished, Ray never brought up the subject of his parents again. Teddy was smart enough not to press the issue, knowing that the guilt his friend felt was mixed in with a sense of betrayal and confusion at what they had done to him. They had left him behind.


 


 



 



 


Ray and Teddy, Part 2


 

Teddy’s story was quite a bit different than Ray’s, but he had no interest in sharing it with the other boy, or anyone else for that matter. It just didn’t seem necessary. His life had been altered permanently, like everyone else’s, and just like they did, he had a sad story to tell. But it seemed almost a violation of his privacy to share it with someone. 

Teddy was an only child, and his parents were much younger than Ray’s, but he had been surrounded by cousins, aunts, and uncles his entire life. His father and mother were born and lived in Ellington, Ohio. Like the rest of his relatives, they stuck close to the area, a small town not all that far from Manchester, where the RVs were parked. 

Teddy, like his father, had always been short but athletic. His father was an outdoorsman who loved to hunt and fish and had striven to pass that interest along to his son. As many times as Teddy had been pushed out the door at four a.m. on cold fall mornings or was dragged along to sit all Saturday in a little boat out on a lake, he never gained much of an interest in either sport. Instead, he discovered soccer. His mother decided early on that he should be able to choose for himself what sports to pursue, and despite the fact that his father said no son of his was going to play a “queer” sport like soccer, his mother, who was usually quite passive, stood her ground. 

Joe Schmidts never went to any of Teddy’s soccer games when he was little, and even when his boy took up wrestling in the seventh grade, he didn’t think much of it. By that time, Teddy’s parents were divorced, and he was only with his father every other weekend. Even then, all Joe ever wanted to do was go out on his fishing boat and get drunk. Teddy was old enough take care of himself, so he was left behind by his grumbling dad in the rickety shack he’d moved into after the divorce. 

It was one of those weekends when things started getting strange.

It was about five p.m. on Saturday—at least three hours later than Joe usually got back from one of his fishing expeditions. Usually his trips landed him no fish, but a case of empty Bud cans rattling around in the bottom of the ten-foot aluminum Crestliner. The boat was dented and beat up, but was the pride and joy of Ray’s father. That and his collection of hunting rifles. 

When his father finally did stumble into the house, he was drunk as a skunk, as Teddy’s mother used to say, and in a foul mood to boot. 

Joe never hit his son, despite what Vicky believed. He pushed Teddy around a bit to toughen him up, but never abused him. At least not physically. He rambled on about Teddy being a wuss and pushed him to try out for the football team. The kid was fast and could be a running back if he bulked up like his daddy. Joe was all of five foot six himself, but weighed over two hundred pounds. He claimed it had been all muscle in his day, and perhaps that was true back when he was a star player on the local high school baseball team. But now his beer gut was the most impressive part of Joe’s physique. 

Upon Joe’s return from his latest fishing expedition, he tripped through the door griping and growling, like he normally did. But that wasn’t the first thing Teddy noticed about his dad. It was the blood on his sleeve and his sloppily bandaged hand. It was wrapped with gauze from the first aid kit his father kept on the boat. All the teen could get out of Joe was that some bastard had bitten him when he pulled his boat to shore. After that, Joe proceeded to knock the man flat, kicking and punching him until he went down for the count. After regaling his son with the brief story, Joe threw up and collapsed to the floor.

After checking to make sure he was still breathing, Teddy dragged his father to the couch and with a Herculean effort, got him up on it. His father didn’t wake up the entire time his son manhandled him. Teddy then managed to clean up the vomit, which had left a foul trail from the spot where his father fell all the way to the couch. It bothered the teen that there was blood in his father’s puke, but then again, this wasn’t the first time that had happened. 

Teddy glanced at the bandages on his father’s hand and dismissed them as well. The gauze looked gross, but not too bad; the wound underneath had stopped bleeding. He doubted the validity of his father’s story. Sure, he had heard stories on the television about all sorts of freaky stuff going on all over the place, but he didn’t pay much attention, figuring it was more of the same overblown crap newscasters were always babbling about. 

He made no connection between the news and what had happened to his dad. More than likely, his father had done something stupid—like getting one of his fishing lures stuck in his own skin and, in his drunken state, ripping it out with some pliers. Making up a ridiculous excuse about some nut job biting him just went with the territory with Pops. 

Teddy didn’t bother trying to take the bandages off or even looking too closely at the wound. His father looked green around the gills and was probably going to throw up a few more times before it even got dark out. Instead, Teddy grabbed a bucket from under the kitchen sink and set it on the floor close to his father’s head. 

Teddy decided to go for a run to clear his head. Exercise allowed him to slow his thoughts when they seemed to be zooming by at a hundred miles an hour. None of his friends liked running, even the ones from the soccer and wrestling teams. So he was typically in far better shape than nearly everyone else at the start of the new seasons of his two chosen sports. In less than one month, soccer practice would begin, and he wanted to make the varsity squad. If he did, he would be the only sophomore. There were enough seniors who had graduated the prior year that there would be room for one sophomore, and his coach was hoping that Teddy would put in the effort to be that one. 

Teddy couldn’t imagine not going full bore with every sport he tried. Despite their differences, he knew that he and his father had persistence in common. His father was a talented athlete, but said time and again that no one had given him a God damned thing—he worked his ass off for it all. He claimed he received a scholarship to play baseball in college and did so for one year before he jacked up his knee. And that, according to Teddy’s mother, was when the drinking started. He and Vicky were married by then, and Teddy came along a year later, but Joe was already on the path to oblivion well before his son was born. 

Vicky had spotted Teddy’s natural abilities and boundless energy early on, and got him into the peewee soccer leagues. Wrestling was discovered later. He excelled at it as well, but soccer was the boy’s first love. Teddy dreamed of getting a scholarship like his father and leaving his small hometown for good. The conditioning he put his body through would ensure that he didn’t “jack up his knee” like Dad, and maybe someday he would have the chance to play professionally.

So Teddy ran out of his dad’s dingy, broken-down house out in the sticks and down his gravel road to clear his mind and focus on all his big goals for the future. 

The other houses in the neighborhood were as cheap and shitty as his dad’s, and were populated mainly by Joe’s lame-ass drinking buddies. Buddies Dad had made after the divorce. All of them seemed as hateful and bitter as Teddy’s father toward women and the world in general. At least he would not have to put up with them tonight, since his father probably wouldn’t be awake to call them over. Hopefully he would stay passed out all damn night and Teddy could head back to Mom’s by noon the following day. It wasn’t like Dad wanted him around when he had a hangover anyway. 

After about an hour of running, things started to look strange out on the road. Teddy had followed his typical route of five miles down the road and back again. He was about a mile from his father’s when he noticed a few people stumbling around their overgrown yards.

Must be Miller time. His father was already passed out on the couch, and Teddy hadn’t seen anyone who lived along this back road who ever met a beer they didn’t like. Still, it was only six o’clock. Usually they were just getting started at this point and wouldn’t be fall-on-their-faces drunk until ten if they decided to stay home or a bit later if they headed to the local tavern Joe frequented with many of them.

What was stranger still was the fact that there were at least six or seven people out on their lawns all looking stoned out of their gourds. His best guess was that someone had a booze picnic, and he had to chuckle at the fact that his dad hadn’t been invited. If he weren’t passed out, Joe would’ve been pissed at the snub. 

Teddy tried to keep his eyes trained on the ground, setting one foot in front of another, watching his feet kick up dust on the gravel road. And yet, he couldn’t help but notice the people stumbling around. 

It wasn’t just how they walked. That would have been enough for Teddy to think it somewhat funny. But as he glanced even closer, he realized they looked messed up. Really messed up. They all looked like they had thrown up all over themselves, and not just with normal vomit—there was blood and other gunk all over their clothes. 

After a few more moments of jogging, Teddy dared to look at one of the drunks head on. He figured he could divert his eyes just as quickly if the person saw him staring and took offense. Teddy had learned that it was usually wise to keep his eyes averted from his father’s “friends.” They wouldn’t necessarily leave you alone because of that, but it kept them from pushing too hard when they were three sheets to the wind. 

When he glanced at Mrs. Chilton, it was the first time Teddy suspected that these people weren’t just drunk.

Marge Chilton was a widower who was probably ten years older than Teddy’s father, and Teddy unfortunately also knew from his dad that she was easy, which was grosser than just about anything. Most of the men in the area had taken a “whack” at ol’ Marge, and if what Dad said was true, he had ridden her a time or two as well. That was far more than Teddy needed or wanted to know about his father’s sex life, though Joe thought it was hilarious when his uptight son turned beet red and ran out of the room after several graphic descriptions of his conquests. 

At the sight of Mrs. Chilton, Teddy stumbled and fell hard to his hands and knees on the gravel. The pain was intense, though he barely noticed it as his eyes never left the woman stumbling toward him. 

Marge Chilton’s left cheek was gone. Teddy’s eyes were glued to the hole where he saw her jaw working underneath. It was a bloody mess, with the white of her teeth and pale gums clearly outlined. Part of the skin that had been ripped free remained behind and jiggled as she opened her mouth and moaned. It was like nothing Teddy had ever heard before. A ball of what looked like phlegm landed with an audible plop in front of her as her jaws split wide.

Her housecoat exposed a small and tight-fitting nightgown beneath. In the lunacy of the moment, Teddy could tell it was silk. His mother had one just like it. It clung to the middle-aged woman’s body. 

Mrs. Chilton had been an attractive, if rather trashy, woman, and her forty-five-year-old figure still garnered its share of looks. Teddy was not sure how trashy she really was, but she had been at his father’s house with all the guys and a few other women on occasion, and was hanging on a different man each time. She smoked like a chimney and even tried flirting with Teddy once, which had ended with a horrified look on his face and her cackling like some insane witch at how funny she thought she was being.

The silk nightgown was covered in a brown fluid that Teddy guessed was a mixture of blood and something else he didn’t want to know anything about. More importantly, she was shambling toward him across her small front yard.

“Mrs. Chilton? Are you okay?” Teddy winced as pushed himself up on hands that had a thousand shards of gravel jammed into them. 

She responded with another moan, this one even higher in pitch than the one before, as if his voice excited her. Teddy’s gut clenched as he got to his feet and inched backward. He was afraid he was going to throw up as he imagined this horny old bag, ripped up cheek and all, wanting to screw him right here on the gravel road that ran in front of her house. It was insane, but no more so than any of the other thoughts running through the boy’s mind at the moment.

As he backpedaled and repeated “Mrs. Chilton?” one more time, Teddy spied something out of the corner of his eye. 

There were several other people moving toward him. The same ones who’d been stumbling around their yards like Mrs. Chilton. 

They were walking just as slowly as the woman who was now only about ten feet from where the teenager stood. As Teddy looked a bit closer at the one nearest, he recognized Phil Gomez. Phil was one of the few people who Teddy liked in his father’s neighborhood. He drank like all the rest, yet never acted drunk. While he hung out with the other folks when they got together, he seemed to be the only one with a level head. He always had something nice to say to the boy and didn’t mock him for playing soccer like his father encouraged everyone to do. 

Phil looked just as screwed-up as Marge. Even more so. There was a big chunk of meat missing from his right arm and a great deal of dried blood around the wound. Teddy couldn’t see Phil’s eyes all that well, but he thought they looked more cloudy than usual. But what really stood out about the man was the fact that his midsection was a ragged mess. 

Phil’s t-shirt was shredded, as if someone had tried to tear it off him like he was some sort of rock star. The collar and sleeves were still intact, but the lower half was completely gone. So were most of his internal organs below the ribcage. Bits of gristle and whatever dark tubing that was supposed to be inside him dangled down to his jeans. Thankfully the denim was holding up, along with his spine. 

When he moaned like the woman closing in on Teddy, the boy nearly fell again. He felt woozy, but managed to stay on his feet. His knees were weak, though the pain from where he’d fallen on them was already forgotten. Behind Phil were at least three other people who looked as messed up as he did.

Marge was getting closer.

Teddy panicked, not sure what to do. He turned to face the direction he had been running, figuring he was faster than any of these people even when they had been … been what? Normal? What the hell is wrong with these people? What did this to them?

It still didn’t occur to Teddy that the things he heard on the television were somehow related to this. That was the kind of crap you saw in those sensational magazines his mother got a kick out of at the checkout stands in supermarkets. This was real. It was here and now. This was happening to people he knew. 

When he turned back to the road, Teddy realized what a predicament he was in. There were even more of them coming.


He didn’t bother counting the figures slumping toward him. If he didn’t move soon, he would be surrounded.


The teen took off running.


He didn’t remember the rest of the roughly three quarters of a mile to his father’s house, except when dodging a few grasping hands. Teddy thought he had felt some fingers swipe the back of his shirt, but wasn’t quite sure. He didn’t bother trying to speak to anyone after Mrs. Chilton, although he thought he saw Rodney Williams, the African American guy who lived two doors down from his dad. Teddy always remembered that Rodney seemed blacker than black, his skin almost charcoal in color. All his father could think to say about the man was something nonsensical like “He sure as hell ain’t high yella,” before laughing like a loon. Teddy had no idea what it meant, but was sure it was offensive. 

Rodney was the only black man in the area, and some of the other neighbors didn’t seem to like him all that much for that reason, but Joe Schmidts had no issues with anyone as long as they brought beer with them when they visited, and Rodney always did. He was as much of a lush as the rest of them.

Teddy got to the door without a scratch, although he was drenched in sweat and panting. He opened the front door and slammed it shut behind him, locking it.

Teddy saw that the couch situated next to the front door was empty before he even got the door locked. He screaming for his father, and his heart nearly exploded when Joe stumbled out of the kitchen. 

He didn’t look as bad as the others outside, but it was clear that he’d picked up whatever illness they had. Joe’s skin had a grayish hue to it, and his eyes looked strange in the thin slivers of light trickling through the broken blinds on the front window. But it was the sound emanating from Joe’s mouth that confirmed it for Teddy. It was the same haunted, keening noise that he’d heard outside, as if some great sadness gripped his father. 

“Dad?” was all Teddy managed to ask before Joe lunged at him. Perhaps it was the adrenaline, or the realization that it was pointless to try to break through whatever fever had claimed his father’s mind, but Teddy managed to dodge the sloppy attack and make a run for the bedroom before Joe could do much more than growl in frustration. 

Teddy rushed into his father’s bedroom and locked the door. It didn’t take long for him to hear banging on the front door over the sound of his own heavy breathing. But it wasn’t until his father’s fists slammed into the bedroom door that a startled yelp burst from Teddy’s lips. 

Looking around the room, Teddy moved to the small window that faced the back side of the house. He could see several people moving toward the house across the sprawling back lawn. It took only a moment to confirm that they were in the same shape as the others. Tugging on the pull cord, Teddy let the blinds drop across the window so they wouldn’t spot him. 

He heard glass shatter from across the house and knew that someone had broken into the back door. The pounding on the front door continued, but he could already hear footsteps moving through the kitchen. It didn’t take much to deduce that whichever neighbors were inside the house would be joining his father at the bedroom door within seconds. 

Teddy rushed to the beat-up dresser near the door and pushed against it. It didn’t budge at first, but as he let out a grunt of frustration, he felt it slide an inch or two across the ratty carpet. The sound of the effort acted as an incentive to his father, who increased his pounding on the door. The cheap wood of the door wouldn’t hold up long, and that was all the motivation Teddy needed to continue straining until he managed to slide the dresser in front of it. The frame continued to rattle, but the heavy piece of furniture would at least give him a few minutes to think of an escape plan. 

Scanning the sparsely decorated room, Teddy stepped to his father’s closet. That was where the rifles were kept. When Joe and Vicky were still married, he had a nice display case in the basement for all his weapons. It was locked but had a glass front. All the rifles had trigger locks as well, something on which Teddy’s mom had insisted. Since he’d moved, Joe was forced to sell the display case to a friend and had taken each rifle and blasted the trigger locks to pieces. Teddy supposed it was his father’s way of getting back at his mother for everything she had ever done to him. 

Now the few rifles that remained in his collection were buried on the bottom of the closet. The only admonition that Joe ever gave his son anymore was “don’t touch them or I’ll break your neck.” Teddy never had, until now. He sifted through the pile of dirty clothes on the floor and grabbed the Springfield Model 70. It was his father’s favorite. He had been forced to sell most of the others to pay child support and alimony. He couldn’t find steady work in construction, so the collection, which had originally consisted of upwards of thirty different weapons, had diminished to about five rifles. He’d handed over the shotguns and other rifles to some dealers and collectors, but kept the old Springfield, even though it was probably worth more than any of the other weapons he had. It was Joe’s baby, and when he’d bought it at a gun auction ten years before, he swore up and down he would never part with it. His father, Teddy’s grandfather, had one just like it, and Joe grew up using it. 

Teddy held the rifle awkwardly. He had never fired it and had never really wanted to. Guns held no fascination for him. 

He grabbed a box of .30 caliber rounds and noticed several other boxes labeled 7.62mm. He knew that he could use them as well—his father had taught him that much, at least. He loaded the rifle as he had seen his dad do and poured as many bullets as he could without feeling weighed down into his pockets. Moving out of the closet, Teddy glanced over at the dresser and opened one of the drawers. He grabbed a pair of balled-up socks and poured more of the stray cartridges into one of them. He wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but filled it about halfway up and then tied the opening of the sock off into a thick knot. Swinging it around a couple of times to test its weight, he hoped it would do the job of knocking someone silly if they got too close. 

Teddy watched the dresser vibrate as several fists pounded on the door behind it. There were at least three people out there with his father now, and he was sure more would be joining them. 

What the hell is wrong with everyone? The thought raced through Teddy’s mind as he stood stunned and panting inside his father’s bedroom. They were all messed up to varying degrees, with his own father the least so. He remembered his father saying that someone had bitten him. Perhaps that was what caused this. Someone with rabies or hepatitis was out there attacking everyone, turning them into homicidal maniacs. 

The more his mind spun, the stranger Teddy thought it was that no one out there appeared to be attacking anyone else. They were all after him, not one another. Teddy held the rifle in front of him as he glanced furtively over to the window. No one had attacked his dad—he couldn’t hear any brawling going on outside the bedroom door—and yet they all wanted to get at him. Why?

Taking one last look around the room, Teddy cursed. No telephone. His father only had one phone, and it was next to the couch. The man refused to get a cell phone, and it damn near took a court order to get him to buy an answering machine. There weren’t too many people to whom Joe was interested in talking anyway, and that left Teddy in a bind. What the hell was he going to do? In answer to his silent query, the sound of the bedroom door cracking made Teddy take a step back, deeper into the room. 

The truck! His father’s truck was parked next to the house. The dilapidated old shack didn’t have a garage. Just a cheap sheet-metal cover that served as a carport. The old, beat-up Chevy S-10 sat underneath it with the boat attached behind. Teddy had always shaken his head at the amazing luck his father displayed in driving back from the small lake where he fished. They were out in the country, so he was almost always able to avoid the cops on his drunken returns home. He was not quite as good with trees and fence posts, though. The truck had suffered some pretty nice dings and dents, and Joe spent plenty of his free time fixing neighbors’ split-rail fences. Fortunately for him, they were just as apt to get ripped and do the exact same thing, so they were more or less forgiving of his indiscretions.

But where were the keys? 

He thought back to his father’s return. The old man didn’t carry the damn things in his pocket like a normal person. If Joe remembered to get them out of the truck, he would usually toss them on a counter somewhere or into the midst of a pile of trash he had not cleaned up in months. “My cleaning lady will get to it, but this is her year off.” Some lame joke like that was always his excuse. When Teddy tried to clean up once, his father told him to leave it. He’d left the boy’s mother so he could get away from dealing with crap like that. 

As the bedroom door splintered and the dresser shuddered, Teddy thought hard. He couldn’t remember his father doing much more than throwing up and passing out when he got home. That and talking about getting bitten. No keys. Were they still in the truck?

The question was rendered moot as the dresser moved and the door behind it gave way. The moaning outside grew louder, and it sounded like a lot more fists were pounding on the front door as well. 

Teddy moved to the window and peeked through the blinds outside. Nothing. Just the weedy back yard that seemed to stretch for a mile. No more shambling forms. Anyone who’d been moving toward the house was probably already inside and trying to get at him through the bedroom door.

The window was fairly small and was set at chest height. Outside of the dresser and the bed, there was not much to climb on in the room. It would take too long to move the bed to a spot beneath the window. Being short was sometimes a real disadvantage. Teddy couldn’t remember how he managed, but he was able to slide the window open and pull himself up just as the dresser toppled over and crashed to the floor. He tossed the rifle outside as the sock full of cartridges swung like a pendulum from where he had tied it to his sweatpants. 

Before sliding through the window, Teddy took one last glance back into the room, which was a big mistake. He froze halfway out the window as he stared into his father’s eyes. 

The man was dead. They all were. Looking at Marge Chilton had not convinced Teddy of that, nor had seeing Phil, even with his guts ripped out. But looking into his father’s eyes as the man climbed over the toppled dresser made Teddy realize they were walking corpses. Every last one of them. 

Teddy almost died alongside them right then and there. He continued staring at his father, stunned by his realization. His father was dead, but somehow moving toward him. The teen stood frozen in place as his father crept ever closer. Soon Joe would grab his son by the legs and pull him back inside, where everyone in the neighborhood would do unspeakable things to him. Then he would become one of them.

That was when Teddy felt the hand yanking him out the window.

He screamed as he fell to the ground, knocking down whoever had pulled him outside. His legs had been scraped up in the fall, and the bag of bullets had landed on his back, knocking the air out of him and leaving some nice gouges there as well.

Teddy rolled away, trying hard to catch his breath as the other person climbed to his feet. The boy rolled to his back so he could see what was going on. As he looked up, he discovered that his savior was one of them.

He didn’t recognize the man. One of the straps of the fellow’s denim overalls was missing. So was his right arm. 

Teddy gaped at the man and once again felt as if he couldn’t move. The rifle was behind the ghoul, out of reach. Not that he could manage his first shot with the weapon anyway. There was no way in hell. The only thing he could do was run. 

Teddy scooted backwards, but the man was moving faster than he could scoot. When he moved, he heard the bag of bullets making noise as the cartridges clicked together in the sock. He reached and tugged at it. He had tied it to the pull string of his sweats, and it had tried to break loose when he fell, but remained where he’d put it. Teddy had tied it tight, wanting it to remain snug against his body. Now he cursed as he struggled to get it loose.

The memory of how long it took to fumble the sock free played over and over in Teddy’s dreams for days. In reality, it took less than a couple of seconds before he was able to launch the makeshift sling at the man. In truth, he flung the sock well before the man could lunge for him. But in his dreams, it was always one second too late …

Teddy watched as the weighted sock traveled upward and smacked the stiffening corpse in the nose, causing the man to stumble. After a moment, the monster regained control of his erstwhile feet and moved toward Teddy again. By then the boy had snapped out of his trance and was on his feet, slipping backwards, away from the man. The truck was parked on the side of the house, past the pus bag in front of him. But that wasn’t the only problem: someone was stepping out the back door of his dad’s house, and others were following.

A voice inside Teddy’s head managed to cut through all the static and noise racing around in there. It whispered that he already knew that he was faster than any of these people. All he had to do was move, and move quickly, and there was no way in hell they could catch him. 

He took the voice at its word and ran straight at the man. This seemed to take the slug off guard a bit, and it nearly toppled over. Teddy feigned another move, and the klutz did fall over this time. Moving past the wriggling form, he snatched up his father’s rifle and then darted around the other dead figures pouring from the house as he ran to the truck. 

The keys weren’t in the ignition. 

Teddy slammed his fist against the window and was tempted to shoot the damn thing out of frustration. That was when he saw the keys. They were on the floorboards beside a discarded fast food bag. Yelping with glee, Teddy tugged on the door handle and got into the truck. He crammed the key in the ignition and tried to start it. The engine wouldn’t turn over.

The wretched thing was fifteen years old and holding on for dear life. It had some hard miles on it and had been a good truck for many years, but it was well past its expiration date. Teddy, who had never driven before, was winging it. Thankfully it was not a standard transmission, or he would have been forced to run instead. He was reasonably sure he could handle an automatic. 

When the first fist slammed against the glass, Teddy nearly wet himself. He stomped on the gas pedal and twisted the key again. Nothing. He remembered his father cursing the old beast a time or two and bitching about having flooded it. About how temperamental she was, almost as bad as his mother. Teddy cursed himself and brought the rifle up. There were more monsters coming.

He saw the first one moving its fist down toward the door handle, and he locked it, wondering in amazement why he hadn’t done that in the first place. After another few moments of staring at the man close up, he leaned over to click the passenger-side lock down as well.

For the next few minutes, Teddy Schmidts felt like he had been condemned to hell as punishment for not playing football as his father wished. Joe Schmidts became a drunken loser because his son was a great disappointment, but that wasn’t punishment enough for Teddy. No, he was going to be surrounded by his father’s disgusting neighbors so they could drag him down to the fiery pits, kicking and screaming. 

That was when Teddy saw his father again. Having failed to follow his son through the window, the old man had come through the back door. The other neighbors in the room had followed and were out on the lawn, making for the truck. There were ten or more, and Teddy was certain he recognized at least half of them. 

Later, Teddy thought a great deal about the seemingly endless time he spent behind the wheel of the idle truck. Perhaps he should have died then. Maybe it would have been easier. He considered putting the rifle in his mouth and pulling the trigger. Contemplated it, but never took the idea seriously. It was no more a viable option to his way of thinking than shooting out the window and trying to blow away all those dead people. Maybe shooting one would scare the others off, but Teddy had a sneaking suspicion they wouldn’t be bothered by such an effort. Half already looked like they had been mauled by wild dogs or worse. A mere rifle blast would probably just get them more excited.

After forcing himself to wait the necessary amount of time (based on the number of curses his father usually got out when he dealt with the flooded engine), Teddy was able to get the engine to turn over. When it started up, the rotters became even more agitated and slammed their fists into the truck even harder. Teddy flipped it into drive and lurched out of the carport. The boat tagged along for the ride, at least until he turned his first corner and it flipped off its carrier. Apparently his father hadn’t done a good job of securing it on his return trip from the lake, so the ten-foot-long fishing boat ended up in a ditch.

Teddy, who had been bound and determined to make it home to his mother’s after fleeing his father’s place, ended up crashing into a tree a couple of miles down the road when he attempted to avoid hitting an elderly man who he recognized from town. The old codger had been infected like all the rest. Fortunately, Teddy was able to escape the truck before Russell Torrance could attack him. Russell was the oldest citizen in Ellington and had a gold-plated plaque to prove it. It had even been signed by the mayor. Now he was just the oldest ghoul in town. 

Teddy spent the entire night trying to find a way past the infected so he could get to his mother’s, but had no luck. After a sleepless night hiding out in the woods near town, he realized he had to leave Ellington. The area was swarming with those bastards. There had to be someone, somewhere, who would know what to do. Teddy hoped that his mom had escaped, but it was hard to believe that she had gotten out past the mess their town had become. She lived near the center of town, and the entire area was toast. Several fires had been started, and he could hear gunfire and sirens off in the distance. He prayed for her, but was already beginning to accept that she was gone for good. 

The next few days were a nightmare of hiding and hoping. When he was finally discovered by Michael’s group, Teddy had traveled nearly twenty miles from Ellington and had only vague recollections of what he had eaten and drunk to stay alive.

 ***

Teddy glanced over at Ray. He was his only friend now. His father was dead, and so was his mother. Of that he was certain. Unlike George, he’d seen the devastation wrought upon his hometown and knew there was no chance she had made it out alive. He spoke to her on the phone just a couple of hours before his father got back to the house on that fateful Saturday, and she told him she was going to stay inside for the rest of the day. There were strange reports on the news that were freaking her out. It was probably no big deal, but she asked him to be careful and not do anything foolish, at which Teddy had rolled his eyes. Like what, Mom? Get drunk with Dad?  He didn’t say it, but felt mild contempt for her concern, like any teenager would. 

Thinking back on that conversation, Teddy was filled with tremendous guilt at the disdain with which he’d treated his mother. She told him she loved him, and he mumbled a response, like he always did, before hanging up. That was the last time he ever spoke to her—ignoring her warnings and grunting at her like some sort of animal. I’m so sorry, Mom. I DO love you, and I should have listened … not only then, but every time you tried to tell me something.

It took some time, but Teddy also realized soon enough that he loved his father too. Despite the man’s flaws, Joe had revealed himself, on occasions when he was sober, as a man who actually cared about his boy. It was clear to Teddy that his father was embarrassed about his failings and what his life had become … not that he would ever admit it. Joe might not be the greatest dad in the world, but he didn’t deserve what had happened to him. 

None of them did.


 


 



 



 


Ben


 

Author’s note: While most of this is flashback, the initial and final setting is immediately after Ben has rescued Jeff and Ray in Manchester and they are running back to the RV camp with a pack of undead hot on their trail.


 

Ben didn’t bother looking back at Jeff. It was wasted effort, and efficiency was the hallmark of everything Ben did out in the open these days. Pausing to make a decision about what to do could be fatal. He knew the path he was running on, so it wasn’t as if he had to make any random choices anyway. The route he had taken was one that would distract and frustrate, then confuse and baffle the simpleminded stiffs following him and Jeff. It was a piece of cake. 

Once the group had decided that RVs were their best bet for staying alive, it had been Ben’s job to find a place to park them. And once he’d found a home for them at the edge of Manchester, he’d focused on committing the streets, buildings, and neighborhoods of the small town to memory so he would know all the threats and dangers that he would be forced to face in the future. 

There would be no accidental dead ends and no second chances needed for his trip back to the RV camp. Even with a hundred-and-sixty-pound kid on his back and a wheezing, out-of-shape man trudging along behind him, there was nothing in the town of Manchester capable of stopping Big Ben from making his way back to safety. 

 ***

Before today, it had always been quiet in the small town. A few wretched figures tucked away here and there, oblivious to his movements throughout the area. Once they realized one of the living was amongst them, it was always too late for that unfortunate individual. Ben didn’t waste arrows or bother pulling his knife out. If he spotted a single ghoul, almost without fail, he would move in and drive its head into the pavement before any synapses fired in its messed-up brain. One quick, fluid movement. Once you learned how to do it, it was hard to forget. The results of his assaults were generally all the same: they were rarely noticed by the other infected nearby, and there was a limited amount of mess. 

Most of the bodies were dry. Blood and other fluids that were a part of the normal human body had often already evaporated or leaked out of the stiffs Ben put out of commission. So when their heads met the pavement, if he did it correctly, there was no splashback, no gory splatter. No muss, no fuss. 

Most of the shadow people, as Ben liked calling them, were not restless enough to investigate another decommissioned ghoul after it hit the pavement. They mostly hid in the dark, perhaps to avoid the detrimental effects of the sun on their deteriorating physiques. Whatever the reason, he was thankful that they didn’t bother investigating the corpses of their own kind after he executed them. Dealing with singles limited his headaches.

If there was more than one, it was best to hide and wait for them to depart. Only a small percentage could sniff the big man out, and if Ben did not want to be heard, they simply did not hear him. Of course, when he was discovered, it tended to be over before the ghouls knew it. 

If it weren’t so sad, it might be comical in a dark and twisted way: he could swear he saw the surprise on their faces when he crushed their throats. That first little maneuver was so they couldn’t alert their buddies with excited moans that came with their discovery of warm flesh. Sometimes there was enough time to see what might pass for fear on their faces just before he crushed their heads beneath a giant work boot or cracked their skulls with whatever blunt object might be handy. It was almost enough to make him feel sorry for those tormented beings. Almost, but not quite enough to give him pause in his duties. If he slipped up, he might get bitten, so there was no room in Ben’s heart for sympathy for those already dead.

Spending time out in the wilderness of the world was therapeutic for Ben. A thousand times better than that shrink he had paid to try to unscramble his brain a couple years back. Back then, it had all been about trying to forget the life he had led, in all its lurid glory. It had been hard to do, nearly impossible at times. So it seemed amazing that something as simple as a name change did such wonders for his soul. 

None of the people with whom he traveled now knew his real name. When he was dubbed “Big Ben,” he latched onto the name change like he had been thrown a life preserver. It was not as if anyone would recognize his real name, Shawn Horton, but Ben just felt right. The world had shifted on its axis once again, so Shawn Horton—who had also been known as Bloodthirsty Rick Roberts—was again adopting a new name to suit his new existence. 

No one in Cincinnati other than family and friends had recognized him when he returned home from Atlanta. Being one of the masked bad guys helped ensure that was the case. When he stepped out of the ring—and more importantly, out of the spotlight—it was the first step toward abolishing all the ugly things that permeated his existence for years: the botched marriage to Becky, all the broken bones, and the part where he had sold his soul for a little bit of glory. 

The final step, or so it seemed, was becoming Ben: just some big dumb guy who knew how to handle himself in a world where the dead decided to get up and start walking around again. 

When Ben thought back on things, he knew it all began and ended with Isaiah. Isaiah Ezekiel Jones, head of IEJ Wrestling Enterprises, promoter extraordinaire and manager of one of the largest stables of professional wrestlers in the United Wrestling Federation. Isaiah was a retired wrestler and was slick and smart enough to have grabbed a share of the profits made with his body back in the sixties and seventies, when he was in his prime. There was not nearly as much money in it back then, but Isaiah was smart enough to invest with a chain of fast food restaurants that had a presence throughout the southeast. Isaiah was the one who discovered Shawn Horton, an ex-marine and wannabe body builder, and turned him into one of the most highly paid bad guys in the sport of professional wrestling. 

Shawn had been too damn big for his own good when he was in the Marine Corps. He had seen some action in Desert Storm and had been dubbed “mountain” by the other jarheads. Not just because of his size, but because he was as quiet and immutable as stone. He obeyed orders and was surprisingly light on his feet, but had little interest in showing off his exceptional strength to everyone around him, which left him isolated for most of his tour of duty. So when his four years were up, Shawn was glad to be done with it. 

He returned to the states and decided to make a go of things in Atlanta. One of the few guys with whom he had made friends in the corps told him how great a place it was to live, so he thought he would give it a shot. Not really knowing what to do with himself, he bluffed his way into a job as a personal trainer. The gym was where Isaiah discovered him. 

Shawn cut a pretty impressive figure, and despite his shyness, Isaiah saw potential in the big lug. He wasn’t “pretty,” so a mask took care of that. Later would come tattoos, a bald head, and a devilish goatee. Isaiah dazzled Shawn with promises of easy money and a lot of fun along the way. He introduced him to several other wrestlers who coaxed him to take a shot at life inside the ring. 

Six months later, he was Bloodthirsty Rick Roberts, one of the masked superstars of the UWF. He signed a lifetime contract with Isaiah and was taught the ropes in the business. He dyed his beard pitch black, learned all the dirty moves he could, and created a few trademark catch phrases for the fans. He was on his way. 

Becky was one of Isaiah’s stable of hot girls that formed part of his traveling road show. She got paid to be one of the good guys’ girlfriends and to have the occasional catfight with one of the other girls up in the ring during introductions. It stirred up the crowd and gave the wrestlers ample reason to display what appeared to be real hatred for each other. She was a statuesque platinum blonde, and had a surgically enhanced body that could make a Playboy Playmate weep with envy. Ben was hooked on her before he even realized it, but Becky ignored him for the most part. Being shy, at least outside of the ring, he could barely talk to her unless it was part of the script, when he was trying to “steal” her away from her onstage boyfriend. It was not until he got to be a popular attraction that she took notice of him. Even then, it took him becoming one of the star attractions facing off against the other big-name talent every night before she actually deigned to speak to him.

Perhaps it was his naiveté, or maybe it was Becky’s opportunistic nature, but Shawn’s timid efforts to court her turned into a whirlwind affair in no time flat. Three months after their first date, they were married. The ever-shrewd Isaiah turned the situation, to which he was originally opposed, into something he could promote in the ring. Becky became a cold deceiver, stabbing her good guy boyfriend in the back by becoming Bloodthirsty’s main squeeze. 

All Shawn knew was that he was happy and had found the girl with whom he would spend the rest of his life. Becky was brash and bold, exactly his opposite. The mask gave him enough courage to stand up in front of thousands of fans and growl at them, but Becky gave him the confidence to believe in himself outside the ring. Together they grew in popularity as one of the elite couples on the wrestling scene. Shawn knew they would be together forever.

Forever lasted exactly one year. 

Much later, it was obvious to Ben that the affair had been going on the whole time he and Becky had been together. But at the time, when he caught her and Isaiah in bed, it was as if he’d been sucker punched by the deceit. For better or for worse, Shawn had trusted his little lady, and her deception had been complete. When he discovered them together, Becky tried to convince him that it was all some sort of big mistake, and when Shawn didn’t buy that, she told him she was sleeping with the boss for both of them, to help advance their careers. 

Shawn, who had become Bloodthirsty Rick but had yet to turn into Big Ben, didn’t listen to a word she said and nearly killed Isaiah that night. The old man had been a pretty good wrestler in his day, and was still in good shape, but he was no match for the massive ex-Marine, who broke five of the promoter’s ribs, three of his fingers, his nose, and his right arm. 

When Shawn finally calmed down, the police took him into custody and his face, his real face, was smeared all over the local and regional papers for the next couple of days. 

Becky divorced him, and Isaiah sued. In the end, Shawn was banned from wrestling for life and lost his three homes and all his other possessions to Becky. Most of his wealth, which Isaiah convinced him to reinvest in the wrestling operation, was gone as well. Shawn paid off his lawyers and washed his hands of it all. He took what little remained of his fortune and moved back to his hometown of Cincinnati, where no one had any clue who he had once been. 

That was almost two years ago. There was still a little money left over, and he didn’t have to scrounge for an existence. He could even afford a shrink, whom he visited every week for almost a year until the doctor told him that he had to do the talking if he wanted to get better. 

He bought a small, secluded cabin in Kentucky down on Cave Run Lake, where he learned to hunt and fish. It was comforting, being down there alone. Bow hunting became Shawn’s favorite pastime. He split his time between there and Cincinnati, where he took on a job hoisting boxes in a factory. The money was crap, but it kept him busy and physically active. Age and a lack of desire to hit the gym anymore began to turn Shawn’s ripped physique ever more pear shaped. Even with his diminished physicality, Shawn still cast an imposing shadow and was still just as light on his feet as ever. 

After a while, he got comfortable with this new existence, almost happy.

 ***

When Shawn heard the first reports about the contagion that might spell the end of the world, his plan was to make his way down to his cabin, but things got hairy way too quickly. So instead he plotted ways to escape the city on foot, fleeing the thick knot of the dead that was growing larger every day. 

Military training and wrestling experience proved a pretty useful combination when it became clear that there were a lot more of the infected than there were of the living out on the streets of Cincinnati. 

Though Shawn was sure he could do okay on his own, he realized hooking up with some other people might enhance his chances for long-term survival. When he met Michael and the small band of people traveling with him, he became Ben, the stoic giant who didn’t ask questions and did just about anything and everything to ensure that he and everyone else survived. 

Ben had no inclination to become a leader, so he and Michael got along just fine. For Michael, it was clear that having this huge ally around was going to come in very handy. For Ben, it was easy to accept his role in this new little society. While he wasn’t sure he wanted to stick around with the group forever, he did like the idea of being needed. The cabin could wait. He would make his way there when he helped the others find a permanent safe haven and they became self-sufficient. 

It was rough at first. The factory had been a really bad idea, and not one that Ben had favored, but he let that go because Michael believed it would work. After they fled from that nightmare, it was easy to see that the volume of infected in the vicinity of the city was going to overwhelm them no matter where they hid. They needed to migrate further east, toward the countryside. 

Ben never made any unsolicited suggestions, but the others, including Michael, began to rely on him more and more for almost everything. His ability to hunt and live off the land was invaluable to the group of city and suburban dwellers. He was the only one in the group not afraid to stalk the wilderness, to forge ahead and find new and safe places to go. The world at large was a fairly quiet place now, with no loud wrestling promoters or deceitful wives to mess with him. Just the shadow people. They might not like him, but he always knew where he stood with them. 

So when Michael brought up the idea of getting an RV in which to just drive off, Ben suggested they get several and find a place where they could hide them away from the rest of the world. It would be better than hiding out in some building they had to fortify and barricade to the point where they could never leave. They could circle the RVs up to offer a walled-in fortress and then flee in them if needed. Michael was skeptical at first—at least until Ben assured him that he could find someplace for them to station the RVs that would give them a chance to live unmolested. 

And that was exactly what he did.

It felt good to be appreciated. Ben knew he was being used, just as he had been in the Marines and as a wrestler, but this was different. Michael was, for all intents and purposes, his boss, but he didn’t push. The others? Well, they just needed him, and they appeared to be grateful that he was happy to do everything they were unwilling or incapable of doing for themselves. They didn’t beg or wheedle, but smiled and were friendly, despite his reticence to say much of anything to them. Mostly, they were good people. Mostly. 

Of the adults, Lydia was his favorite. The sweet woman treated him with respect and appreciated everything he did. She didn’t have to thank him for everything, but she did—every chance she got. 

The little children she watched over were angels. Especially Sadie, whom Ben adored. He crafted little wooden dolls and toy soldiers, one of the few pleasures he could provide them. The fact that they were ecstatic with the results, despite the amateurishness of his efforts, made him feel all the more protective toward them. 

The two teenage boys were good kids, and Ben liked them well enough. They left him alone for the most part, and even when they moved into his RV, they understood that he needed his space. 

The new people were okay too, despite the instant dislike of Jeff that Michael and his two stooges clearly felt. Ben was tempted to suggest that Jeff just go with the flow and not push Michael’s buttons so much, but why bother? It was clear that both men were pigheaded, so nothing he said was likely to make much difference. It was easier to just sit back and watch what happened. Things would likely settle down within a few days between those two. 

At least that was what Ben thought before Michael’s screwed-up expedition.

Ben wasn’t afraid of the stiffs. Not on a physical level at least. He was careful to wear a thick coverall when he went out on his little forays, and for the most part, the undead were weak and incapable of doing much to threaten him. What strength they had lay in their numbers and their boundless determination to devour everyone in sight. He could accept that challenge. Even though he was not fearful of them, he was no fool. He never assumed anything with the shadow people. They were dangerous, despite how pathetic they were. 

Taking them out had always been easy … at least after he got past the queasy feeling that came with his first execution, which had been one of his neighbors. Ben still felt a vague sense of regret as he eliminated the undead, but his priorities were always clear. He estimated he had “killed” several hundred ghouls, though he did his best not to keep track of the number. It was just a morbid statistic he had come to accept as a fact of this new life he found himself living. 

Ben respected Michael. The man had some good ideas, though at times he proved weak on his execution and needed a bit of assistance. He kept everyone organized and focused, and was a natural leader. Ben didn’t feel compelled to follow him, but it was clear that almost everyone still alive needed someone to take charge and assure them that it would all work out in the end. Michael was more than willing to do just that. 

Unfortunately, there were some annoying side effects that went along with having the young man as a leader. Michael seemed obsessed with testing the loyalty of those around him. It was as if he believed he was destined to build some sort of society that would somehow take back the world from the undead, and he needed faithful subjects willing to do whatever he asked of them to ensure his victory. 

So when the independent and opinionated Jeff came along, Michael felt obligated to put the newcomer in his crosshairs. That had to be the reason for the screwy food run. There was no other reason to send everyone out; Ben could more effectively procure food and other supplies for the camp alone than with a whole group of clumsy people following in his wake. Sending them all out was a power trip for Michael, pure and simple. 

Ben almost questioned Michael on the wisdom of his decision, but after seeing the confrontations in the camp before they left, he decided not to get in the middle of things. 

Now he was dealing with the unfortunate results of that hesitancy. 

 ***

Ben was angry. Angry he had not spoken up and suggested an alternative to this snafu and angry he had not kept a closer watch on the little expedition as it moved into town. Instead, he had gone deeper into Manchester, surveying the various buildings and streets to convince himself things were as quiet as they had been for the past few weeks. 

That was when he realized there was going to be trouble. 

The ghouls he saw as he slunk from building to building were agitated, aroused like they hadn’t been since the survivors had first come to the town, rolling the RVs down the road and pulling off into the woods. The infected wandered the streets, bouncing off one another, where they had previously been content to bury themselves in the deepest shadows they could find. 

Perhaps it had been the minivan that stirred them up when it had driven into the area the day before, and once again when it had been driven onto the road earlier, when the group going on the supply run had piled out of it and walked down the street toward town. 

After seeing how many stiffs now wandered the streets of Manchester, Ben knew he needed to get the group out of there before the ghouls could pinpoint their position. He signaled to Michael over the walkie-talkie, but by that time, the rest of the group had already left the van and taken off on their idiotic scavenger hunt. 

When he heard the first shots, Ben was already running at top speed, trying to get back to the group before it was too late—though he suspected it had been too late the minute the others had driven out of the camp on this fool’s errand. 

Finding Ray and Jeff as they were about to be overwhelmed had only reinforced that belief. He managed to save them, but given Ray’s condition and the shit storm that had been stirred up already, things were ugly and were about to get uglier still. 

 ***

Ben took off at a sprint across the road. He had chosen an alternative path back to the camp, a route he had mapped out a couple of weeks earlier just in case something bad happened. 

Ray’s dead weight in his arms slowed him down only a little bit. He’d dealt with packs that were just as heavy under tense situations. He’d never faced a situation quite as perilous as this one, though. Ray’s lolling head and quiet whimpers as he bounced up and down were far more difficult for Ben to deal with than the challenge of bearing the boy’s weight on his shoulder. 

Ben could hear heavy breathing behind him. He slowed to a fast trot to allow Jeff to catch up, knowing that if the other man fell behind, he might give away their position. The moaning was far too loud, but was still quite a ways behind them. The dead would continue to seek them out, but if they lost sight of them and couldn’t smell them, they wouldn’t know where to go. 

Still, heading directly back to camp was a risky move. Finding a place to dig in and cover up for the night would probably have been the best thing to do. Ben had done that on a couple of different occasions—once just because he sensed the merest possibility that he’d garnered unwanted attention on one of his forays. On both occasions, the coast was clear by morning, and he never knew for sure if his ploy had been necessary. Even if he was overcautious, waiting things out guaranteed the camp would remain safe. So it was tempting to pull off into one the buildings he knew for certain was clear and wait things out with Jeff and the teenager. 

But if he did that, Ray would perish out here. 

The kid was dying. Ben was no fool and had no delusions that getting him back to camp would save him. The teen grew weaker every second, and in a few hours, maybe even sooner, he would stop breathing. Soon after that, perhaps within moments, he would turn into one of the shadow people, and Ben would be forced to smash his skull into the pavement or, at the very least, slip his hunting knife into the back of the boy’s skull. But if it was Ray’s destiny to die, he was going to die among friends, not in some dusty abandoned storefront. 

Ben had heard the van when it departed without Ray and Jeff. The others—or rather everyone but Marcus—had made it out of that mess alive. Ben hadn’t seen that bastard Marcus’s corpse, but he could put two and two together. Jeff had been wielding the dumb S.O.B.’s shotgun, and as the old saying went, the only way something like that would happen was if he had pried it from Marcus’s cold dead hands. As far as Ben was concerned, Marcus’s death was no cause for sorrow. But that wasn’t how Frank or Michael would see things. They would be out for blood once they knew what had happened … even if the dipshit had gone and gotten himself bitten and the others had been forced to brain him to protect themselves. 

Nope, things were about to get very messy back at camp, and not just because an entire town’s worth of undead were all riled up.


 


 



 



 


Sadie


 

Sadie was a good girl. A little angel. She knew that because her daddy had told her so time and time again. Now, after all this time, she could barely remember much else about him. He was just a shadow in her mind. There were no pictures, no recordings of his voice to refer back to, so she began making up new details about him. Little things about his hair and his kind and handsome face. For a time, he looked like Ben, though there was a little spot in her brain that remembered that he looked nothing like the big burly bear. And whether these were real memories or manufactured ones, she recalled how brave and strong he was, how kind and gentle he had always been … 

All she knew for sure anymore was that he left their little two-bedroom apartment one day and never came back. She could remember him and Mommy arguing over his decision to leave, but even that was hard to recall clearly. It seemed so long ago to Sadie, even though it had only been a few weeks. When he did not return after a few hours, Mommy took it pretty badly for a couple of days, barely speaking or doing much of anything. She would still hold Sadie close and let her take portions of what little food they had left in the kitchen when she was hungry. Sadie remembered the first time Mommy smiled after Daddy left. That was when she told her what had happened to him. 

Sadie knew her daddy had gone up to heaven to be with Grandma and Grandpa, who were taken away from them a year before. Mommy told her they would see him again real soon and that she should not worry about Daddy anymore. She cried as she said it, but at the same time, she told Sadie there was no more room for tears. They had to move on, because that was what Daddy would have wanted them to do. 

Mommy had already taught Little Sissy, as she called Sadie, how to be real quiet all the time. It was a game they played, to see who could last the longest without speaking or making any noise. Sadie remembered Mommy telling her about a little girl named Anne Frank who had lived in an attic for years with her entire family without making so much as a single peep. Anne had to be quiet because of the bad people who were outside, just like the ones that were outside now. 

Sadie could hear the bad people outside and pretended they were Nazis like the ones who wanted to get the little girl in a faraway land called Amsterdam. She even began to scribble in a notebook that her Mommy gave her, pretending it was her diary. 

After a couple of days, pretending to be Anne got really boring, but Mommy was so proud of her little girl that Sadie did her best to continue playing the game. The two of them slept a lot and played board games in the dark with a flashlight. Sadie missed the outside world, she missed her daddy, and she missed the friends she had made in their little apartment complex, but Mommy told her everyone had left and was up in heaven, just like Daddy. Sadie and Mommy only had each other now, and that was what was important. Somehow, Sadie understood that it was true. No matter how hard things got, she still had Mommy, and that was good enough. 

Until they ran out of water. 

Sadie knew the water was getting low and had been for several days. Mommy had stopped drinking and had insisted that Sadie still drink a full cup of the warm, stale-tasting tap water that they had collected in a couple of plastic milk jugs and several glasses. As their supply diminished, Sadie had whispered, asking what they would do when it was all gone. Momma gave her a look that scared the curiosity away and then walked to her bedroom, shutting the door behind her. Sadie couldn’t hear her crying, but as the tears rolled down her own face, she imagined it was exactly what Mommy was doing. 

For a day after the last drop of water had been consumed, Mommy stood by the front door, still as a statue as she listened carefully for over an hour. The noises had died down a couple of days before, going silent for long stretches. It had been nearly a week since Sadie had heard the last scream and sat shivering in Mommy’s arms as she cradled her and covered up her ears, rocking her back and forth. 

 ***

Mandy Wharton had never been quick to make decisions during her lifetime. It had taken getting pregnant with Sadie before she would finally accept Paul’s proposal of marriage. She had debated getting an elementary education degree up until her little girl was born, which meant she would have to put that off for several years, at least. 

Paul had always been the one who made the decisions, for better or for worse. So when he chose to leave their little apartment, she pleaded with him to stay, even though the walls had already started to close in. He insisted he would not be gone long. Enough time either to get them some more supplies so they could hunker down for a couple of months until this entire thing blew over, or to find them a better place to hide out. 

When he didn’t return, Mandy was forced to figure out what the hell to do for herself and for Sadie. Even that decision was put off until the last moment. She knew they could survive for a few more days with no water, but then they would be far too weak to escape. Besides, she had heard nothing outside for a long time. It was probably safe enough to make a break for it. 

Mandy knew that her beat-up old VW Bug would still be sitting in the parking lot where she’d left it. She had stared at it several times through the closed blinds earlier on, desperately wishing it were closer to her front door. Their unit faced the parking lot, and the Bug was on the far side of the lot. The last time she’d parked it, the lot was full. 

Everyone had been home then, glued to their televisions as they watched the world falling apart before their eyes. Soon after that, some residents of their little community began taking off, “heading for the hills” as Henry Chu, one of their upstairs neighbors, had put it. Big chunks of the parking lot became barren overnight, but several cars still remained. Other folks had made the same decision Paul and Mandy did: to stick it out, even with warnings that the National Guard was conducting house-to-house and apartment-to-apartment searches for anyone who had been infected. They were also carting off anyone else they came across and tossing them into the closest shelters. 

There were enough horror stories about the shelters and how clogged the highways were for them to decide that they would take their chances in their modest little home, at least until the military came knocking. But they never did. A couple of days later, Paul headed out on his journey, leaving his wife and child behind to fend for themselves. Mandy was still not sure if she was more angry or sad that he had abandoned them, leaving her alone to make all the decisions for her and Sadie. 

When Mandy finally broke out of her stupor and decided they had to leave to avoid an agonizingly slow death, she did her best, as she had been doing all along, to make it into a game for Sadie. Something that both of them could play so they could make believe the world was not filled with hungry monsters like the TV claimed before it went on the fritz like everything else. The two of them would be spies, sneaking around outside, doing their best not to be seen by anyone. 

Mandy knelt down in front of her little girl and told her that she had all the faith in the world that Sadie would do great with this new game. She told her that Daddy would be looking down from heaven and expecting her to do her very best. Sadie nodded excitedly at that, ready to prove that she was as good at sneaking as she was at remaining silent. 

But when they opened the front door, it was clear that it would not matter how good Sadie was at sneaking around. Mandy had her fingers wrapped tightly around the car key that she was prepared to jam into the lock as quickly as possible so she could get Sadie inside. The car had remained dormant for over two weeks, but despite its rusted and worn exterior, it had always proven to be a warhorse that started on the first turn of the key. It had been her most trusted ally since she had bought it with some help from her mom and dad five months after her sixteenth birthday. Her dad had nicknamed it the Beast, but she ignored all the jibes from him and her friends. It was her pride and joy and had carted her all over the place for the past ten years. 

So as they passed over the threshold of their apartment and out onto the concrete path, Mandy’s eyes were locked on her car, their salvation. That was why she missed the movement in the overgrown bushes off to her left as they strode forward. 

She got no more than a couple of steps out the door with Sadie running ahead when the smelly old cat lady who lived two doors down stepped out of the shadows and grabbed Mandy’s arm. 

The elderly woman had taken refuge in the bushes for several days with the hot sun beating down upon her weathered and befouled body. She hadn’t had a meal since she had caught one of her older, lame cats and devoured the old tom, fur and all. Despite her nearly catatonic state, she reacted quickly to the sound of the opening door and the scent of human sweat. 

Sadie turned as she heard her mother cry out in surprise. Seeing what was happening, she started running back, totally prepared to kick the mean old woman right in the shin. The cat lady had always scared her, even when she smiled. What few yellowed teeth remained in her gingivitis-riddled mouth, and her taut and leathery skin, made her look like a jack-o-lantern to Sadie. 

Sadie was no longer afraid of her, just angry that she was grabbing her mother. She had to save Mommy from the horrible witch. 

It was then that Mandy looked up and screamed at Sadie as she tried wrestling her arm away from the old crone. 

“Don’t get any closer, Sadie! Get away from here now!”

Sadie was confused by the command. Her mother had cried out, which was enough of a shock, but now she was yelling for her to run away. It was the first time she had heard her speak above a whisper in a very long time, and the raspy croak coming out of her lips did not sound a thing like Mommy anymore. 

Sadie stood stock still, trying to comprehend what was going on. She was mesmerized by the contortions of the two women battling in front of her. It was not until the crusty old biddy leaned over and bit deep into her mother’s arm that Sadie reacted again. She screamed long and loud, louder than the voice her mother had used to reprimand her. She watched as Mommy gasped with pain and stumbled backwards, her feet getting tangled with those of the other woman, whose teeth were still lodged in Mommy’s arm. 

Sadie moved forward once again, her mother’s command to leave forgotten. That was when her mommy got really angry. Mandy turned and twisted, wrestling desperately until her eyes locked onto Sadie’s one last time. 

“GET OUT OF HERE, YOUNG LADY, BEFORE I SPANK YOUR BUTT!”

Sadie still hesitated, and her mother’s words were cut off for a few seconds as she rolled around on the ground with the old bag of maggots on top of her. The girl wanted to help her mother, protect her from the mean old woman, but the fear of a spanking was like an electric jolt to her senses. Mommy almost never spanked her. She had, in fact, only done so once before, after she’d been playing with a fork near an electrical outlet in her bedroom. 

“SADIE, DO AS I SAY! RUN AWAY FROM HERE AND FIND SOMEPLACE TO HIDE. DO IT NOW!”

Sadie turned slowly, still hesitating, unsure of what to do. It was then that she noticed some of the other neighbors stumbling out of their doorways. At first she thought they were coming to help. She opened her mouth to plead with them to get the crazy old lady off Mommy, but instead she found that she couldn’t speak as she looked closer at each of them. 

They all looked funny. Sadie had not gotten that close a look at the old woman, but she could see all these other people quite clearly. A couple of the neighbors looked like they had been bashed over the head with a giant hammer, like the ones they always used in the old cartoons they showed on the Boomerang network. They looked like they should have stars and little birds flying around their heads, but instead they just had a lot of blood all over them. It was like they all decided to dress up for Halloween and chose the same costume. 

That was when the smell hit Sadie’s nostrils. The mean old lady smelled bad, but she had been out in the fresh air for days. The miasma that crawled out of the steamy hot apartments where numerous corpses had been festering for days and weeks was overpowering. It reminded Sadie of the stinking piles she had seen at the farm she’d visited with her preschool class. The teacher had called it manure, but she knew what it really was. It was like all her neighbors had been rolling around in a big giant pile of poo. 

Sadie noticed one person in particular. Someone whom she had always liked. Unlike the others, he was shuffling toward her instead of toward her mother and the old witch. It was Mr. Gonzales, the building superintendent. He had always been nice to her. He always had a quarter or a dime in his pocket, and he gave her one of the shiny coins every time he saw her. His thick black mustache that drooped down over his upper lip always made her laugh. That and the neat little tricks he could do, like the one where he made it look like his thumb was detachable. 

Sadie took a couple of tentative steps toward him, calling out for him to help Mommy. He was in charge of all the buildings in the complex and was always there to help them when they had any trouble. She cried out again to him, repeating his name. If anyone could take care of the crazy old cat lady, it was Mr. Gonzales. 

But he kept moving toward little Sadie, oblivious to her plea. Even when she started screaming at him, he ignored her desperate cries. He was certainly interested in the little girl, but not in anything she had to say. It was not until he was fairly close (in Sadie’s mind, he had been right above her, and that was how she remembered things every night when she had nightmares about Mr. Gonzales) that she realized his shirt was bloody and ripped in several different places. The brown skin beneath looked dipped in blood as well, most of it dried to a tacky consistency. 

No matter what job Mr. Gonzales had to do, no matter how messy it got, he always had a clean shirt on. That was something Sadie knew for sure. He liked to tell the kids his shirts were magical and dirt was afraid to stick to them. Sadie always giggled at that, especially when he winked at her and gave her his best fuzzy mustache wiggle and great big grin. 

Mr. Gonzales always had a smile for Sadie. But not today. His shirt was almost black with blood, and though she could see his teeth beneath his thick black mustache, there was no smile there. As he reached out for her, she finally turned and ran, her mother’s screams fading in the distance.

The little girl didn’t look back, no matter how badly she wanted to. Past the little playground she ran, and down the hill that ran out back of the small huddle of buildings that made up the Pleasant Pines Apartment Complex. She kept running, making sure she never stumbled. She kept running until she couldn’t run any longer. 

Sadie knew that her mommy was dead. Just like her daddy, she was up in heaven now. Because Sadie had screamed. Her mommy had taught her how to stay quiet, and Sadie had been good at that, but once they left the apartment, she had screamed and mommy had died. 

It was then that she decided she would never scream out loud again. She would keep all her screams on the inside so that the bad people would never find her again. 

For two days, Sadie hid in an empty drainpipe beneath a road that had been under construction. She heard noises up above sometimes. Ones like she had heard outside their apartment day after day with Mommy by her side. She remained still and thought about her parents. Wondered what they were doing right at that moment up in heaven with Grandma and Grandpa. 

She dipped her hand in the little trickle of water than ran through the pipe, and though her stomach rebelled at the taste of it, she was able to keep the water down and not get sick. It was only when she became too hungry to remain in the dirt-encrusted tube any longer that she finally climbed out, desperate to find something, anything to eat so she could crawl back down into the dark confined space that she accepted as her new home. 

Ben found her an hour later, wandering in a small stand of trees, rooting around on the ground for acorns. He had been watching a group of about twenty biters for the past couple of hours when he saw the little girl stumbling around in the trees not a hundred yards from their position. She looked as dirty and pathetic as the ghouls, but it did not take Ben long to figure out that she was still among the living. He swooped in, abandoning his hiding place and snatching her up before she could even react. 

He had expected her to scream out and was surprised when she didn’t make a single noise. Instead, she struggled in silence, beating uselessly against his chest as he carried her away from danger. Even at full strength, nothing she could have done would have bothered him, but she was as weak as a newborn kitten, and after ten minutes of urgent but futile attempts to squirm free of Ben’s iron grasp, she was fast asleep in his arms. 

He raced her back to the others, handing her over to Lydia before he returned to his scouting mission. From that moment on, she became Lydia’s responsibility, joining the two little boys Ben had found only a couple of days before. 

Sadie adapted as well as could be expected to her new environment. No matter how scared she got, she never raised her voice or cried out. Over the next few weeks, she set an example for the two boys to follow as they moved forward with the group of adults that expanded and contracted as they fought to survive. 

Even as the group was attacked, everyone was amazed at how Sadie did not utter a peep. Over time, she grew closer and closer to Lydia and Ben, curling herself up around the two adults she trusted the most. But she never forgot her mommy and daddy who were up in heaven, or what her mommy had taught her. 

Nightmares of the old cat woman and Mr. Gonzales haunted her sleep. Those two ghouls chased Sadie endlessly, night after night, as she raced to get back to her mommy. Sooner or later, they would catch up with her, but she had eluded them so far.


 


 



 



 


Michael, Alone

 


Author’s note: This final vignette is just a minor bit of fluff that I debated adding to the stories I had already told. I never posted it on my blog, because I felt it revealed too much. It takes place when Michael is stuck in the vestibule at the bank, as he is staring out at the soccer mom ghoul banging on the door. I originally rambled for several pages about him coming to grips with dying, or perhaps getting bitten and becoming a zombie. In the end, I settled on this brief excerpt as a flash into Michael’s past and his real perception of his parents. 


 

In his irrational state, images of his family rose to the surface. As he looked out beyond the smudged and gore-encrusted glass, the face of his mother replaced that of the young woman. In reality, his mom was probably slinking around Europe with Dad, trying to find a bite to eat, but Michael still tried to say something to the woman beyond the glass as he reached toward her with one hand. The searing agony broke through the illusion that it was his mother out there for long enough that his hand slumped back down to the floor as his mouth snapped shut. The image of his mother blurred, but memories of her remained.

Francesca Voorshank had been a beautiful woman in her youth. Refined, intelligent, and educated, she was a perfect match for the hungry young law student she met at Yale. Having every intention of mapping out her own life, Michael Albert Voorshank the first had somehow convinced her that becoming a socialite wife of a judge was the way to go. He was rich, handsome, and most importantly, an aggressive status seeker. He promised her a life of prestige and luxury and delivered on it. Her part of the bargain was also kept when she bore him two sons and maintained her tremendous beauty well into her fifties. Fran planned out every aspect of life for her husband and boys: the social connections they would make, the vacations, the dinner parties, the schools. She had a handle on everything except the affairs and trysts her husband would have. Michael often wondered if she were aware of them, but chose to ignore their existence. Because as long as they were discreet and allowed her to continue on with her existence as a well-respected wife and mother, it probably didn’t matter who her husband slept with.

Michael tried to wipe the images of deceit and manipulation from his mind. His mother had been perfect. An adoring matron who did all that she could to give him and his brother everything they ever wanted or needed. She had done her best to shelter him and Justin from their ill-tempered and abusive father, who cared little about such trivial things as love and tenderness. It was all about the results for him: good grades, first-place trophies, and the connections that would place them at the top of the heap and keep them there for the rest of their lives. Michael Sr. had been a gruff man who was the strongest person Michael ever knew. He was a giant who had pushed and prodded his sons even into his old age. The bastard had at least one triple bypass and several other medical procedures as he aged, but he never let them slow him down. He remained obsessed with achievement, and expected the same of his two sons. 

A smile crossed Michael’s face. His gentle and loving mother, who had been a social climber and in her own way nearly as driven as his father, was dead. Hopefully it had been a merciful experience for her, because she deserved it. But the old bastard? If there was someone who could have been determined enough to come back from the dead long before there was any such thing as a virus that breathed life into dead flesh, it was Michael Voorshank Sr. If he had been bitten, he’d probably come back as the leader of a massive undead horde, wherever he was. Ruling them all with a decomposing iron fist.

Michael would have laughed at the image, if his broken ribs hadn’t made it too damn painful. 
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