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Prologue:
 
 
“Driver, get back into your vehicle, please.”
“I just want to have a cigarette!” Dean shouted back at the guy on the speaker.
“There is no smoking allowed at this facility; please get back into your truck or I will have you escorted from the premises. Your dispatcher will then have to send another driver with the proper clearances.”
“Okay, okay, I'm getting back in the truck,” Dean said, snuffing out the cigarette. He knew that these high-security facilities were a tough bunch to deal with, but they paid so nice. 
Goddamn stuffed shirt in the security booth should relax a bit. I got my clearances … they know I’m not a criminal. What the hell are they storing in here, anyway? 
That question would plague Dean Solomon for two days; then the world changed and he became too busy to wonder about it.
Two days passed before he got out of the sleeper of his truck to stretch. Everyone knew about the mucked-up relationship with his wife and the restraining order. He wasn’t allowed to go to his house, touch a firearm, or even see his son—but he still had to pay for all of it. That was Solomon’s plight and somehow it felt more like fate. 
 
He didn’t understand how some whore could step out behind his back for years, and he still got the short end of the stick. He knew what she was doing all along, but there was only one time that he caught her in the act. Suddenly her boyfriend wasn’t so pretty anymore. She claimed that it wasn’t his mangled nose, sculpted by Solomon, that pushed her away, but he knew the truth; it was the money. Dicky had more, much more, than the piece of meat he crushed that night. 
Of course, Dean Solomon was never able to factor in the fact that he scared the hell out of most people, including the judge. Solomon didn’t see himself as the asshole that the rest of the world saw. In his mind, he was simply pragmatic. There was no room for feelings for a man like him in this day and age. You have to be tough, thick skinned, and able to take a beating as you struggle to refrain from doing the beating. Other than that one night, Solomon had become quite good at hiding his temper and his desire to finish every altercation his way. So many times each day, he had to take a few minutes and breathe while mentally fantasizing about what he would do to that person’s face or family when they really pissed him off. But in today’s age, it simply wasn’t allowed.
His bosses were also wary, so when he asked to sleep in the truck for a few days, none of them objected for fear of the attitude he would bring if they did. That was three weeks ago.
“Solomon, we need you to take a run today,” the dispatcher said as politely as he could while shouting.
“Can’t roll for thirty-six, boss. I’m already at seventy in eight,” he said, quoting the federal driving statutes that all drivers had to adhere to.
“We don’t have a choice; we have had four no-shows and one who showed up so sick he looked like a fricking zombie.”
“Did ya send him to the doc?” Solomon asked, believing that anyone who went to the doctor for the flu was nothing but a pansy. 
“Hell, no … Didn’t even let him through the door. You can drive on my card today. I’ll pay ya cash, and you can consider it a consideration for letting you sleep here.” 
“Ha, you should be paying me for the security that you laid off while I am here. It will have to be this evening; I’m allowed by the faggot judge to see my son for an hour this morning because it’s his birthday,” Solomon said as he grabbed his walking staff out of his truck.
“You’re bringing Shaaka with you?” the dispatcher said in reference to the handmade walking staff that Solomon kept with him always. Ever since his guns were confiscated when the restraining order went into effect, Solomon had been a little different. He made the stick in a friend’s garage shop and carried it like it was his only friend.
“Shaaka stays with me. There are a lot of degenerates out there and someday they will give me my chance,” Solomon said as he passed through the terminal and out the front door, where Brent stood looking like death warmed over. He literally lunged at Solomon when he opened the door, but Dean merely sidestepped and let his coworker fall into the building.
“Jesus, Brent, get the fuck away from me. Are you trying to get me sick?” He was tempted to help him back to his feet but then opted out. “You’re on your own, bro, just go the fuck home and sleep it off,” he said to the prone figure on the floor before heading off to his pickup. 
His old Dodge always fired up no matter what the weather. It was the ugliest truck in the world with the tan on brown two-tone and very little chrome to accentuate it; nothing but a heavy-bodied, underpowered, single-cab four-by-four that always started. 
He turned on the radio and tuned in to the local evangelist channel to hear, for the first time, the odd occurrences of the day. He then found another FM station that was already playing a loop of stay inside instructions. National Public Radio aired The Mating and Migration of the Monarch Butterfly, while the local public news reported on cult activity up north. The local stations reported some very strange occurrences in the area as well. In the forty-five minutes it took to get to his son’s house, he not only believed the zombies were taking over, but a part of him wanted it to happen. He wanted it so badly that he could taste it. Finally, things are going to get really real, oh yeah.
He pulled up in front of his house where his soon-to-be-ex lived, seething from his own thoughts. He never understood why she really left other than she was fucking her yoga instructor … and the neighbor … and even the UPS man on a couple of occasions. Now she was with her attorney and they were “in love.”
He knew she couldn’t help it or even try denying it; she was a whore, and that’s how whores are. She could never truly love someone, not in an altruistic way. His thoughts never considered the fact that he couldn’t either; very few people can. 
She claimed to be afraid of him. He never hit her. He yelled and sometimes broke things, but he never laid a hand on her or his boy—even when they both deserved it. And they had deserved it on multiple occasions.
His son was standing on the porch roof, as far away from the windows as he could get, looking for a way down to the ground. 
“What are you doing up there, Charlie?” 
Charlie looked down at him, surprised by the verbal invasion of his escape. The look of relief on his face warmed Solomon to his core. It was a look he had never witnessed from his son before, even when he was a baby. Fear, wariness … those were the expressions he usually saw, mixed with respect—or at least what Solomon construed as respect. He never thought anything else from his son would ever be necessary, but now … all he could feel was the need to protect his boy, his blood.
“What is it, Charlie?” he asked of his fourteen-year-old son.
“It’s Mom and … and Dick. They’ve gone crazy and are tryin’ to grab me and bite me.”
This is it! The bitch is infected. “That’s okay, Charlie, I’m here now; we’ll take care of this … together, okay? All right, now come over here to the little roof over the door. Can you get to it? Good. Okay, now, hang from the gutter and I’ll catch you.” 
Charlie looked at him with an expression of distrust. “Promise?” 
A flash of anger swept through Solomon, but he quickly pushed it to the back burner until it dissipated. His boy needed him. “I promise, Charlie, this isn’t like at the ball field, okay? All right, now, hang down here … I gotcha. Hey, where are the boots I got you?”
“Mom makes me keep them in the garage,” Charlie lied. The truth was that he thought they made him look like some kind of twisted lesbian.
“I’ll get them for you; wait here in the truck for a couple of seconds while I make it safe for you to get some clothes.”
“What are you going to do, Dad?”
“Have you listened to the news, Charlie? Just like all of those useless video games of yours, the people of the world have turned into zombies. There is only one way to make it safe from zombies,” Solomon said as he pulled Shaaka from behind the seat of his truck. 
While Charlie watched, he gave the oversized handle a twist and pulled it off, exposing how deadly Shaaka truly was. Eight inches of reshaped file blade, sharpened to an elongated point, glinted in the sunlight. The thick blade was polished to a high sheen like the ones he had seen at truck stops and the mall; except their fancy plastic handles and gilded scabbards were cheap compared to the sheer strength of this simple piece of thick steel bound to the wooden shaft of a transfer shovel. It looked much like the spears of old. Solomon could tell by the way people looked at his homemade weapon that it was a weapon of power, a natural utilitarian power that frightened people.
The sheath’s mug-styling was shaped out of a single piece of bastard-cut ash. Two and a half inches of solid wood, almost twenty inches long, acted as both buckler and human battering ram. The handle ended with a forearm shield on the bottom and a shaped wooden battering pyramid on top. Everyone thought it looked bulky and awkward, but they were unaware of its designed purpose to protect and disarm, while the spear did the bloody work. He had fantasized about fighting street gangs with Shaaka, not zombies. Yet, somehow, he had always known that Shaaka would someday have her day in the sun.
He went up to the door and tried the handle, knowing it would be locked. He vividly remembered having to dole out extra in the judgment to have the locks changed so he wouldn’t have a key. Didn’t matter though, he knew how cheap the doors were with their melamine jambs and short-screwed hinges. One solid kick at the middle hinge sent the door plummeting inside. He had heard how infectious the zombies were over the radio on the way to the house, but that didn’t worry him. It validated what he was about to do, and in a strange way allowed him to bury the joy he was going to get from it. 
The foyer and entryway were empty. He looked to the kitchen, seeing that was also empty, and then moved for the stairs. He could hear them shuffling around on the second floor in what sounded like the area where Charlie’s room was—which made sense since that was the window Charlie crawled out of. 
Solomon thought that Charlie was a whiny little pussy, but he was the only son he would probably ever have, so he mattered. Now with the boy’s mom soon to be out of the picture, Solomon could turn him into the man he should have been all along.
At the top of the stairs, he met Dick. Dick, whose Cadillac was parked in his driveway; Dick, whose clothes were in his dresser, and that very same Dick who rode his wife all the way through the divorce. 
He used the oversized buckler sheath to slam Dick up against the wall, pinning him in place. He came in close to the wretched creature so he could look at the features of the cretin who had helped to take so much from him. 
“Hello, Dick, you mother fucking home wrecker.” He was disappointed by the lack of reaction from the lawyer. A sound to his right and movement sent his spear out and into the chest of his loving wife.
“Ah, there is the cunt who loved me,” Solomon said, almost laughing. The reanimated corpse that was his wife struggled to get closer to him, only to have the binding beneath the spear’s head stop her progress. 
“I will get to you in a minute, honey; first, I want to talk to Dick,” he said before directing her to the banister with his five-foot piece of hardened ash attached to the reshaped carbon steel file. A quick thrust and she fell to the living room below. Dick didn’t so much as even blink. Thoughts, feelings, emotions … no longer a part of his genetic makeup; instead, Dick struggled only to feed. 
“So Dick, I always thought that we could end up meeting like this, though I didn’t think it would be so soon. I hear you like to play tennis. Well, check out my swing.” He brought the sheath sideways before slamming it into the side of Dick’s head. Dick stumbled to the right but instantly recovered, and Solomon got the impression that Dick might be faster than the ones he had seen on the street, or even his soon-to-be ex-wife, who was stumbling around down below in the living room.
He had to pull his spear across the body of the suddenly swift-moving Dick to block his momentum. Was he this fast at first or is he speeding up? Dean wondered. Maybe I surprised him and he didn’t have time to get moving. 
In any case, Dick was flailing his arms in a way that he hadn’t when he was pressed up against the wall, and he had become stronger to the point where Solomon was having to exert quite a bit of strength to keep the Z off of him.
He struck him in the nose hard with the buckler. Although the nose crushed and other parts of Dick’s face split, he didn’t bleed and was up and running toward Solomon even faster than he had the first time. Dean was ready and brought the sheath handle across in a left-handed backhand that sent Dick over the railing to join his girlfriend. 
“I have to admit, Dicky, you’re putting up more of a fight than I expected; especially from a lawyer. But what's life without a bit of a challenge?” he mocked as he walked down the stairs, watching the two and noting how different they were. Lori, who had lived a life of a pampered sloth that got most everything she wanted simply by staying pretty, struggled with a twisted, misshapen leg from her fall over the balcony. Dick, on the other hand, who had worked out regularly and considered himself to be the Casanova of his gym, rushed toward the stairs in his need to feed upon the man who was walking down them.
Solomon sent the boyfriend tumbling back down to the first level with a boot to the chest. A human would have to catch his breath and take inventory of what he had, but not Dick. Dick was on his feet and moving faster and faster every time he got knocked down. Solomon didn’t worry; he knew that he was one thrust away from ending Dick’s existence.
“What is that jingling I hear in your pocket, Dick? Are those the keys to my new Cadillac out in my driveway?” he said as he reached the first level and held the buckler out to keep his slower, limping, soon-to-be ex-wife away while Dick struggled to his feet for another rush. 
“Just stay there for a minute, darlin’; I’m going to bring lover boy real close so that you can see him go.” His words had no effect on the undead woman, but he needed to say them for his own benefit.
He shoved the point of the spear into Dick’s chest and guided him up close to his soon-to-be ex. He yanked the blade out and directed the second shot up under the chin of lover boy, piercing through the back of his tongue and up into the cranium. He gave it a swirl and Dick went limp, almost pulling the spear from his hand. He directed Dick’s body to the side before yanking it out and slamming it through Lori’s good foot, pinning her in place. There was no scream of pain or frustration, just her flailing arms as she continued to try to grab the meat that was Dean.
He stood back and looked at the woman he once loved and remembered some of those special moments that melted through his icy heart. This is a learning experience that I think Charlie should benefit from. He is going to have to be able to kill anybody infected, including me. What better place for him to start?
Dean Solomon walked over Dick’s immobile corpse and dug into his pockets for the keys to the luxury car outside; he was going to ride out this apocalypse in style. He then went to the utility drawer, where he had always kept a bowie knife for various scraping projects. It was an old, battered, blue steel blade that was pockmarked and weathered with rust stains despite the thin layer of oil that was always kept on it. Stainless steel was nicer and easier, but nothing took an edge like blue steel. 
He opened the front door and almost panicked when he saw a very large black man standing outside the truck window where Charlie sat. When the man turned and waved, Solomon relaxed; it was his friend and neighbor, Lester.
“Why don’t you two come in here? There’s something I need Charlie to do. Still have that Benelli over/under of mine? Good, I have plans for that too.”
 



 
Chapter One

Krupp
 
 
Hidden by shadow deep within a nameless store, behind shattered windows that offered no protection from the horde trudging by, he waited. His only chance of survival: silence. Zombies had been in his city since the previous night and already he had lost two partners along with his two Labradors, one of which was a prized breeder. Worst of all his losses were those of his wife and son; he had been forced to put them both down in cold blood after they turned. It had not been a good day. 
As if he sensed the stupidity of those who hid alongside him, he glared down at them and stifled whatever they were going to say. Now was not the time for talk or noise of any sort. He was confident that he could get away, but he doubted if the two he had stumbled upon were capable of out-maneuvering the dead horde that walked by. He also wondered why he cared; they were nothing to him, just a couple of lucky slobs who stumbled into survival for a few more hours.
He thought about the situation; his wife and son were dead, along with his dogs. His house—trashed; his job—nonexistent after today. He didn’t dare to even think about his daughter. He couldn’t bear the thought of her beautiful face hidden behind a mask of dead eyes and teeth that only wanted to rend raw flesh from the bones of all living creatures. He would rather be dead than have to stare into those zombie eyes—if that is what they had become. The thought of having to put her out of her nonexistence was more than he could think about right now. But he would do it. And then he would take care of himself.
He prayed that she still lived, though he knew the odds of two from one family surviving were very slim. Once he got to his storage locker, he would be able to equip himself with what he needed in order to search for her amongst the dead. Her last location was at the apartment of that loser who she insisted was her boyfriend, but he knew that could never last. His angel would never get stuck with a piece of trash who had nothing to offer. He would put him down whether he was infected or not. 
He thought of calling her but was afraid of what would be on the other end. If she was still alive, she would need secrecy in order to stay that way, and a phone call at the wrong time could ruin that. No, best to leave it be until he could see that she was in a safe place.
He hung his head in thought. How far had he fallen in just a few short hours that he would contemplate the murder of her boyfriend? He’s not a murderer; that’s not his job. He would find a way to get rid of her boyfriend without having to do that. He hadn’t fallen that far yet.
He moved to the broken-out window as the last of the stragglers passed by, leaving the two with him locked within the stench of their own fear. They wanted him to stay, he could feel it, but they just weren’t worth his time. He took refuge, not out of fear, but out of necessity to avoid a horde too large for him to eliminate. He had one goal and when he was done, he was done. End of story. And he would welcome that end with open arms. 
He crept out to the street, but when he heard the others follow him, he stopped and pushed them back.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he said.
“We’re coming with you.” The young male who spoke was dirty… dirtier than just a day’s worth of buildup, which was as long as it had been since the zombies first arrived. 
Sixteen hours ago, he showed up for another shift at the grind, unaware that his wife was being partially eaten by his party-hopping son at that same moment.
“You don’t want to come with me; trust me on that.”
The woman spoke up. “Well, you’re a cop and you got a gun. You’re supposed to protect us, and we all need to get to the compound.” 
Looking closer, he noticed that her clothing didn’t mesh with her companion’s ensemble, other than they were both dirty. Her face looked as if it had a fresh layer of makeup that morning, which had become streaked with tears and sweat. Her coat was fashionable, though ragged from the events of the day, and her shoes were by no means suitable for the situation. 
The man, on the other hand, screamed wannabe rocker, complete with a Hot Licks t-shirt, grubby jeans enveloping dated Converse high tops, and a three-day growth on his lip and chin. Krupp felt some compassion for the woman, who appeared to be close to his own age, and he softened his attitude just a little.
“Look, I only have one round left and I’m saving it. Where I am going is not a place you want to be, okay?”
“How many bullets are in a round?” the guy asked, and the woman rolled her eyes. She shook her head and leaned in.
“Look, Officer Krupp is it? You can’t leave me with him, okay? We won’t make it two blocks, let alone to the compound.”
“Compound? What compound are you talking about?” he asked, having heard her mention it before.
“A lady cop with the Army, or something, has set up a compound in the Sam’s Club. It’s true. It was on the radio, on that AM jazz station.”
“A lady cop, huh?”
“Yeah, you probably know her.”
“I doubt it,” he lied. “There are lots of lady cops in the world, and the ones I know are dead. I guess you can tag along for a bit, although I have some stops to make first.” 
He knew her; who else could it be? Who else would still be stealing his thunder? Lieutenant Reynolds should be dead by now … but no. Not yet, anyway.
“Stops? What kind of stops can you have during a zombie invasion?” This came from the scruffy punk. 
“One bullet is a round … what is your name?” Krupp said to the guy, ignoring his question.
“Ludwig.”
“Ludwig, huh? Now what’s your real name, and you’d better be straight with me or you stay here.” 
“Stanley.”
“Well, Stanley, you can run a couple of errands with me, or you can cross the river yourself. It’s up to you.” 
Stanley looked around nervously. They all knew they had to cross the river in order to get to the compound. Stanley’s eyes landed on the female.
“Don’t look at me. I’m going to run errands with Officer Krupp here. My name is Lu.” She perked up and held her hand out in greeting.
***
His storage locker was easy to get to. The zombies all seemed to be moving toward the lake and bridges into Hot Springs proper, leaving Rockwell virtually empty. The zombies moved slowly, mainly in herds, and could be heard—and smelled—from a distance. Krupp found them easy to avoid but was getting tired of keeping Stanley from trying to feed himself to them. He shook his head in wonder countless times at how Stanley was oblivious to everything around him. Stanley’s senses had been cut off due to lack of exposure to the natural world, combined with the societal demands of the twenty-first century.
His ears seemed virtually useless and as far as Krupp could tell, he had never used his nose before other than trying to sniff a hit of reefer—or whatever they chose to use and call it these days. He saw pretty well but never trusted what he saw and often waited until it was too late to figure out what he was seeing. The guy was a burden and could get them into trouble. He could tell that Lu wasn’t excited about his inability to discern potential dangers either. She also didn’t make the mistakes he did; Lu was quieter in heels than Stanley was in sneakers. Stanley was a liability, and Krupp wouldn’t feel right until he got the S.O.B. to this so-called compound and out of his hair. 
He used the bullet he had been saving to shoot through the hasp of the padlock and only noticed a couple of Z’s attracted to the sound. In this heavy industrial area, there were not enough people around to attract the zombies. He would be able to take care of them once he got to his safe. Thankfully, he kept a key to the safe stashed in the locker for impromptu visits.
“Why are we breaking into a storage locker?” Stanley asked, not grasping that they had traveled for several blocks with the sole purpose of reaching this one particular locker.
“Shut up, Stanley. Just be quiet for once, okay? Let Krupp do what he needs to do.” Lu didn’t try to hide her exasperation.
“It’s mine. I left my personal keys in my locker at the station. There are some things in here we need.”
“Is that a boat?” Lu asked as she looked at the flat bottom of an aluminum rectangle.
“It’s my duck boat. It will make it across the river with three of us but not much more than that.” Krupp sorted through a drawer of extra paddle locks, cable, and other assorted brick-a-brack.
Stanley stood nervously by the entrance, ready to bolt if the zombies came much closer. They had made it through the gate and were walking directly toward them. Krupp looked at Stanley and shook his head in disgust. Fear has a scent, a subtle underlying reek of malevolence that one becomes accustomed to. Absolute terror is a stench that strips the bearer of dignity and robs them of the ability to react. It was stench that permeated the air now as Stanley stared out in abject horror. Lu, however, stood out of the way watching Krupp’s every move. Pensive and nervous with the need to hurry, but not fear; she was just ready. 
Krupp found the key and went to a multiple-door cabinet that covered the entire back wall. The door on the far right was open, exposing a small, solid door on the face of a fire safe. He grabbed one of the assault rifles from inside. Inserting a magazine, he charged it and met Stanley at the overhead door while installing a suppressor on to the end of the barrel. 
“You’re going to have to smarten up, Stanley,” he said. “You’ll have to toughen up too, but before that will happen, you’re going to have to smarten up. I am not the type of person who tries to be an asshole; it just comes natural. But there is truth to the things that I say, or I don’t bother saying it.” He wasn’t sure if his words were heeded because Stanley was focused on the zombies not thirty feet away. “Christ, where were you when they passed out balls?” Again, Krupp felt that his words fell on deaf ears. The terror that filled Stanley right now only let him focus on one thing: the zombies that approached.
 
Several more had shown up at the gate and were making their way toward the group; Stanley wanted to run and get as far away as he could, but the calm demeanor of the police officer in front of him kept him there. He forced himself to keep thinking of Krupp as the police officer for fear that he would slip into his wannabe thug life persona and call him out for the fucking pig that he is. Stanley knew that he was a pig; he saw it in the redneck, gun-toting style that was prevalent in this part of the country, but Stanley needed him … for now.
***
Krupp was almost casual as he took out the six in sight, his suppressed M4 barely making a sound. He returned to his cabinet and started opening more drawers and doors.
“Do you know how to work this?” he asked as he handed a 9mm over to Lu.
“I think I can figure it out.” She turned the gun over in her hand. “My Glock doesn’t have a safety switch.”
“This Smith & Wesson does. Right here,” Krupp said as he showed her how to disengage it. He closed up the cabinet, leaving Stanley waiting expectantly for a weapon.
“Sorry, Stanley, you need your hands free to pull the boat.” Krupp gestured toward the small set of wheels strapped to the hull. Krupp threw a few more things into the boat before shutting down the door and fixing it with a fresh padlock.
“I’ll take point, you follow up. Keep your eyes and ears open and don’t shoot anything.”
“Okay,” she said and watched Krupp turn around with Stanley following, pushing the boat. She deftly reached in and plucked out a boot dagger from a pile she had been eyeing while making sure the other two didn’t see. 
Krupp quietly directed them around the buildings while avoiding the bulk of the herds roaming the streets. He saw pockets of people who looked as if they wanted to follow, but he only had the one boat and couldn’t afford the crowd, so he kept them at bay by displaying his souped-up M4. He felt no regret and would shoot them if they persisted. 
There were no cops and robbers anymore, no good guys or bad guys. There were only survivors, which is what he planned on being; at least until he found Cat. After that, he didn’t know or care. His daughter, and last remaining blood, would be released from her walking tomb before he left this world. That was the only promise that he had made to himself, his only goal and reason to survive. Maybe she was at this compound, maybe not. He would find out before he searched elsewhere.
Krupp’s thoughts were violent and suicidal—or so he thought—yet, apparent by having locked the locker and checking for possible witnesses before they left, his subconscious was on a different level. 
They reached the water’s edge and slipped the boat quietly in, deciding to paddle out to the center of the lake where they could catch the current and drift while he secured the motor to the stern. He wasn’t comfortable doing it on shore where zombies and more people had access to them. 
Thankful that the wind was down, he got to work as the boat slowly drifted. They were quite a distance southwest of downtown; it was going to take a while with the little nine-horsepower motor. The Mercury was small and quiet, not only good for duck hunting but also good for avoiding zombies. They had to negotiate around several islands in the lower portion of the lake, all of which seemed to be teeming with zombies. Even the uninhabited islands were lined with the dead; it was as if they simply washed up there and were waiting for … whatever. The moans and stench of fecal matter drifted heavily upon the water. He assumed that in a few days, the smell of decomposition would mix in with that stench, maybe even as early as tomorrow.
Groups of boats sat anchored off the southern tip of the lake, which Krupp ignored—with the exception of one that he recognized. He and the duty officer, Tanner, were fishing partners and they had gone in on a sweet all-weather rig—solid in the roughest river water, and a jet outboard to handle the shallowest areas. 
He couldn’t get to the boat himself since it was on the opposite side of the lake, but he was relieved that his friend was able to get to it. He pulled up alongside the craft, knowing that he probably wasn’t noticed in the early dawn light. He grabbed hold of the swim ladder and quietly tied his boat off while telling the other two to wait for him. He was going to surprise his buddy, and knowing his experience, there was only a small risk of getting shot. What Krupp couldn’t know was that Tanner had met his fate earlier, a few miles north, and thirty feet up on a bridge.
Krupp kept the M4 slung vertically down his back so as not to bump it and to keep it out of sight—if he surprised someone, the assault rifle would likely be all they’d see. He heard muted voices from inside and was surprised that no one was on deck keeping watch. Tanner should know better. He knocked on the door and waited as the voices inside ceased. A female’s voice he didn’t recognize broke the silence.
“Take what you want out there. If you try to come in, you will be shot,” she said.
As soon as the woman spoke, Krupp knew that his partner was not on the boat. He also didn’t smell gas or fumes of any kind, so he doubted that they got the boat running or had found the other key stashed on board. He pulled his M4 around in front as he pressed himself against the cabin next to the door.
“This is stolen property, miss. I have to ask you and your friends to step out onto the back deck with your hands where I can see them.”
“Don’t even try to pretend that you’re a cop. We didn’t steal anything; it was abandoned.”
“I highly doubt that, ma’am; not only am I a police officer, but I am also the owner of this boat. Now, please, step out onto the back deck and leave any weapons inside the cabin,” he said sternly. 
He waited as they continued to discuss the situation for a few seconds before the back cabin door slowly opened just enough to let a young man and two young women exit. 
They held their hands out shakily when they saw the man in uniform with an assault rifle trained on them. Krupp was not thinking clearly and speculated that Tanner, his best friend, was probably dead and these punks may have had something to do with it.
“Where’s Tanner?”
“Who?”
“Tanner … the man who owns the other half of this boat.”
“Hey man, there never was anyone else here. Dude, you said that you owned the boat. The gates were smashed at the marina, and we just unhooked the first boat we came to and drifted.” The younger, athletic-looking man who spoke reminded him of his daughter’s boyfriend … prideful, nervous, and all wrong. 
He lowered his rifle just a touch, when a body hurled itself from inside the cabin, landing on his gun barrel, and knocking it downward. The action caused Krupp to pull on the trigger enough to leave an athletic-looking man curled into a ball with a 5.56 round in his stomach. 
Krupp pulled his barrel away as he blocked another attack with a whirling elbow. He caught the one he was speaking to on the shoulder, sending him to the ground. He didn’t know if the man had one of the firearms that they had threatened him with, so he took the safest, smartest course by putting two rounds center mass as he lay prone on the ground.
The girl on the left sprang for Krupp with a scream of rage, and Krupp reacted by sidestepping and kicking her in the knee, sending her to the deck. She didn’t stop as she twisted and grabbed the barrel of the M4. As soon as she touched steel, the look on her face said she realized her mistake, and twin rounds ripped through her chest.
The scene stopped; everything was suddenly frozen in place, giving the living a second to think their adrenaline-fueled thoughts. The initial attacker had stopped moving, his belly distending as it filled with blood. Two others were also dead—or soon would be—as panting heaved the woman’s chest wildly in her last gasps for air. He looked at the girl still standing and staring him in the eye, pleading. She shrugged and Krupp looked down. She shook her head when Krupp looked back up at her, and tears started to flow.
“No,” she whimpered. 
Krupp gave the slightest nod, as if he had made up his mind about something. “I’m sorry.” 
“No, please.”
He pulled the trigger once and marveled at the perfect dot that appeared upon the young woman’s forehead. She fell into the lake. When he looked back at his companions, he could tell they were trying to appear as if they hadn’t seen what happened, but he knew better. Stanley would be out for blood at the atrocities he was forced to witness … if there was still something resembling a civilized society, that is. But now, here on this lake, with the situation they were in, Stanley would look away and keep his mouth shut. Because he was a coward and his existence depended on it. Lu, though … she was another story, and Krupp wasn’t ready to make determinations about what she was capable of.
He questioned himself though. What had changed in him to make him think that what he’d done was acceptable? Was it the loss of so much? That he would rather kill an innocent young woman than have to face … what? An inquiry? There weren’t any inquires anymore; those days were gone. 
Overnight, the world had changed to a kill or be killed existence. Eat or be eaten. Do unto others before they do unto you. Down the road, that girl would have been trouble for him; he knew it. Just like Stanley was going to be. But could they really affect him in what the world has become? Are there still those who would prosecute such crimes?
***
A pair of binoculars, which had risen at the first sounds of rifle fire, lowered to the rail of the darkened boat. He had seen the small boat tying up to the larger one not twenty yards away and thought nothing of it … until he heard the rifle shots. He shook his head with regret over the fate of the young woman. Who could he turn to if even the police needed to be feared? He pulled his head down and stayed still in hopes of not being seen by the man with the gun on the other boat. 
***
“Help me with these,” Krupp said, and the two climbed into the boat. Lu eyed him, calculating what a man like this could offer, while Stanley practically whimpered from fear of what Krupp was capable of. When they were done, Krupp flipped a tray down from behind the console and pulled a series of keys out. 
“How did you know about that?” Lu asked, amazed by the man’s resourcefulness.
“It’s my boat; I know everything about it,” Krupp said as he focused on the control panel. 
***
Lu found herself wondering Why them? What made him keep her and Stanley around yet kill those four? Lu shuddered as she recalled how coldly he had finished the girl off. She would have to be careful and find a way to tie herself to this man. Her survival depended on it.
***
The growl of a large four-stroke outboard purred to life, and the lights in the cabin and on deck lit up brightly before Krupp could turn the sensors from auto to manual. He left one spotlight on as he headed across the lake at a slow troll … watchful … ready.
 



 
Chapter Two

Cat
 
 
Lisa walked through the Bed Bath and Beyond store where many of the equipment operators, who had been doing the heavy lifting, were asleep. It was important that they rested. They carried the bulk of the battle to the zombies without training or mental conditioning. Lisa counted on there being PTSD issues eventually and everyone was going to suffer from it. The operators had been in reaction mode and were sure to be suffering from a semi-state of shock. 
She expected snores after all of the hard work they had done in keeping the zombies from overwhelming the makeshift compound, but the showroom was quiet. Men sat within impenetrable globes of their own silence, staring blankly at a wall or the floor, rubbing or picking at their hands or worrying their face. 
That was when it hit—these men were more than just tired; they were tapped and falling into a mental funk. It was calm, quiet, and controlled, so why did the warning lights in her head start flashing in panic? She backed out the door quickly—well, as quickly as her throbbing head would allow after getting blasted with a chunk of rebar. Her instincts told her that, as tired as these men were, they should not be alone right now.
As she headed over to a group that was cleaning up after the last phase of meals, an idea sprouted in her perpetually active mind. When people arrived at the compound, a lot of them fell into their most comfortable roles so a lot of cooks took over the kitchens and servers took over where they could best contribute. 
She pulled the servers, bartenders, and cooks from their seemingly never-ending jobs and spoke with them. 
“I need all of you to just be yourselves. We need to keep everyone healthy and on an even keel if we are going to survive this, so just be how you are and start talking to these people.”
Confused at first, the hard-working crew entered the showroom and instantly felt the gloom that hung heavily in the air. It didn’t take long for the pros to start mingling amongst the weary men with warm smiles, drinks, and even the offer of a joint here and there. Lisa smiled; they knew she couldn’t give a fuck about marijuana right now. Not that she gave a fuck about it before the world went to shit, but she had done her job when it came to enforcing the laws concerning weed.
The scene did not become one of revelry or a party by any means, but it was a much-needed respite. With a couple of shots and some good conversation, the mood in the room lightened a bit. The professionals casually chewed the fat with the equipment men, who were the backbone in this fight. Some wept as they released their pent up emotions. A lot of them knew each other, or at least had found common ground, and the room started to group together, their pain shared as they worked through what they could.
Lisa wore a small, resigned smile as she headed for the door, when a shout from one of the operators caught her attention. The man held a bottle of whiskey up with the neck pointed right at her. He slowly stood, preparing to say something. His face was filled with so much emotion that she didn’t know if she should run away, or what. Her hand unconsciously slipped down to the Glock in her holster. 
“You!” he said, and waited to make sure everyone was paying attention. “Lieutenant Reynolds … saved us all.” There was only a slight slur to his words as he stenciled the air with the mouth of the bottle.
“Get some sleep, bud. We got a lot of work ahead of us,” Lisa said, and was about to turn away when the man spoke again.
“So what did the Army man tell you?” 
The question was so clearly spoken and precise that it stopped her in her tracks. She vaguely recalled the conversation she had with …? Captain? Colonel maybe? She knew it wasn’t a general, and his name was nothing but fog. Damn it, why did Skit have to hit her so hard with that rebar? Her memory was still there, but that particular situation was dimming. She remembered a few things but …
“Tell me about what, exactly?” Lisa stalled, trying to recollect something that she could give them.
“I don’t know … about the world? Or Little Rock, at least?” he asked, naming the larger city to the east. “Where is the Army, and when are we going to get some help here?” he continued, genuinely curious and patiently waiting for just a little bit of information. And they deserved it.
“It’s not good out there. Regular Army for a lot of states was deployed a couple of days ago and are nowhere near us. Little Rock is burning and the dead are feasting.” She paused to let the gravity of her words sink in. “National Guard and others might be trickling in from time to time, but as far as any help, I don’t think there is anybody else.”
“So what are we going to do?” a female’s voice from somewhere behind asked. A veil was lifted within her mind, and she knew what she needed to tell them. She only hoped that they would take it in a positive light.
“He told us to take back this city and get ready.”
“Ready? Ready for what?”
“People.”
“People? Come on, you gotta give us more than that.”
“There is nowhere else for them to go, and there is not much more to give you. To his knowledge, there is nowhere else where they have fared as well as we have. Our radio broadcast has gone viral and is being played on computers, radios, and phones across the nation. They are all trying to come here, and we have to get ready.” She could tell by the looks on their faces that they weren’t quite getting it. They understood her words but were still confused.
“How are we going to stop them?” someone asked, and it was Lisa’s turn to be confused.
“Stop who?”
“The people who are coming to take our town,” someone else said, as if it were obvious.
“Take our town? They aren’t coming to take our town. They are coming to join with us because we are it: the last bastion, humanity’s hope. We need them and they need us; without that, we will have nothing. We have to join together and fight the millions of dead who want to make a meal of us.”
“But how will we feed them all? Not to mention, house them.”
“We just had a city empty out and there are tons of stores, warehouses, and semis filled with food. The farmers are already organizing to help and be a part of what we’re doing.” Lisa paused as she tried to collect herself and control the rage that was starting to simmer within her. It galled her that these people, who were themselves rescued and provided with a haven, would deny that to someone else. She eased her breathing and looked at the crowd, not wanting to know who had made the last statement. She started slowly maintaining her calm.
“From my understanding, billions of people around the world have fallen victim to an unknown sickness that kills then re-animates. Hundreds more have died in order to see that we few survived. How do we repay that sacrifice? Those lives that were lost? We re-start. We do whatever we can to see that humanity as a whole has a chance to survive. We don’t do that by fighting amongst the living or being selfish and creating divisive factions over food or weapons. We join together and fight those things that want us dead. We are not food, nor are we rats who squabble over every last crumb. The time of selfishness is over; now is the time to be selfless. All races and religions are welcome here. If that doesn’t work for you, there will be rations—enough to last a couple of days—provided for you at the gate as you leave.” She looked over the crowd and saw most nodding their heads in agreement, but there were a few …
“Get some sleep … we have a lot to do,” she said with a small smile, not really sure where they stood and distressed that someone was already thinking of isolation.
She walked out into the parking lot, wondering how many would be on board with what they were planning—with what they had to do. How much should she tell people? What exactly did they need to know? Should they be voting on something like this? Did people even know what they want? Could anybody truly be denied refuge? Something told her that pushing away the future refugees would turn out a lot worse than opening the doors for them, but it would have to be done in a way that people would accept it. 
Lisa suddenly felt dirty. She wondered if a politician ever felt dirty as they manipulated opinion toward what they felt was in the best interests of the people … or in this case, humanity. The realization that more was needed here hit her like a wet rug across the face. They couldn’t be a fortress; this had to be a city with free trade and laws or it in itself would crumble to the laws of the jungle. Only the strong survive in the wild but within humanity as a whole, this was not the case. This was the primal difference between man and beast. Man had the ability and desire within them to help those who can’t help themselves. It was the most beautiful of human qualities and must be salvaged. 
Another portion of fog lifted from her conversation with the mysterious major. In America, we have a citizen army. Welcome to the Army. “Fuck!” she said to no one as she started off in search of Benson or Bret Junior, feeling trapped by a morality she didn’t even know she had. 
“Lisa!” The small, excited voice came to her from across the parking lot where Cat was hurrying toward her. She wondered how her father, Ed Krupp, a man who despised her for such petty reasons, could have such a cool daughter. The girl reminded her of the girl she always wanted to be while growing up … with family, activities, and friends. Lisa pushed the useless thought away and smiled as the young woman approached.
“Hey, Shooter! Did ya get some sleep?”
“Yeah, slept like a rock over in one of the hospital meeting rooms that they converted into bunk dorms. I wanted to give you your rifle back,” Cat said.
“Are you nuts? The way you shoot, I’d be a fool to take that from you. Unless, of course, you wanted something bigger,” Lisa replied.
“No, no, this is perfect for close-in fighting. Now if you wanted to set me up on a wall and take some distance shots, I would want a .308 or something a little bigger,” Cat said in a casual way, but Lisa was able to detect intent behind the innocence.
“Exactly how good of a shot are you, Cat?”
“I was two-time national teen champion for rifle a few years ago and held the skeet title all through high school. I was a little slow on the sidearm comps but still placed third or fourth consistently.” Again, she tried to be casual, but she couldn’t help but show pride in her tone and she had every right.
“Tell ya what, I am going to find Benson, and we’ll see if I can hook you up.” Lisa draped an arm around the shoulder of the young lady and suddenly felt vulnerable. It was as if she walked from a warm, dry room into an extremely cold, blowing world, where she was exposed to everyone’s scrutiny. There was really no way to explain it with exception of being a ten-point buck stuck in the peep sights of an archer’s string.
She looked around, trusting in her instincts and pulling Cat in closer in case she had to cover her, but there was nothing. No one was looking toward them or toward anything threatening. Lisa reached up and touched the bandage on her head, reminding herself that she might not be processing certain things properly yet, but it felt so real …
The rumble of diesel engines outside filled the air with their comforting sounds as the compound repelled another surge while others slept or worked. It was a picture of normality that probably shouldn’t exist within a zombie apocalypse, yet it did.
 “What are you doing up and about?” Benson said as he sat in front of his tent eating with his kids and obviously just out of bed.
“Hey, who is manning the fort?” Lisa asked, concerned that neither one of them were out there conducting things.
“Bret Junior. Just like he has been doing since the moment he met you. People think you’re in charge bu—”
“Do we really want to go down that bullshit road again, Benson? Christ!” Lisa said, not even realizing that their last conversation had hurt. Him implying that she was getting some kind of rush from being the go-to on all of this.
“Potty mouth, potty mouth, potty mouth,” Danny sang while prancing around with a half-eaten sandwich in his hand, making Lisa’s stomach growl.
“No, I mean … I wasn’t going there. I meant that he really took over. We’d be lost without him and his old man.”
“Oh, sorry. I agree, he has to stay with the game plan or we’re screwed.” Lisa instantly calmed down when she realized he wasn’t dredging up the bad blood from their earlier conversation. “So what is our game plan? I mean, exactly.”
“What, did that bump on your head rattle you up a little too much?” Benson replied as Cat stayed behind as a silent witness. She learned a long time ago with her parents that staying quiet and out of the line of sight is the best way to learn what is really going on.
“Yeah, it did actually, and most things seem to be more of a blur than anything else—not to mention the headache that comes with it.”
“You should still be in bed, you know,” Benson said, to which she waved off dismissively. “The whole day and night yesterday seems like a blur to me. The only plan I had was to find a place to hole up and get some fighters together. That has obviously morphed into much more.”
“I know, but how much more can we do? And I think we have to have a meeting, but who should we have come?”
“I think we should try to get reps from all of the groups here so that we can best understand what we can do and who is willing to go through it with us. No more than ten though, I would think,” Benson replied.
“Then we have to tell everyone and give them some options in case they don’t want in and wish to go it alone.”
“Options? You’re either in or you’re out; those are your options.”
“Rather shortsighted on that one, Art, but we’ll discuss that at the meeting. You get five and I’ll get five and we’ll meet in one hour. Cat here is going to represent the youth faction for me.”
“Hi Cat, I didn’t see you there,” Benson said to his coworker’s daughter, who was well known around the shooting range. “Shortsighted? How?”
“To quote a long-dead king, ‘A kingdom with only internal eyes never will see what is coming.’ We need people on the outside too. To cast them out without a contingency for their well-being will only turn them into criminals. Also, after last night, they earned some consideration,” Lisa said, and reflected upon how desperate their situation had been up until the loaders and skiddies showed up. “Oh, and Cat is going to need a .308 and some good ammo; she is going to give some sniper support from the walls.”
“Not a problem. See you in an hour,” he said with a smirk as she walked away with Cat by her side.
“Did I come off as being in charge back there?” Lisa asked when they were far enough away.
“Uh … yeah; aren’t you?”
“No, we’re a team; equals … co-conspirators.”
“Right, except you have the balls.”
“Well, aren’t you just the little fucking shit?”
“You do have a potty mouth,” Cat said, and was suddenly interrupted by her cell phone ringing.
****
 
Charlie watched his dad as he slept with a mixture of emotions on his face. There was hate and loathing. There had always been loathing, as it is with most teenagers, dreading the next time they see a parent and hear their useless questions. The hate came from what his dad forced him to do at the house yesterday.
“It’s for your own good, Charlie,” his dad told him. “You have to learn to kill these things. Even if it’s me, you will have to be able to pull the trigger; your life depends on it.” Dean’s tone left no doubts as to how serious he was. He handed Charlie the knife, that had been reduced to scraper, from the tool drawer and pointed toward his mother still pinned to the floor with Shaaka through her foot. 
Charlie shook his head back and forth, not believing he could do it, but his father insisted, saying it was the perfect opportunity for him to break the ice. That this one act would turn a switch inside his head that would enable him to survive. Even Lester, who had always liked Mom, was in on it and encouraged Charlie to do it. They kept saying pull the trigger, you gotta pull the trigger, but all they gave him was a knife. An old battered knife whose point had become more rounded with time than it was sharp.
Charlie had had enough; he couldn’t stand it anymore. It wasn’t like he would actually be killing his mother. She was already dead. He forced it into his own mind that he was releasing her, letting her actually die so that her soul could go to Heaven—if there was such a place. Charlie didn’t know, but his mom believed it, so that was what he clung to as he threw the piece of crap knife across the room and grabbed his dad’s spear.
The two men reacted as if they were going to stop him, but once he had the weapon in hand, all that they could do was back off as the boy pointed the spear at each man in turn. He lingered on his father for a little longer but knew that his mother, the zombie, was too close to take too long.
He brought the spear back and plunged it into the eye of his mother, his love and self-loathing flowing through the staff and into her brain as he directed her corpse to the floor.
Yeah, he now stared at his dad with hate and loathing, but there was something else there as well. It came when they went to the club to find a place to spend the night. The main room was filled with zombies, but they could hear cries from the living somewhere in the back, behind the stage.
Pushing Charlie and Lester behind a counter, his dad took over. He un-sheathed Shaaka and, with the heavy wooden buckler in his left hand and the spear in his right, he began to clear the room of infected. It was a physical display of the like that neither he nor Lester had seen before. If it wasn’t for the blood and death that it wrought, it would have been beautiful. 
So yeah, he hated his dad and loathed every minute he had to spend with him simply because he was such a fucking asshole. But there was also awe.
He was overwhelmed with the sense of awe at what his father was capable of, both emotionally and physically, and he realized that if any of them were to survive, it was going to be due to this asshat and the capabilities that he possessed. Fucker.
***
Dean Solomon thought back to the events that brought him here. It was a sad day when he forced a sniveling wuss of a child to do the unspeakable so that he might survive this new world. The change that came over the boy was remarkable and turned him into a warrior twice his age, but was it right? Did he care if it was right or wrong? Should he care? Now Charlie was one of the first to step up and face the infected, and he seemed to be all right—for the most part. What could he expect from a fourteen-year-old kid? Charlie seemed all right to everyone except Solomon. He rarely spoke to his own dad, and the old man had even caught him glaring hatefully at him when he thought he wasn’t being watched. 
He should care that it changed his son; he just didn’t know how or why. These dilemmas were much more intricate than he was ever cut out to deal with. He just figured that Charlie would come around. He knew his son hated him; every son hates his dad at some point or another. They grow out of it and bury their resentment until it dissipates or comes to fruition just like he did with his dad. 
Charlie would come around; but understanding and forgiveness are two separate things.
They tried to hole up at the club, thinking that the lack of windows, because of the nude dancing, would make it a safe place to hang out with a stuffed larder and maybe some entertainment. It didn’t last but a day, and after several mad dashes, each one of which lost people and gained others, they found themselves behind the fenced-in area of the truck yard where he worked. The dispatcher was with him as well as his neighbor, Lester Johnson, and Charlie, of course, but many others had been killed—either turned or eaten. They had to find a place that they could secure, but those places in Benton were limited. There were no big chain stores or very many sporting goods stores where weapons were sold. They were in a void between two cities where everything would have been available. Someday, they could go to those cities and maybe find what they needed, but they had to survive until they got that opportunity.
Something was in the back of his mind since the beginning, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it until they got back to the truck yard—which was by no means secure enough with its falling down chain link and wire fence. All the Z’s had to do was find the openings on the backside and they were doomed. There was only one place in Benton where the fence was secure enough to provide safety for his group, which was now hovering around thirty club-swingers. He called them that because that is what most of them had: clubs. Clubs, bats, makeshift spears, shovels, and large knives. Axe and splitting maul handles were also put to good use. Solomon had Shaaka, of course, and his son used the over/under Benelli he had sawed off back in Lester’s shop. 
There was one place secure enough, and it was off the beaten path—so far off the path that he had just discovered it himself the other day.
 



 
Chapter Three

Allegiance
 
 
Krupp hung his head in wonder at what had just happened. Why did I … did I just …? For the second time that day, Krupp wondered who he had become. He wasn’t a murderer, yet he had just gunned down a young woman in cold blood. But why? Was it simply because I didn’t want to explain my actions? Who would I explain them to? 
He shook it off and tried to focus on driving the boat, but the look of terror on her face when she saw the murder in his eyes haunted him. It was like she knew what he was going to do before he did. That in itself creeped him out.
They scanned the shoreline, surprised by how little movement there was. There were a few lights still on, including streetlights and a small fire here and there, but otherwise it was calm. The sky was lightening for the dawn of a new day—the dawning of the apocalypse. This was the first day where everyone wasn't waking up to the same job, the same life, the same obstacles, and they all knew it was shit.
Krupp took it for granted that the mayor’s boat slip in front of his mansion would be empty, and it was the safest landing place he could think of where he could privately stash his rig. The mansion was dark and the lawn zombie-free as the three of them made their way to shore. He took the time to secure the boat and stash the flat bottom they had started out in.
The mayor’s home was in a newer development on San Carlos Point. He figured the population would be limited—not like the masses that he had seen earlier—but he was surprised to see how clear the area was. There were some dead bodies and some reanimated which were too crippled to move or be a threat, however, there wasn’t one mobile Z anywhere for the first several blocks. 
He took them north toward the highway where San Carlos’ main street soon turned into a path that was nothing more than a deer path. Krupp knew these woods and had busted many parties made up of under-aged drinkers and dopers. The trail followed behind another housing development before coming out on the interstate without going near any houses or other buildings. 
A noise halfway through the woods distracted the group. Krupp knew the sound of meat on meat, the cop still trapped inside of him wouldn’t let him walk away. He crept toward the sound and heard talking. Unpleasant, lecherous … Krupp knew what was going on and he also knew that he was going to stop it.
 Having heard rustling off to the sides of the trail, which he assumed was some lost undead trapped in the forest, he hung his M4 over his shoulder and gripped his Colt 40 semi-automatic in one hand and his nightstick in the other. He didn’t want to draw anything in with his gun, so he holstered it and pulled his Gerber before continuing on.
He came upon a scene right out of a horror novel. A father and husband forced to watch as … Krupp didn’t need to see more. All little girls reminded him of his own daughter. Many special moments were spent watching and helping her to grow. If he had done anything right, it was his relationship with Cat. They might be strained a little right now but that would pass. It always does. The thought that she might not be around anymore sickened him and he would have nothing left to live for.
To witness what these animals were doing sent him into a primal rage that went beyond being a cop or a soldier. He was no longer human when he flew into the backs of the men; he was an enraged yeti protecting the last of his kind.
He slammed the blade into the kidney of the first man he came to, allowing him to die with nothing more than a gasp. In one smooth motion, he brought it up and out to slide up under the chin of the next. It was when he hit the brain that the light behind the shock faded in his eyes. Krupp didn’t see that as he brought his baton down on the head of the next closest, and then into the side of the head of the third, popping his ear like it was a grape that spread its juice across the entire side of his face. He didn’t stop and ask questions when they held their hands up. Things weren’t like that anymore. The only rights these fuckers had was the right to die for their crimes and Krupp was their executioner. He stomped several times on the final guy’s head before he stopped and looked around.
Once Krupp gave him the nod, the father had the look of a lost soul when he scrambled to his wife and daughter. He then met eyes with Lu and Stanley. Stanley seemed to always have a look abject horror, whereas Lu seemed to be accepting of whatever had to be done.
“Do you see this? This shit?” Krupp spat as his adrenaline still rushed full bore. “This is what your fucking compound is going to be like; you know that, don’t you? People are dirty fucking animals and if you group them all together like that, it's going to be nothing but problems,” Krupp stated with such anger that Stanley took a step back.
“What would you have us do, Officer Krupp?” Lu asked. “Where else is there? I don’t know if you noticed, but I am not very well equipped to live off the land.”
“Yeah, I did pick up on that much,” Krupp replied, showing a little regret for his outburst. He slowly caught his breath and composed himself.
“All righty then, let’s get you to the compound.” The trees and brush rustled as zombies started to zero in on their location. “We'd better hurry though. We don’t want any of them to spot us.”
Much to Krupp’s and the others’ surprise, the family he had rescued moved off in the opposite direction, looking back at him with fear. He couldn’t blame them really; Krupp could imagine how brutal he must have appeared when he entered the clearing with his knife and baton. 
They had almost a quarter mile of woods to cross before they would reach the highway and a large portion of that went behind a housing project. Rustling branches seemed to be honing in on their position. Krupp exchanged his knife for his Colt, knowing that if only one came through the trees his baton would be enough, but two or three … he prepared to have to shoot and run. They couldn’t afford to stay in one spot long enough to get swarmed.
A man in a wrinkled business suit appeared from nowhere in front of them on the trail. He looked so normal that Krupp almost spoke to him until he saw the expressionless face and milky eyes that never focused. It was a runner of the type which Krupp had seen before but was still caught by surprise at the speed in which he lunged. He didn’t have time to get his baton up and barely managed to push the zombie down and to the side, landing him by Stanley’s feet.
Stanley screamed when it latched its hands around his foot and started to pull his leg closer to its salivating mouth. Krupp unceremoniously brushed Lu to the side and put a .40 through its brain before looking at Stanley while shaking his head.
“Why did you have to scream?” Krupp said into the beatnik’s face. As if to emphasize Krupp’s concerns, walking dead began to appear on several portions of the path. He was sure that all of the zombies within the forest now had a bead on the threesome in the dawn’s light. 
Krupp started them running toward the highway, shooting a couple Z’s in front before giving Lu the nod to use the 9mm he had handed to her earlier. She racked one into the chamber, almost excited to finally be delivering back. Krupp could tell she knew how to use it just by how she wrapped both hands around the butt and kept her fingers clear of the slide. Maybe somebody did finally have his back. Better than that fuck-up Traynor did after he split with Reynolds and Benson. Traynor wasn’t meant to survive this, just like Stanley.
He went to the rear and shuddered at the fifteen to twenty zombies on the trail. He emptied his magazine and shouted.
“On the right, about fifty feet is a hovel we can hunker down in and clear out these woods some,” he said.
He reloaded and holstered his sidearm then brought the Colt M4 around from his back without missing a step. He cursed himself for forgetting that he had a suppressor on it and could have cut down on the noise from the beginning. Not being legal meant that he never had the opportunity to use the black market acquisition before so now they had a forest full of zombies bearing down on them. 
He saw Stanley limping as he followed him into the hovel and wondered how someone could be that much of a wuss. He unclipped a pack from his belt with 9mm mags and passed it to Lu. It was his daughter’s gun that she used in a lot of competitions, so he knew it was dead on. Lu noticed too and continued to fire as she grabbed the pouch and clipped it on the back of her skirt where she had the holster. 
“The one day you wear a skirt to work …” Krupp said leaving the ending open.
“The fucking Z-poc arrives,” she finished for him with a smirk. “Lucky it’s not my fucking per— … forget it.” 
“I got it.” He chuckled as he brought the iron sights up to his eye and started cleaning out the path. The trees and brush here were thick enough that they only had to be aware of the backside. The zombies would take the path of least resistance—which would be the trail … which also meant death, but that wasn’t something they noticed.
There was no reaction for their fallen comrades. Even as they walked into a kill zone, there were no evasive maneuvers or attempts to flee or duck. They came and died before Krupp was even through his first batch of thirty. “Stanley, are you bit?” he asked as they resumed down the trail, the woods quiet once again.
“No, I twisted it when that thing grabbed me,” he said, struggling to keep up.
Krupp let it go as he was cresting the first bank of the interstate. There were zombies, but there was also a naturally formed trail of stalled or wrecked cars to hide behind as he crept closer to see what exactly was happening down at the Sam’s Club. He didn’t know what to expect but it wasn’t what greeted him.
He saw a continuous row of semi-trailers angled side to side, completely encircling a large group of buildings, including stores and the hospital. Krupp was taken aback as he watched the trucks; they played loud music, leading smaller groups of zombies into kill zones. Meanwhile, slow earthmovers closed off other streets, making dead ends, where they isolated scores of zombies to come back and kill later. He saw the tunnel entrapments like one would see incorporated in a medieval setting along the makeshift wall. One was in the process of being overrun when they cut it off by pulling a cable with a bulldozer, leaving a lone trailer like an island filled with zombies waiting to be spun and rolled by large enclosed-cab front-end loaders, killing hundreds of zombies in one fell swoop. They then rolled fifteen thousand pounds of trailer over masses of undead, crushing and turning them to pulp.
Smaller skid loaders, looking like little ninjas, spun and twirled, killing five and six in one shot. Scraping, pushing, slamming, and spinning as if they were specifically designed for such gruesome activity. He saw one get swarmed with over a hundred zombies all at once and figured the guy was a goner.
Then the pile started to buck, a little at first, as though the under-layers were being cut away. A side of massed zombies seemed to stumble before the skid-steer broke free as if it had just gone through sand. More skid loaders joined the first, and they cleaned up on the undead that had attempted to overwhelm the first machine.
He then focused his high-end optics on the camp itself. The place look nothing like the massive parking lot it was two days ago. Arranged rows of tents filled a lot of the space along with tables, port-o-potties, barbecue grills, makeshift showers, and water stations. A steady line of cooks were preparing and serving food as people who manned the walls or machines ate before they headed off to whatever it was they were doing next.
A uniform caught his eye and he saw Benson outside one of the tents with both of his kids, actually smiling as if it were a normal day.
“Well, that snaky son of a bitch,” Krupp mumbled, which seemed to be a signal for Stanley to start whispering into Lu’s ear. He glanced toward them and Stanley looked like a kid who just got caught with his hand in the cookie jar, while Lu looked like nothing but annoyed. He turned back to the scope and continued searching. He spotted another uniform, and he focused in. There she was; it appeared as if she was a little worse for wear by the bandage around her head, but she was still alive. 
Maybe that was the problem; he didn’t know why she got under his skin so badly. Some of it was because of losing the job he had worked so hard for to her—a job that he would have had if Tanner was making the decisions like he should have been. But as always, the bad decisions came from a wannabe politician—in this case the mayor, whose slip he had parked his boat in. She also showed up with that cocky I-would-rather-kick-your-ass type of attitude that annoyed men like Krupp. Sizable men who could crush most assailants didn’t appreciate that from women or anyone smaller than them unless they wanted to … 
Krupp never considered himself to be sexist, or racist for that matter, but there was a natural order to things and her being more than a little Hispanic. Latino, Hispanic—he never fucking knew what they wanted to be called from one week to the next—were a problem with this city. There were so damn many of them and more coming every day, taking up good-paying jobs and causing a lot of criminal issues. He could remove one of those right now and no one would be the wiser. Just a little pressure on the trigger and his world could be better.
He racked one into the chamber and flipped the safety to the off position as he lined up his sight, and there she was smiling as she waved at someone coming toward her. Now, there it is … take the shot! He pulled the rifle down for a second in a moment of reflection. What am I thinking? I don’t hate Hispanics, or short people either for that matter; what is happening to me? Zombies … zombies are the problem with my city, not her or them.
He put the sights back to his eye, not knowing whether he would take the shot or not. A head with long, straight, reddish-blond hair came into his view. He pulled his barrel up. He couldn’t believe it; was that really her? Putting the safety on, he lowered the rifle barrel, looked again, and saw the smile he longed for. His world went from gloomy and oppressive to bright and sunny in an instant. Cat lived; his joy, his love … his daughter still lived and he didn’t even care that Reynolds had an arm draped over her shoulder as if they were old friends. Anyone who may have helped his daughter survive was now a godsend in his world.
“He’s bit! He’s bit!” he heard Lu shout and turned around just as she slammed a knife into his eye. Stanley fell … dead.
“What the hell?” Krupp said before looking at Lu pleadingly.
“I don’t know. He was here talking about the kind of trouble you were going to get in as soon as he could turn you in to the other cops, and then he just started acting weird. I remembered his limp and the one who had grabbed him, along with the blood on his pant leg. He was turning; I know it.” Lu was panicked, but in Krupp’s eyes, it seemed a little dramatized.
“He kept on ranting about that girl on the boat and … an …”
“That was self-defense; they tried to jump me.”
“I'm sure they did,” Lu replied. “We just didn’t see that girl’s weapon, right?”
Krupp suddenly knew what she was doing and didn’t quite know how to react. Did she have his back, or was this some kind of set up? Not that it really mattered. Someone like Stanley would never survive this new world, so whether it was Lu who took him out or a zombie, it didn’t really make much difference. 
“It’s all right; just calm down. In the future get me before you start executing people, all right?” A sudden thought occurred to him, and he pulled out his cell phone and texted, R U huntin wabbits? While he did this, he kept a side eye on Lu and would from here on out. She had a game of her own and he had no desire to get caught up in it. Sadly, he felt he already might be.
Then he watched as Cat, who had joined up with Benson, answered her phone. He could tell that her world stopped as she read the screen, and she looked around to see if he was in sight. She texted back as she walked over to the other officers.
Thank god u r alive. Where r u?
On top of the world looking down on creation, he replied.
Don’t mess with me, Dad; we’ve been through enough. Is Mom with you?
No He paused before sending another text wondering how much he should tell her like this.
It’s just U and me now, sweetheart. I am on the highway watching you through the optics on my rifle
Well, get down here; we need u
Looks like you’re doing fine without me
Trust me, Dad, u r needed
K. C ya soon He ended his text message only to have his phone suddenly ring.
“Hey, glad to see you made it.”
“Hi, Art. Who’s in charge down there?”
“Couple of contractors, me, and Lisa.”
“Lisa is it now? What, did you two have a layover where you got to sniff each other’s biscuits?”
“Too soon for jokes like that. I lost my wife yesterday, Ed; how ’bout you?” Benson asked.
Krupp didn’t reply right away. He and his wife had stopped entertaining each other years ago. You could say that they stayed together for the kids, but the truth was neither cared enough to spend the energy to leave. In a way, they still loved each other and always would, and there was genuine regard or respect for one another. It was just that the magic had passed with the events of life. He didn’t feel much for his son and considered him to be a little on the effeminate side, even before he came out and admitted he was gay. Surprisingly, everyone thought Ed would fly into a rage finding out that his son was gay. In truth, it was simply confirmation of what he already knew. He was aware that they are born that way, but it didn’t matter; it was still unnatural in his book.
Cat was the apple of his eye, the son he always wanted in the shape of a girl. It was only fitting that the two of them survived, while the others perished. Shit, that girl could shoot. She was born with an assault rifle strapped to her back and a Smith & Wesson on her hip. She preferred a Glock, but Ed didn’t want her shooting any of that foreign crap. It would be like driving a fucking Volkswagen.
“Yeah, it is too soon. I lost my wife and son yesterday, so seeing Cat with you was … I can’t even tell you what it was, bro.”
“I know; I get it. You got more family than you have ever had down here now.”
“I hope you are not referring to that tequila queen as family now, Art,” Ed said, dropping his guard to try to see what Benson really thought about Lieutenant Lisa Reynolds.
Benson turned away from the group and took a couple of steps away for a more private statement, as Lisa was watching intently.
“She’s not what you think, Ed. She took it to the wall for me and my kids several times yesterday. She’s tough and fair, dude. I hope you can give her a break. Twice I would have been dead if she wouldn’t have been there risking it all. If you hang out with us, I guarantee that she would do the same for you.”
Krupp took it in and remembered how she handled herself during the first altercation when they got off the ferry; he had to admit, she was solid in a fight.
“Yeah, maybe you’re right. Anyone who has survived this long has to have something going on,” Krupp replied, feeling it as much as saying it.
“Shoot a couple of zombies so I can see where you’re at.”
“I’m up here on the highway with too many Z’s around to be shooting willy nilly. In a straight line from San Carlos Point Road to you.”
“We have a couple of end loaders and skiddies up there; I will send you some transport and have the band thin them out.”
“The band? What, do you have a concert down there?”
“No, we have a big job down here, and we need you. The band is what we call the music trucks sent out to draw the zombies away. Some contractors have set us up so that we’re only dealing with a reasonable number of zombies at one time. It is pretty amazing. I’m almost grateful the Army was deployed, but I will explain that when you get here.” 
“All right, out.” Krupp hung up the phone, the sound of music from an approaching truck catching his ear. He looked over the cars and waved his rifle when the truck came into view. It stopped, did a hasty three-point turn, and slowly departed, drawing the zombies with it. 
Several loud shrieks signaled that the runners had spotted the music van. Fast feet slapped the pavement as they passed on their way to rush the vehicle. Krupp, with his suppressed M4, shot runners on the fringes while keeping low to a car’s hood. Assault rifles began shooting out the back, joined by shots coming in from the shoulder by an unseen source. The runners died and the shooting stopped as they simply controlled the slow ones. He was watching the mass of zombies following the truck when a front-end loader came from around the side of the horde, smashing and crushing everything in its path. Krupp realized that killing the slow ones with a gun was merely a waste of bullets compared to the devastation the machines could make in such a short time. 
“Need a ride?” the driver shouted when he got near. Lu and Krupp got up into the cab of the loader and marveled at the battle. Never in his day did Krupp imagine being escorted across a battlefield in full-out maneuvers without a care in the world.
 They walked into a manlift, which carried them cleanly over the wall of trailers. Both were impressed by the four-jointed boom’s ability to complete a one hundred and eighty degree loop to set them on the ground.
Lu pulled in closer and Krupp looked at her with a discerning eye. His marriage may have been stale, but it was way too soon for this. There was also something about her that made him nervous. 
She whispered, “Can we just completely forget about Stanley? I mean, he was bitten but I don’t want to have to mention what he was talking about, you know what I mean? Like the people on the boat you had to … well … let’s just say we hooked up and survived. Nobody needs to know any other details, am I right?” She smiled innocently as her large, soft eyes locked on his. He suddenly felt lust and hate at the same time and wondered how he was going to deal with her.
Krupp knew a shakedown when he saw it, but her timing was perfect. He couldn’t eliminate her when so many watched and he was forced to either agree to her terms right here, right now or face fate. He gave a single nod.
She wrapped her arm through his and smiled as she snuggled in close. “I am excited to meet all of your friends,” she said to what she thought was her new pet.
 



 
Chapter Four

Togetherness
 
 
“Sucks out there, don’t it?” Lisa said as she sat down across from Krupp, who had his daughter on his knee as if she were still a child on Christmas morning. A scene that Lisa never had herself, which left her envious.
“Thanks for taking care of my daughter,” he said with a guarded voice.
“Taking care of? It’s not like that. The chick watched my back during the shit fire in the hospital,” Lisa started only to be interrupted by Danny’s chant.
“Potty mouth, potty mouth.”
It wasn’t so bad the first time she heard it, but now she had a sneaking suspicion that he was talking about her. Krupp couldn’t help but smile, and Lisa continued on after glaring at Benson, who shrugged as if to say it is what it is.
“Then when they breached the compound, she must have dropped fifteen with that Marlin .22 Magnum she’s carrying.”
“She is a hell of a shot; better than her old man,” he replied with pride.
“So, what happened to Traynor?”
“I don’t know. We split when she wanted to go to her house first. She couldn’t keep her voice down and talked way too much, so I figured I was safer on my own. I heard multiple shots in the distance, but it was too far for me to get to in time, not to mention she didn’t have any rounds left that I knew of. I saw the horde but couldn’t tell if she was still there.”
“That sucks. I wish we could have all made it. It would have made things much easier.”
“Things? What things in particular?” Krupp asked as more people started to show up.
“I don’t know; whatever it is we decide to do, which is partly why we’re having this meeting. I picked Tyrell, who comes with Amber, Cat, Larry, Bret Junior, and that tall guy right there for my five. Benson picked you, Tommy, Malcolm—an old vet that he came in with—and two more who I don’t see, but I hope it’s someone dealing with the food.”
Benson was spot on. He grabbed a man who seemed to be running the kitchens in an impromptu fashion and another man who had started taking inventory on what was inside the trailers that made up their fortress; a number of which were reefers, which meant food.
 
Lisa stood up to call the meeting to order and started off with a matter-of-fact tone.
“I am going to start out with the things I feel are a must do and will follow it up with the optional info. I’m not doing this because I am in charge—because I’m not. We are all going to be in charge because the only thing bigger right now than the basic daily struggle to survive is the struggle find a long-term solution. We are not going to find a solution hiding out at the Sam’s Club. We had an Army major with us last night, and he suggested that we re-take the whole city. ‘Impossible,’ I thought. Now after thinking about it for a while, it is what we must do and we have to do it fast while the resources are still fresh.
“Okay, that is what is on the must-do list in my book; next, would be the question of what are we going to be?” Lisa said and waited for a response, which didn’t take long.
“What exactly do you mean?” Larry asked.
“Well, are we going to be a compound, where the walls are defended against all invaders? Or are we going to be what Hot Springs has always been: open to the public?”
“I can’t see it being manageable if we just let everybody in. I mean, there are a lot of bad people out there that we just can’t have here in town.” Krupp spoke up and a couple of people nodded, including the LARPer, Tyrell. 
“Wait a minute, this event was life changing, and those who might look bad, or may have been bad, might not be now. I think we need some bad on our side right now,” Amber, who was with Tyrell, spoke out.
“I had to kill a drug dealer early on yesterday; a carpenter named Buck, who is no longer with us, said the guy would have been a beast against zombies … so how do we play it?”
“Well, we are still Americans, and as such, I don’t see how we can deny another American refuge. If we have to put them out later, we will deal with that then.”
“I would rather have the gang bangers and shit in here defending us than messing with our people out in the field. Just have a couple of people assigning jobs as they come in; we’ll keep them busy enough to stay out of trouble,” the cook spoke up, trying to be helpful. And he was; Lisa had thought about the gangs that would form once they were put out.
“What if they just want supplies?” Amber asked, and Bret Junior cut the conversation off. Being a contractor, he was an expert at recognizing wasted time. 
“We don’t have the time to go through every detail of every issue. Our main goal should be getting this camp secure and figure out how we are going to take back the city.” His words rang true, but there was more to do than that. The incoming human population, as well as the existing, needed to be handled at the same time or it could all blow up in their faces.
“All right, let me see a show of hands,” Lisa jumped in. “Who in this groups thinks they would be better at dealing with the camp and followers?” 
Tommy, the cook, Amber, the tall man, and Benson raised their hands. “Okay, why don’t you five head over to that table over there and discuss how we want to set up the rules—who goes, who stays, and how they earn their keep. The rest of us will figure out the best way to reclaim the city. We’ll call this group ‘mission’ and the other … ‘personnel’.
“I’m thinking that we start at the beach and push them right out of the town,” Lisa continued, thinking it was the most obvious strategy. She was met with cold, dead eyes from everyone. “What?”
“You really haven’t spent much time thinking about it have you?” It was Cat who spoke as her father slapped her on the knee, giving her a parental stare about respect before he cracked a small smile.
“Oh, right. If y’all are so smart, what should we do?” Cat added, not willing to be stifled by her old man.
“Find an engineer,” Larry spouted out.
“Care to elaborate, Larry?” Lisa asked.
“Yeah, there is an inter-modal train yard down the highway a piece. We should drive as many up here as we can then use trucks, cranes, and trains to line them up just like we did the semis.”
“Why is inter-modal important?”
“Inter-modal is double stacked trains which means more boxcars to use for walls,” Krupp said.
“Yep, once we have our back covered, we push them into the sea,” Larry finished, and every one of them nodded their heads as they looked at the table.
“Okay, what is our biggest issue in enacting that plan?”
“Logistics,” five voices said as one, and then it was off and Bret was on a roll. 
“Larry, didn’t I see Eugene around here?” Larry nodded. “He is a crane operator for that silo company on the north side of Piney. Do they have something big enough?”
“Maybe, but the steel yard is closer and I know that Senna Boga and the Terrex they have there could lift some boxcars and we have a ton of unused flatbeds since we used all of the walled trailers here …”
The planning lasted until well into the afternoon, leaving Lisa’s head spinning. “Did you get all of that?” she asked Krupp as they walked away from the meeting.
“Yep,” he replied.
“Good, let me know if I start fucking it up.”
“Gladly. Look, I know that we have a little history, Lieutenant.”
“Lisa, call me Lisa. Rank doesn’t mean much anymore.”
“Okay, Lisa. The people here, they’re looking to you for answers so you should be the go-between for the two groups and you should get back down to that radio station and give out some encouragement. I’ll keep you updated on our status here in this group,” Krupp said.
Lisa looked at him for a long time before she made the decision to simply trust him. She was in over her head, and she needed people who could handle some of this stuff for her.
Benson came up and joined them with his own thoughts.
“We are going to need a team for recovery. There are a lot of technical and medical things we need, as well as munitions and … well, who’s to say? I want to put that together and get them going.”
“Okay,” Lisa said, not really knowing if he was asking or telling.
“Maybe we can pair them up with the crew we are going to put together for truck and fuel requisitions,” Krupp added, and soon he and Benson were deep in conversation about what they were doing as Lisa and Cat watched on. 
Lisa looked at Cat, who shrugged and said, “This is kind of up their alley.”
“I am not going to be ruled out because I’m a woman.”
“You’re not. I made some points and they all listened and are even planning on using my ideas. I know that Amber was very vocal in their group and listened to, so I don’t think it’s that.”
“What is it then?”
“Well,” she started off hesitantly. “You’re new to the area and don’t know the city that well and … well.”
“Well what?” Lisa demanded.
“You have kind of become something like a figurehead,” Cat said warily and then added, “And you really suck at planning things like logistics and stuff.”
“Figurehead? It has only been a day, for Christ sake, and already I’m nothing but a figurehead. I can do logistics; nobody has ever seen me with logistics so how would they know?” She stopped when she noticed that Krupp and Benson were watching her warily. “Is that what I am, a figurehead?”
Neither man wanted to answer her, because, in truth, she was a figurehead. Nobody planned it; it just happened. But she was a very powerful figurehead who could get the whole complex in an uproar with very little effort.
“Hey, come on now, Lisa, look how this whole thing started. You mention the inklings of a plan in the basement of the police precinct, and it was immediately taken out of your hands. What were the odds that you were going to run into the one person in these parts that would have the ability to set up something like this? You stood on the top of a mountain and pushed a snowball. That snowball has grown overnight to momentous proportions and is still growing. Thank God enough smart people jumped on board to help us get to this point, because to tell the truth … I couldn’t have done it,” Benson finished with his arms out to the side.
“I couldn’t have done it either; I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Krupp added.
“Yeah, me either. This is way beyond my expectations,” Lisa replied.
“Yet you did it. I know that you are an atheist and all, so I won’t use the term ‘god’ but there is a force or power that’s behind you right now, and you’re attracting the right people and they listen to you. You could do nothing for the rest of the time here and somehow you would still be the backbone of this operation. Don’t ask me why, it just is.”
“Wow, Art, that’s quite a mouthful. I don’t know how accurate it is but … wow.” 
“I don’t know how much any of us have to say about events happening around us,” Krupp began and then paused as if he was searching for the right words. “Not four hours ago, I stood up on the highway and scanned this compound, not knowing what to think. Then you came into view, Lisa, and I remembered how much I hated you just yesterday morning.”
Lisa’s eyes widened as she remembered the feeling of dread she felt. She stepped up to Krupp with her hand on her Glock.
“Relax, I didn’t even have one in the chamber,” he lied and continued on. “You see, I felt that my life was over. I was ready to live my life as a vagabond or a drifter or simply die. Then I saw this place and what was happening down here and knew that I had to be a part of it.”
“I’m calling bullshit on that one, Krupp,” Lisa said, making no bones about her attitude on it. “I felt it when you had your rifle trained on me. I felt like a deer on opening day and the feeling didn’t dissipate until Cat showed up. You were going to shoot me.”
“No, I wasn’t going to shoot you.”
Lisa stood at the chest of the large man, looking up at him, her voice unwavering with intimidation. “I need to know, Ed. I need you to look me in the eye and tell me that I was safe because I didn’t feel very safe when you had a rifle pointed at me.”
“Lisa, I spent the last month hating you for what I assumed was you ruining my career. I didn’t give you credit for your time served because I didn’t see it. After yesterday, the way you put Coleen down and pushed me and Traynor away, I hated you. I had to do some things that I am not proud of the last couple of days but being a murderer wasn’t one of them,” Krupp lied again. “This morning, when I had you in my sights, all of that came back to me. I wouldn’t have pulled the trigger because I am not a coward who kills and runs … I face the music and my fights head on. I will be honest though; I wanted you dead.”
“So what changed that will make it so I can trust that you will have my back?”
“First it was Benson and how he said you stepped up to save him and his kids several times yesterday. It’s how you got the people behind you and initiated this whole thing, whatever this thing may be. And as icing, you were a friend to Cat when she thought she didn’t have anybody left, and you never made mention of our strained relationship. I was wrong about you, Lisa. I want—I need—to be your friend,” Krupp said in a way that was more honest than the day he proposed to his wife. 
Lisa stared at him for a long time before replying. 
“Fresh foot, Ed, I can do that. The past is gone and the future is ours. Peace?” Lisa said, knowing that she would remember that there will always be a line or an edge with Krupp that she would never be able to cross.
“Peace,” Krupp returned, and Lisa surprised him with a genuine hug, which he returned, albeit reluctantly.
She turned to Benson. “All right, I’ll be the figurehead since I really don’t want to interfere with what you got going and would probably muck it up. I have some other things that I want to take care of anyway,” she said, thinking of the conversation she needed to have with the mysterious Ally, who was still unconscious in the hospital. “But when I get back, I need to know how we are going to keep the power and water on as well as the other infrastructure issues.”
“The hydroelectric plant up north will keep us going for a couple of days but we’ll have to get a handle on it for indefinite use. We already have a small crew up there keeping the spillways open. Take a radio with you when you go, cell phones are dying out,” Krupp added.
“Hydroelectric plant, do we need to protect it?” Lisa asked.
“Good call, we should also consider the propane storage facility and a few other places as places that need to be looked at. The job just keeps getting bigger.”
“I was surprised at the group you chose to head up, Benson.”
“That expansion phase is better handled by people with construction and military types. I’m better with working the population.”
“I thought that you were a soldier, Art?” Lisa asked.
“I was; just not with the military,” he replied in a way that made it clear that he wasn’t saying more. Lisa shrugged it off before she continued.
“Have you seen Tonka around?”
“No. Sorry, no one has seen him since the zombie breakthrough last night,” Benson said.
Lisa felt her heart drop through her chest. She felt kind of lost for a couple of seconds. She didn’t even like dogs until yesterday and now … was he gone?
“How about Skit? Where’s he at?”
“Ahhh, tied to a chair in the AT&T building since he tried to cave in your head with a chunk of rebar.”
“Really? He just didn’t want me to kill his friend who had turned is all that was.”
“He still hit a cop,” Krupp jumped in, having heard the story.
“Yeah, look … I’ll catch up with you in a couple of days. I have to see to some things.”
“A couple of days? What the …”
“Don’t worry, you’ll hear your figurehead on the radio a couple of times before then,” she finished and walked off, leaving them to wonder and watch as she headed toward the AT&T building.
“Kind of a smartass, isn’t she?” Krupp said to Benson under his breath.
“Yeah, but she grows on you.”
“So does fungus,” Krupp said, which made Benson glance at him sharply. “I’m just sayin’.” 
Benson nodded his head and then looked into Krupp’s eyes full on so there was no mistaking that he meant what he said. “Don’t draw a bead on her again, Ed. She’s good people, whether you like her or not. We need her. The people need her. Just so you know; this … is a warning.” 
“Hopefully those days are gone,” Krupp said as he slapped Benson on his shoulder before catching up to Cat and heading toward the lunch line—which is what it was being called regardless what time of day it was.
 



 
Chapter Five

Skitter Pop
 
 
Lisa entered the AT&T building to find Ernie, whom she had almost forgotten about, standing guard over Skit. He stood looking out the window with one foot up on a chair like he was in an old western movie. She could tell from a couple of welts and the glare Skit had for Ernie that the kid had slapped his prisoner more than once.
“Did you hit him, Ernie?” she said as she came up behind. 
He straightened up and looked at Lisa, startled. “Ah, no … I mean, he tried to escape but other than that, no. We got along real well, didn’t we, Skitter Pop?” Ernie said in a manner that reminded Lisa of a big brother who was trying to intimidate his little brother from telling his mom what happened while she was at work. He was trying to be the big man by intimidating a bound man and treating her like an idiot for not being able to see through it.
“Escape? To where?” Lisa had the sudden urge to hit Ernie. She didn’t know if it was the situation on the bridge when he abandoned Tanner or just his cocky smartass attitude right here in front of her. Either way, it was enough. It only took a second before Ernie was on the floor looking up at her in shock, rubbing his chin. She stooped down and took the .357 out of his holster and the speed loader packs from his belt. She then grabbed the .38 out of his boot holster and noticed that he was wearing a pair of three hundred dollar boots designed for just that purpose. She had seen them advertised and thought then that it was overkill to be purchased only by the most lame. 
“No guns for you, Ernie; not until you grow up and learn some consideration for others. Got it? Good. I catch you with one again and it will not go well … I mean it.”
She then walked over to Skit and threw the .357 on his lap before she cut the zip tie that bound his wrists. He started to say something, but she cut him off.
“Shut up and come with me. We got some work to do.” They were outside when Skit caught up to her.
“Hey, he’s not the kind of guy to take something like what just happened lightly, you know?”
“What, is he going to hit me with a chunk of rebar?”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I was just … reactin’; you know?”
“I do know, Skit. I didn’t want to shoot Buck either, especially since this was all his idea. I thought he was a gonad at first, but he turned out to be topnotch and I am going to miss him.”
“Whooah, what the hell was that?! Emotion? Compassion? I mean you’re not all of a sudden going to melt on me, are you?”
“Yeah, real great. The woman who has saved your life every day since she met you, and you’re going to start kicking her when she is down? Real nice.”
“So you understand why I hit you. Am I forgiven?” Skit asked.
“Skit …” she paused and looked at him for several seconds, wondering how she was going to word what she wanted to say. It wasn’t a crush or anything romantic at all, it was just …
“You’re like, my only friend, okay? I know we just met yesterday, but there was a connection; even when I thought you were a drug addict. That’s why I didn’t shoot you. I never really had a friend before because of who my parents were and how we moved a lot. I never needed a friend, but with everything that’s happening …”
“It’s cool, I get it. I am the complete opposite, in that most of the people in this city are, or were, my friends. You’re really creeping me out right now, so could you go back to the Raging Reynolds? It’s somehow safer,” Skit said sarcastically, and she smiled, not knowing if that should have hurt her feelings or made her laugh.
“It’s Lisa, by the way.”
“I know that, wait … are you sayin’ I can call you that, or somethin’?”
“You can call me Lisa as long as you remember that these people have to realize that I am still in charge.”
“I get that. We cool. I appreciate you understanding why I hit you.”
“I understand. The fuckers at the hospital only shaved a part of my head for the stitches, so we’re going to have to remedy that.”
“I can help you there. I went to cosmetology school and worked in the field before Jonah started paying me too much money.”
A stereotypical flashing red light went off in her head. She didn’t want to categorize and she could tell he was just waiting for her to ask, so she did.
“Are you gay, Skit?”
“Couldn’t resist, could you? You just had to ask … why is that, I wonder?”
“Are you?”
“Make your play, woman, and find out,” he said with a smirk and kept on walking.
“Fucker.”
“You really do have a potty mouth, you know.”
****
“That girl was messed up,” Skitter said after they left the hospital and geared up before heading to the wall.
“Yeah, poor kid. At least we now have a name and description.”
“Nope.”
“What do you mean nope?” Lisa said.
“You got yourself an 8x10 glossy. Mount Ida Hospital was just a branch of this one, so his picture was in the lobby on the wall and when I say ‘was,’ I mean was. I took some copies and passed them off to that tall guy … what was his name?” Skit said before pulling a gently rolled high-resolution photo. 
“Mitch. His name is Mitch, if I remember right.” She looked at the photo and somehow felt deflated because the serial killer the area had feared for so long looked so plain. Not tall or short, full head of hair but not quite. A half-smile with medium lips. She felt that the only extraordinary thing about him was that he was so pasty white. White to the point where he almost matched his lab coat, his blue eyes a startling contrast. His plainness almost took the fight right out of her, but then she noticed something behind the smile that—when combined with the emotionless eyes, left her gut hollow. She was looking for hate; this man had no hate.
He only had pleasure. A mocking superiority cast to his features that put the rest of humanity beneath him.
“Do you really think it is the Skinner?” asked Skit, referring to the street name the pre-apocalypse slayer had been labeled with.
“I do. His MO fits with his training, and he has studied all over the world. Some of the techniques in his murders imply things like acupuncture, leeching, and of course … the neck tie.”
“The neck tie, does that mean what I think it means?”
“Yes, it does,” Lisa said gravely. “I was looking for someone with at least some medical training, if not working in the field, so this makes sense. I wonder if he would have left the girl alive if the zombies hadn’t arrived.”
“Well …” Skit started, and then stopped, not knowing if he should continue.
“Well what?”
“Well, she is just a kid, and she has a pretty good gash on her head from that propeller, not to mention what she had gone through to get here.”
“Yes, so what are you trying to say?”
“Can you trust her information?” Skit asked, not knowing how Lisa would react to it.
“That’s kind of the deal with witnesses and information in general, Skit. You can never take any of it at one hundred percent. Five witnesses at a crime scene can describe a car or a person in five different ways because each person looks at things differently, but this is different.”
“How so?”
“Well, she knew the man. He was her doctor and had been her doctor for years before today. She was seeing him on a routine low stress visit when it all went down, so I think there is a lot of credibility behind her words,” Lisa said as they started to climb the ladder at one of the exit points to the compound.
“Okay, so you find him and arrest him; then what? I mean, there aren’t many judges left and jail isn’t an option.” 
His statement caused Lisa to smile in a way that sent shivers up his spine.
“There is a new type of justice in the world, Skit. I might not be a judge, but in today’s new world, I can certainly be the executioner.” 
Skit nodded his head; he knew she would feel that way, but he was surprised at how candid she was about it.
“So, why aren’t we taking the Chrysler or your truck?”
“In the future we will, but right now, we have to get a feel for the land. A lot has to happen for us to take back the city, Skit. And I need to know how it feels.”
“The city. You mean the entire city, like free of zombies and shit?”
“Yep. The whole city reclaimed; that is the goal, and we don’t have much time to do it. They are thinking that a couple of hundred people will trickle in over the next couple of weeks. My gut tells me it will be a lot more than that … much, much more.” 
Lisa watched the two men lower the ladder into cleared streets. She secured her gear and made sure that an acquired machete and her baton were accessible. Gunfire this close to the encampment exit would not be good, because of noise and the potential to shoot someone still living. She checked out Skit’s gear—Colleen’s .45 that Lisa acquired and the #8 rebar that he had hit her over the head with—and shrugged at the sparsity of it. He had enough to watch her back, but only barely just enough.
It was the scream of a runner that greeted her first steps on the outside, and she spun with her baton instantly in hand. The runner was around a corner in battle with a skid loader that was making quick work of it. She flinched as she saw the rolling mass of bloody flesh and bone being pushed into a pile by a large front-end loader, and she wondered what kind of world they were going to live in. Was everyone going to become so desensitized that we would no longer be truly human? How important was it to go after one killer when there were so many slaughters happening right in front of her? She wished that she had the answers, but the truth was she didn’t and she didn’t know if she ever would.
“Before we deal with him, we’re going to do a little recon of the city and see what kinds of resources are still available,” Lisa whispered to Skit once they had tucked in behind some houses. “We also have to get to the radio station and do another broadcast. Rumor has it that some National Guard troops have set up there, as well as at the armory by the court house, so consider those our safe zones. Keep your revolver in your holster with the safety off and don’t use it until I say so. I have the suppressor on my M4, so I’ll do the shooting until you’re needed, all right? Just use that rebar and keep your eyes open.”
“I feel like someone’s watching us already. You don’t think that the Skinner was on to you, do you?” Skit said nervously as he scanned the area. “I wish Tonka wouldn’t have been swarmed last night.”
“Swarmed? You saw that?” 
Skit put his head down, looking at the ground. “Sorry, I thought that you knew.”
“I knew he was missing, but I didn’t know … well, how did it happen?”
“He was with a group of larger dogs. Some of them even had flack vests, so I assume that they were cop dogs.”
“Cops, just cops, or K9s,” Lisa explained.
“They tore into the far end of the line and held it until the zombie mass swallowed them up. I don’t see how any could have survived.” 
“Damn,” Lisa said, trying to control her emotions and feeling the throb from the rebar come back to her head. She put her hand to her forehead and looked at Skit, trying to keep the tears from her eyes. “I sure am glad that you hit like a girl.” 
She pushed out before making a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob. The tears started to well in her eyes as she looked at Skit who was suddenly her only friend in the world. 
“I didn’t even know that I liked dogs until yesterday.” Her hands shook as she tried to control her emotions. She loved him. She just met him but she loved him, and now he was gone. “No, don’t touch me or it will get worse. I can save it until we get to my apartment.”
“Your apartment?”
“Yeah, water and power is still on, so hopefully we can get a shower in. I got some clothes you can wear; being gay, you’ll be comfortable in them,” she chided, trying to wriggle confirmation.
“Who said I was gay? You got some twisted fantasies, girl.” Skit slowed and put two fingers on the inside of her elbow, slowing her as he indicated what he saw up ahead. 
“Looters. Yeah, I don’t get people. Something like this going on and they’re worried about crap they can’t eat,” Lisa said about a group of thugs a couple of blocks away. “There’s nothing the two of us can do about it now. We’ll just have to let the compound take care of them when they start clearing buildings this afternoon.”
“I’m not concerned with what they are stealing; it’s what they represent that has me worried. Look at their flag.”
“Stars and bars. I see them all over down here, so what?”
“Look again. That circle in the center has been added, and it ain’t good,” Skit said as he drew farther into the alley.
Lisa looked closer and saw the warped swastika built within the design of the centered circle. Fuck! The last thing we need is fucking racists.
“Come on, Skit. We don’t hide from people like that,” Lisa said, and walked to the center of the intersection, still a block away from the group of looters. She looked for a reason to go and confront them that went beyond the acquisition of items but didn’t see anything. The holder of their flag stepped out and made it evident that she had been seen. She put the M4 up to her eye just to see how brave boy wonder really was. As suspected, he tucked in behind a car and Lisa lowered her rifle before she and Skit moved off into the direction they needed to go, leaving the looters behind.
“Why the fuck did you do that?” Skit asked.
“It’s good to let them know that they are being watched, Skit. Cowards and asshole should always have to look over their shoulder.”
***
A drape fell back into place as if it had been stirred by a simple, small breeze. He too had been watching the looters. He had no problems with them being racists—or assholes of any sort, for that matter. He was above that. He liked tough guys. Tough guys, when they broke, offered the most pleasure. The satisfaction of seeing a man who could crush him weeping helplessly at his feet was enough stimulate his needs beyond capacity. Much pleasure and much joy in seeing them beg, but now there was a woman who dared to face them, as if in challenge. It must be her. What luck. Fate had smiled; oh, what pure joy. She was special; he could see it. 
She deserves a gift, he thought as he looked once again at the redneck holding the flag. He would find something special for the woman who was going to add so much to his life.
***
Charlie watched as his old man secured a house after almost being swarmed back at the truck yard. There were so many characteristics that he expected from the man, but there were also some that surprised him. His dad had always walked around with the world-is-full-of-pussies attitude, to the point where Charlie felt there was no compassion in his dad at all.
He was surprised when they found the old lady in the house and his father became as gentle as anyone could be while he lifted her into her wheelchair from the closet where she had hidden. The woman cried when she saw what the zombies had done to her home. When she realized that her husband was nowhere to be found and what that meant, she was overwhelmed with grief. 
Charlie could tell there were those with them that felt the woman should be left behind, abandoned to the world they now lived in, but Solomon wouldn’t have it. 
“You go; I’ll either catch up with you or … not,” his dad had said. 
“I’ll stay with you, Dean.” Kodiak, who they had rescued from the club, stepped forward. Charlie heard a few others step up and say the same, but he didn’t pay attention. Once Kodiak stepped up, Charlie—being a young pubescent male and Kodiak being a perfectly shaped professional dancer—was helpless to whatever she wanted.
“Can you get me my medicines out of the cupboard there?” the old woman asked while pointing toward a kitchen cabinet next to the sink. 
Lester headed over to the cabinet and opened it, finding a large supply of varied drugs.
“Take the antibiotics and the oxycodone; I won’t be needing those. Hand me the Fentanyl and Ambien.”
“You’re not going to mix those are you?” Lester asked, concerned.
 “Oh young man, one is for pain and the other to calm my nerves a bit. They should never even come in contact with each other,” the woman said as she placed a Fentanyl patch on her upper arm. “Could one of you ladies wheel me into my room? I would like to change.”
“Sure, I can help you with that,” offered Sue, a woman they had rescued from the Econo Lodge the day before after a run-in with a giant horde at the Walmart.
Charlie’s dad surprised him. When he was handed the over/under twelve gauge, he thought that it would only be a couple of hours until his old man was dead because Charlie hated him that much. At one point, he even had him lined up in his sights, but then zombies came and destroyed the opportunity. Since that time, Charlie started to see things in his old man that were very Charlie-like, so he decided to simply watch for a while and see what came up.
 
“What’s your name, sweetheart?” the woman asked of the one pushing her chair.
“Sue, and yours?”
“Lillian. Would you grab me that dress on the left-hand side of the closet, please?”
“Sure; the black one?”
“Yes, that’s the one. Probably not zombie appropriate, but if we are in our last days then I want to at least look my best.” 
“I get that, Lillian. We are kind of on the run, though, so you might want to be a little more practical,” Sue said as she pulled the dress out of the closet.
“Oh, honey, my running days are long gone,” Lillian said lightheartedly at first, but then a bitter tone came to her voice. “My children have become zombies, as have their children. They devoured my husband while I listened to it from the closet where he stuck me. I told him not to open the door. But it’s Donny! he said, as if he couldn’t help himself.”
“I know … it’s been rough for all of us, Lillian, but it’s up to us to survive and keep humanity on the map. Or at least that’s what Dean says.” Sue didn’t know if she quite believed it herself but would follow along until a better plan came to her.
“I emptied the bottle of Ambien, Sue. I already feel its effects. I remember this town so many years ago, when it was young. The cars were big and boxy and people used to dress up to go meet at the bowling alley or the fair. Going out was something special then and you took effort to look your best,” Lillian said, as if she never even mentioned that she just took a handful of pills that would kill her. 
“I’ll be right back, Lillian,” Sue said, not sure what she should do about it.
“That’s all right, Martha; take your time. Donny will be home soon to take care of the younger ones, and Steven and I will be leaving for the game. You’re welcome to ride with us. The Bellaire has a large back seat.”
“Ah, okay. Just wait here.”
“Of course, I’ll just put on my jewelry while you talk to Stan.”
Sue walked out to the other room, right to Dean, who was talking to Kodiak and Charlie.
“Dean, this chick has gone batty.”
“What do you mean, Sue? She’s a sweet old lady,” Kodiak replied.
“No, she swallowed a fistful of Ambien and is starting to hallucinate. She called me Martha and you Stan, and she is putting on jewelry so we can all pile into the Bellaire and head off to the game together.”
Dean listened but then paused for a second, even reaching out and grabbing Kodiak’s arm to stop her from going into the bedroom.
“What are you doing? That woman needs help,” Kodiak exclaimed.
“No, she doesn’t. Let her go on her own terms, Kodi. She has a good memory playing out. Let’s go with it. Just follow my lead,” Dean said before heading back into the bedroom with Sue.
“Martha, who is this man?” Lillian asked as she stuck Fentanyl patches around her collarbone, like beads of a necklace. She had two pinched on to her earlobes as though they were the finest of jewelry.
“This is Dean. He is a friend of Stan, and this is his wife, Kodi.” Sue didn’t know anything about medicine, but she did know when someone was high, and Lillian was flying.
“Pleasure meeting you, Lillian. I sure hope those Panthers win tonight,” Dean said.
“Oh dear, they haven’t won against a Little Rock school for years, so don’t get your hopes up. That might change when those bussing rules come into effect and we get some of those Negros shipped in,” Lillian said, making the others cringe in hopes that several of their companions didn’t get offended by the woman’s historical thought process. Charlie even leaned back and looked out the door, but they were all too busy collecting supplies to hear anything.
Dean figured she was talking about a game they went to way back in the sixties. He grabbed her wrist for a pulse and felt something ever so slight. Her breathing was also slowing as the multiple Fentanyl patches leeched into her skin. She sat back in her wheelchair, looked at the group surrounding her, and flashed a bright but reserved smile.
“I don’t think that I will be going to the game tonight, friends.” She then stared at the mirror without taking a breath. Thirty seconds later, she breathed twice more and looked at Sue. “Live, Sue. Restore humanity.” 
Her voice was barely a whisper, her final thoughts based in reality along with all of the horrors that it entailed. Her fingers stiffened and her eyes glazed over as her jaw clenched tight. A minute later, she took her last breath and Sue cried. She didn’t know why she cried; she didn’t know Lillian, but she cried regardless. Maybe it was the culmination of what could have been a perfect life ending on such bloody terms. Or it could have been the loss of her own family at the Econo Lodge finally coming through. She didn’t know. She didn’t care. She just needed to let loose and weep.
 



 
Chapter Six

Dreads
 
 
“So, I think we should keep to the wooded areas as much as we can,” Lisa said.
“You are nuts, aren’t you? We need to see these things from a distance. I say streets, alleys, and walkways. We have a long way to go on foot, and I don’t want to get cornered in some trees,” Skit replied after they had made it a few blocks away from the compound.
“All right.”
“All right? That’s it? All right?” Skit stepped past her and started following the straightest path, keeping to the sides and looking before he crossed an intersection or alley. They tucked into shadows or buildings as small groups or single zombies strolled past. 
It wasn’t until they were a mile out and over halfway to their destination that they started to see the first signs of activity. The next street east was lit up, working as a beacon within the darkened city. The sound of several large diesel engines filled the air.
“What’s going on over there?” Skit asked, wondering if there were other factions at work in his town.
“We’re drawing them in to certain areas in the city where we can block them up and crush them at our leisure.” Lisa tried to lighten the morbidity of it all—giant machines rolling piles of human bodies over and over, creating mountains of flesh.
An enclosed-cab, newer-model bulldozer spun around to scrutinize the two. If they would have just stood in place, the operator would have done something with his lights to draw them in, but Lisa waved so the driver knew that they weren’t zombies and he turned back to his work.
The street where the operator worked glistened, wet from blood and crushed bowels and bladder with scattered pieces of body and brain lying here and there as a testament to the carnage required to take back the city. These were the survivors’ friends, neighbors, and coworkers being crushed and killed. The psychological impact was bound to be overwhelming in time, but right now, people operated out of shock and need. 
If they were successful, they would be living in a world where every living soul would suffer extreme PTSD. The vision of a world like that shook Lisa to her core, but what choice did they have? Would the world be destroyed by the zombie plague or would it die from the calloused souls who inherit it? Lisa didn’t know or care; she just knew it sucked. 
Lisa found herself thinking of the dead as nothing but cordwood or diseased animals. She no longer looked at them as if they were human, or anything that remotely resembled human. They were the turkeys being composted after an H1N1 virus swept through the barn. They were the cattle herd stricken with a plague, and must be destroyed or the healthy will also become ill. A harsh reality, but reality nonetheless and it was their reality. 
“I feel like something is following us.” 
Skit’s voice snapped Lisa out of her dark thoughts. “I know; I’ve felt it since we broke away from the wall at the compound. Zombies don’t track people like that. It would be too much of a coincidence to be the good doctor since he is unaware of our intent as of yet.”
“So who is it?”
“I don’t know; maybe Benson or Krupp sent someone out to watch over us?” Lisa replied, knowing that both men had a protective streak. She doubted it was Cat—she had been given a lot of responsibilities inside the compound. Maybe it was one of the National Guard troopers or a reservist who had shown up?
“I bet it is that cop, Ernie,” Skit said.
“Ernie? Who are you trying to kid? That little shit wouldn’t have the balls to follow us out here. Besides, Krupp has kind of taken Ernie under his wing. Seems he knew Ernie’s family.”
“I don’t know; he was pretty upset at the way you humiliated him back there in the AT&T store.” Skit hoped Lisa wouldn’t just blow off the kid; in Skit’s mind, that could be dangerous.
“I know. I was pretty hard on the kid, but he grates on me. I have also seen and heard several things that make me believe that he’ll be trouble, so I wanted to nip it in the bud right there. That boy has some growing up to do before he can be trusted. I think he actually likes what’s happening.” 
“You’re kidding, right? I mean, nobody could like this.”
“I would like to say that I am kidding, but I just don’t know… Keep your eyes peeled on our back trail,” Lisa cautioned.
“Back trail, what is that? Some kind of cop talk? What’s wrong with saying behind us?”
“Shut up, Skit, and pay attention. Besides, cop talk would be ‘watch our six’.”
“Watch our six? That doesn’t even make sense.”
“Shut up, Skit, all right? Just shut up.”
***
The radio station had been secured by three National Guardsmen who had heard the earlier broadcast. One of them was a radio junkie, so the three of them decided to set up camp and help out until something else came up. This wasn’t the first group of Guard troops to show up, but none of them seemed to have anyone at the helm. It was just small or partial squads here and there showing up and pitching in. Not being Regular Army, it was only fitting that they fell into the role of protecting the only thing they knew: their city. 
Ralph was the radio junkie and held a tech position with the public radio station in the city, and the other two just tagged along. One was a loan officer at one of the banks, and the other worked the ticket counter at the local Greyhound station. Either way, Lisa felt more comfortable having some fire support at the station. 
They walked into the building, which now had blackened windows and dimmed lights in order to not draw attention. The stifled rumble of generators and the soft hum of electronic equipment filled the building as they made their way toward the stairs and up to Tasha in the broadcast room.
“Well, you look rested,” Lisa said to the woman. She had expected her to have bags under her eyes from being up all night, broadcasting.
“Yes, I am. I looped some info feeds and music to get a couple hours of sleep, and then Ralph showed up and he has been taking some spots. Thanks for sending over food.”
“Hey, we gotta eat it up before it goes bad,” Lisa said, having no idea that someone had the foresight to send over some supplies. “So what do you want me to talk about today?”
“I was thinking about that. Originally, I wanted to do some inspirational things, but that starts to wear on people and might make things worse. So what if we treat things more as a progress report and ideas for what we want to accomplish in the future?” Tasha suggested.
“I have a lot of info there for ya, but we have to spend a little time remembering those we have lost.”
“I agree. At twelve and six, we ring a bell three times for a moment of silence just for that specific purpose. We can’t forget the loss we have suffered today.” 
Lisa was thrown off; she expected Tasha to say ‘sacrificed’ instead of loss because that was the buzz word going around, There was no sacrifice; sacrifice meant to give up of oneself for a higher goal. This was just loss, and every sacrifice brought them closer to annihilation. This was nothing but loss. Senseless, valueless loss. No sacrifice for a loftier goal, as Harold had done for his family.
Lisa got an idea and once again that scummy political feeling dropped in. She couldn’t help it; people had to come together or there would be nothing but bad until humanity finally faded away, leaving the dead to rule the world. If a little persuasion, or maybe even manipulation, could do that then she would give it a try. It was harder for her, being an atheist, because she couldn’t pull that “God card” out and play it. That would be too much of a lie to play through. She went into the broadcast booth and took her seat as Alabama Shakes was cuing down on the broadcast.
 
“That was Alabama Shakes. I have someone special here to talk to you all—Lieutenant Reynolds—and she is going to share with you some of the things that have popped since yesterday,” Tasha said and gave Lisa the nod.
Lisa wasn’t going to get into pleasantries or anything that could waste time. One second without information could lead to one life in the world ending.
“We do have a compound or safe zone set up in the Sam’s Club parking lot off Martin Luther King Highway. Stay away from the equipment you will see on the way; they are trying to attract the dead, not the living. So if you want to avoid getting shot, stay away from the machines. The operators will see you and try to get you help, but keep moving. There is food, showers, water, as well as other items you may need. The hospital and some medical staff are under our umbrella, so if you’re sick, you can get help. If you are bitten … well, you know what you have to do.
“I have met a lot of incredible people over the last day and a half. One man in particular stands out. His name was Howard. Howard had been bitten. He didn’t want to die, but more than that, he didn’t want to come back and eat someone or infect his daughter or wife. So he asked me to do something that I never would have considered in the old world, but for Howard, I would do it. Because Howard came to me with honor and integrity. We argued still, but in the end, I put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger. Complete strangers to me, and complete strangers to Howard, collected his body and carried it with them until they could bury him with the consideration he deserved. Howard didn’t die for nothing. His sacrifice wasn’t senseless. Howard died for love. Howard died for the love of his family, true, but he also died for his love of humanity … his love of life.
“Another man, named Michael,” Lisa started again after a pause, “was bitten on his ankle, but he knew the results. They all seem to say that you can feel it as the infection burns through your veins, and makes your heart and skin boil. Mike launched himself out of the back of my own pickup truck and into the path of four runners. Several of the living would have died if he hadn’t made that move … that decision. Michael sacrificed himself so that strangers could live. So that people he had never met before could carry on the precious commodity that we call life.
“I am telling these stories in hope that you realize how important these lives are, even in their last seconds on earth. We need every one of you to get to the compound, so if you see other survivors, don’t shoot at them. We have what you need, and you are what we need, so there is no reason to kill anyone. The reclaiming of the city is underway and we need more hands to get it done. I also need you to be aware that there are bad people out there too; be careful and don’t turn your back on anyone you don’t trust. The best streets to use are …” 
Lisa carried on with the pertinent basics of her message, but she had one more call to battle she wanted to put out there before signing off. “I know we have all been through a lot these last couple of days. Truth is; it’s been a fucking nightmare. We have experienced loss, deep resounding loss, and senseless death without value or meaning. Now, I can’t tell you that there is no death at the compound, because there is. We call it sacrifice because we, when we fight together, are making a sacrifice so that others may live. We need you and you need us, or our deaths are meaningless … our lives, a waste of time. Join us so that we can live or die together. Not a great offer, but it’s all I got, and it beats the hell out of the alternative.”
Lisa sat back from the mic and looked at Tasha as she put on a news loop from Minnesota that she had scavenged off the airwaves the night before. Lisa felt as if nobody heard her—that she wasted several hours getting there for nothing. She was unaware that the compound had practically shut down so that no one would miss a word of what she said. They cheered and laughed, some exclaiming it was the first time someone in charge was being honest with them. She unknowingly cemented a bond with those under her protection and created a yearning in those who were still working their way toward Hot Springs.
“That was really good, Lisa,” Tasha said.
“But?” 
“Hmmm, I don’t know. Times like these, a lot of people will bring up this faith or that. It gives people hope.”
“Yeah, that is not something I can do; people would see through it. I am probably the only Hispanic to be raised as an atheist.”
“An atheist, really? Hmm … so what motivates you to do what you’re doing?”
“You mean the compound and everything? That’s simple. Life. Life is what motivates me. And the potential survival of the human race. I don’t need God to show me what needs to be done.”
“Easy girl, I meant no harm. I was just curious.”
“Sorry, I have run into a lot of religious zealots in my day and have no desire to get into that discussion again.”
“Excuse me, Tasha. Could I say something to the people?” Skit asked.
“Absolutely. Let’s tape it and I will play it in a couple of hours, after this news loop is done.”
“What’s the news loop about?”
“Demons, believe it or not. Here let me set you up with some headphones before I start in with Skitter Pop.”
“Ah, just Skit … okay?”
“Okay.”
 
After talking to the Guard troops who had stationed themselves there, Lisa learned that heavy equipment was actually checking on them every half hour and refugees streamed by from time to time. The street was an official route for refugees and was a main focus for the resistance.
Resistance? Is that what we are? A resistance? Lisa wondered and decided to come up with a more appropriate name for what they were doing here.
After they left the station, she and Skit had a few cleared blocks that they could almost leisurely walk through … until they hit an unsecured area and they started seeing small groups of Z’s almost immediately. It was approximately a twenty-block stretch from that point to where she wanted to go. Lisa hoped it wouldn’t take all night to get there because she was starting to get weary.
They ducked and hid behind dumpsters, alcoves, and corners long before being spotted by anything other than Z’s trapped inside buildings. A constant tick, tick, tick on the pavement seemed to follow them at a distance as they went. It was so constant she thought it was one of Skit’s shoes squeaking.
“What the hell is that, Skit?” she whisper-shouted.
“That ticking sound? I don’t know, but it has been following us since we left the compound. I told you about it earlier.”
“You said it felt like we were being watched.”
“I’m sure I mentioned the footsteps too.” 
Lisa was just about to walk back and surprise whatever was following them when a larger group of zombies came around the corner up ahead, catching them in the open and unprepared.
“Shit.” It was exactly where they didn’t want to be. A solid brick wall lined the sidewalk beside them. No trashcans or dumpsters, not even an alcove to defend.
“Here!” Skit started running across the street toward what looked to be an alley, but was more just a pathway between buildings.
Lisa followed, cringing at the sound of his full voice. She watched as slow-moving corpses followed them across the street, knowing that a runner was bound to show up soon. The telltale scream came in the form of two behind her, coming from the opposite corner. She turned with her M4 already on her shoulder and dropped the closest with three shots but missed the second when she stumbled over the curb to the sidewalk. She ran into the alley as she heard Skit grunting while he swung his rebar at two slow movers already in the alley. His bar got stuck when he caved in the head of a teenage girl who wanted nothing more than to listen to Taylor Swift as she gnawed on his femur.
Lisa took out the second one over his shoulder and turned to face down the remaining runner, now dangerously close. She tracked him up his right forearm; elbow … chest … neck … until she finally got to his head, sending gray matter spraying out the back, and she kicked herself for not training on a more regular basis.
“Get that door open, Skit!” 
“It’s locked! Who locks a door during the zombie apocalypse?” 
“Use your .45 and blow through the deadbolt … do it now, man!” Lisa was getting close to panic. For some reason, she wasn’t slipping into the zone where everything clicked, but then she had been hit on the head just the night before. 
The sound of Skit’s .45 reverberated off the narrow walls of the alley, and Lisa glanced to see how he did. She had to remind herself he wasn’t a cop as she saw how he tried to blow out the lock.
She grabbed his gun barrel and set it where she wanted it as she continued to fire at the slow movers. She heard more screams and knew that some runners would be following up behind the swarm.
“Turn your face away and pull the trigger, Skit.” Lisa said a prayer that it was a hollow-core steel door and not one filled with concrete. A loud report combined with the spray of metal fragments, and the door popped open. All they had time to do was get inside before the zombies were on them. They rushed across the large warehouse room to another door, just inches ahead of the zombies, hoping to get it closed but knowing they wouldn’t have time to block it. The room was filling with zombies before they located another door that opened into an older brick portion of the building. The contraption was more of a room divider than a door; there was no lock, but it did latch. The room was empty so there was nothing to pile, even if they had the time. Skit ran full bore to the other side of the room and panicked when the first door he came to was locked, so he rolled down to the next.
Lisa crab walked backward, providing cover fire in three-round bursts. Fuck, what was I thinking coming out here without an army? 
“Lisa, over here!” Skit shouted from behind her.
“Reloading!” she shouted back. 
Skit pulled the .45 and fired five of the seven rounds into the heads of four Z’s before Lisa was back in action and next to him. 
“Reload,” she said as they backed through the open door into absolute darkness. 
There was a lock on the knob, so they engaged it before backing away toward the other side of the room. Lisa hit a switch and a tactical light on the end of her barrel fired up. Skit switched out his speed loader in the dim light then they started looking for an exit. The light shining on the door they had passed through showed that the frame was pushing inward.
Another door revealed itself in the dim light, and they hoped it was on an outside wall. Old brick buildings with long, narrow alleyways between them made up this part of town. Skit cracked the door open, only to close it again.
“Zombies.”
“How many?” 
“I don’t know; seven, ten, or fifteen. It could be a hundred.”
“Okay, we gotta go for it.”
“What the f…”
“We can’t get trapped in here, Skit. We have to get out in the open where there might be help.” 
Skit looked down at the revolver in his hand, even though he couldn’t see in the dark. Lisa could feel his trepidation, but he had held up well and took out four zombies as she reloaded. He could do this; she knew it. 
“Hey, just guide and fire as I reload. We’ll make it.” As if to emphasize her encouragement, the crashing of old brick, brittle mortar, and a steel doorframe slammed into the room, flooding it with dim, dust-riddled light from the windows beyond. Runners hit the opening at full speed, instantly getting a bead on the two breathers by the exit. 
Lisa burst out into the alley. She switched her M4 to single shot and started taking precision shots as she moved deeper into the alley and farther away from the door. It would take the creepers a while to find the exit, but those runners would only be seconds.
“Watch that exit!” she said, and Skit walked backward with the .45 readied. 
The first runner came skidding around the doorframe, open arms flailing to keep its balance. Skit let his arms react and the creature dropped with one round to the head. The other was right behind and Skit fired again; once in the chest, slowing him down. The second higher in the chest, pushing it upright, and a third slammed through its chin. Lisa’s gun fired constantly behind him while he watched the second runner fall at his feet. Nothing followed it, but he was loath to turn his back on the door. 
“Reloading!” Lisa shouted. That was Skit’s cue and he spun to cover her front, leaving his back exposed.
Lisa looked over his back at the third runner who burst out the doorway. It was an ending for one of their lives; she knew it. She couldn’t bring her gun up over Skit’s back in time, and Skit was almost empty and pointed away from the door. 
The runner launched toward Skit’s back from three steps away. Time slowed as Lisa watched the competition between her rifle and the flashing teeth of the Z. She knew she wouldn’t make it with her rifle moving slower than the runner and a round not yet charged into the chamber.
Lisa had to pause and blink when the runner was suddenly gone, swept to the side by something black and covered in shit or blood. She heard a familiar growl as the zombie’s neck broke.
“Reload, Skit,” Lisa said as she watched the beast kill the zombie before turning and jumping on another. 
A large canine covered in grime joined with the first creature, using their body weight to clear the entrance of the alley. Lisa shook her head and smiled as she grabbed Skit’s arm and guided him out onto the street. Lights from a Humvee blinded them for a second before the tires screeched and several reservists jumped out, firing at the pursuing horde.
 



 
Chapter Seven

Goin’ Big
 
 
The two Humvees backed up as a front-end loader, followed by a smaller skid loader, made the tight turn into the alley which easily contained the Z threat.
“Are you Lisa Reynolds?” one of the troopers asked.
“I am,” Lisa replied as she rubbed behind Tonka’s grime-coated ear. She took several beef sticks out of a pouch and handed them to the dog. The dog she didn’t recognize tried to get one but was too slow and looked up at Lisa expectantly. She was out, but Skit was able to offer his up and the dog, who was twice Tonka’s size, gladly accepted. Both looked like they had been through hell and showed multiple bite marks, proving in her mind that the virus was strictly a human thing.
“What can I do for you well-timed gentlemen?” Lisa asked.
“An Officer Krupp told us you would be in the area. He also mentioned that you would be interested in a little something we found when we were forced to bivouac downtown last night. Would you mind taking a look?”
“Not at all. Do you have any spare five-six rounds?” 
“Affirmative, we have a couple of deuce and a halves around the corner loaded with ammo, and several mags right here you can have.” 
“Perfect,” Lisa said as she and her group piled into the back of his Humvee.
The soldier didn’t have to drive far before he pulled into a newer section of the city where the buildings switched from older brick buildings to fancy glass and stucco. They let the soldiers enter first into what looked like a mannequin shop but had a catering sign outside. They went back into what was assumed to be the work area to find a scene from the depths of hell.
“Holy shit,” Skit said as they walked into the climate-controlled room that was surprisingly free of the odor of decomposition. 
Lisa quickly scanned the room; it looked like it could be a meticulously cleaned butcher shop, except there was no livestock to be found. A couple of the Guard members posted up at opposing doors as the others chose to remain outside. Men and women were suspended, skinned or partially skinned, from meat hooks mounted on a ceiling track that could move them to a commissary kitchen in back. There they found fifty-gallon barrels labeled hides, bones, and offal.
Skit started to vomit as Lisa took it all in. She noted that most of the bodies had been there at least a week and had been stripped of all vital organs, leaving just coarse muscle. The room was a cooler temperature to age the carcasses, much like how a traditional butcher would treat beef. New corpses hung by the entrance and appeared to be field dressed like a hunter would do before bringing it to the meat locker. 
Skit got control of himself as they approached a large stainless steel reach-in refrigerator. Lisa noticed a dehydrator running the length of the room appeared to be stuffed with meat and spices. Labels of an unknown jerky company were stacked neatly, waiting to be filled. Lisa thought she was going to lose her own lunch. 
She inspected the label of the jerky package and marveled that it claimed to be over 90 percent hominid pith and byproducts. She tasted bile as it tried to rise to the surface before she could choke it back.
She suspected the good doctor to be a cannibal, but she didn’t expect him to be mass marketing it as a dried meat product. But to whom? Were there that many who were like him? How many people had savored the flavor of Gramp’s Huntin’ Haul Jerky? She thought back to the previous hour when she fed Tonka a beef stick, remembered it was a Slim Jim, and sighed in relief. 
“Krupp, are you there?”
“Nope, this is Art; what can I help you with? Over.”
“We need to check our entire store for Gramps Jerky. If you find any, burn it.”
“Why, what’s up? Over.”
“It’s not beef, or elk, or buffalo, or whatever. I’ll explain later; just trust me, okay? Over.”
“Roger that. Over.”
“Out.” As Lisa slapped her radio back in its sheath, she noticed Skit staring wide-eyed at the labels. She was about to say something to him but was signaled by one of the soldiers that he had found something. 
“This wasn’t here yesterday,” he said, pointing to a large computer-generated print out.
“No, it wasn’t. It was just taken this morning,” Lisa said as she looked at the image of her and Skit watching the racist group down the street, the flag holder being the only one in view. “Take a look at this and tell me what you think, Skit.”
“Think? What am I supposed to fucking think? Hanging with you has put me right into the sights of the Skinner.” 
Lisa nodded her head. She couldn’t argue the point; he was right. Now they were both targets for Skinner and his dehydrator.
***
The horrors of the day were behind them, and Lisa was slipping into the soft chair in her own apartment with a cup of hot black coffee. She was ecstatic when she found not only the power to the building still on, but running water as well. The soldiers had cleared the building and found a couple of refugees on the second floor to be transported to the compound. She and Skit tried to relax as they digested the horrors found in Web’s workshop.
Skit startled her when he suddenly grabbed her hair and started lifting it up off her neck, his trained fingers reminding her of a salon back in Philly.
“You know it is all coming off, don’t you?”
“You don’t have to take it all off,” Lisa protested.
“If you don’t want to look like a goon, I do. Where they shaved for the stitches, combined with all of the Z’s who have yanked on it in the past couple of days, it does.”
She thought about it; from a purely safety point of view, she decided she should lose the hair. Who knows, maybe I’ll like it.
“What the hell, it’ll grow back,” she said. 
She leaned back and enjoyed the therapeutic systematic process that soon put her to sleep, which was too bad because she had been looking forward to harassing Skit more. She didn’t know why she felt so comfortable around the former drug dealer who had almost caved in her head, but she did. It was almost like she got him, understood what his intentions were.
***
Skit felt the rhythmic breathing of sleep as he finished her up and looked toward the grungy hounds that decorated her living room floor.
“Tonka, you’re next.” 
The dog sat up and glared at him with a low growl. He realized that he had never even come close to touching the police dog before and this might be touch and go, but it had to be done. 
“Come on, man. Don’t fight me on this,” Skit pleaded, and with a look of resignation, Tonka headed into the bathroom as his super huge buddy slept. 
Skit found multiple bites on the police sergeant and spots where the hide was almost torn that he treated with peroxide and a little iodine. He dried him as best he could before going out and tackling the big boy, who had to be some sort of mastiff. He didn’t know where Tonka had hooked up with the large canine, but they seemed pretty attached. Tonka couldn’t help but get excited as Skit dragged the huge dog by his scruff to the bathroom.
The giant turned out to be nothing but a big baby who licked Skit’s face with his oversized tongue every chance it got. 
“Sedgwick, huh?” Skit said as he read the name etched into the tag on his collar. “I think we’ll get along just fine, Sedge.” 
The dog rewarded Skit with another tongue cleaning to his face. Drying the beast was not an option; as soon as he was released from the shower, he ran full speed around the apartment.
“Throw your clothes out the door and put these on when you’re done with your shower.” Lisa, who had awoken with the running horse in her living room, handed him a set of sweats. “I am crawling into bed for a while. You can have the couch. There is whiskey or vodka above the sink and there may be a beer in the fridge.”
“Cool, thanks.”
***
The sun rose hot and bright on the third day of the zombie apocalypse. Lisa switched on her radio after her first pot of coffee was ready and ran her hand over her recently shaved head. It was strangely refreshing, and the way the breeze penetrated to her scalp made her feel kind of naked. 
She heard the rumble of diesel engines as people from the compound worked to ensure her neighborhood was cleared. It wasn’t an order or anything planned by her; the people cleaning up the neighborhood knew where she was and wanted to make sure she was safe. She thought it was ridiculous, while the people doing it felt it was essential for the survival of Hot Springs. Lisa was their icon, their leader in the minds of the people, and they would lay down their lives for her. Lisa thought she was a sham and really had no say in what happened.
“Art, are ya up yet? Over,” Lisa said into the radio.
A voice came over the radio. “Up yet? Who’s had the chance to go to bed? Over.” 
“So are there any status updates? Over.” 
“Yeah, unfortunately, we have run into some snags. Almost two thousand showed up at the compound overnight. Luckily, enough of them are soldiers bearing weapons but it’s stretched the hospital pretty thin on everything. Local pharmacies have been raided by both us and fringe groups who haven’t come in yet, so we’re finding it hard to get a lot of what we need, from insulin to antibiotics, over.”
“So what’s the plan? Over.” 
“The plan is to send a small force into Little Rock, where there are a couple of big hospitals, to get what we need. We’re discussing the details right now. Over,” Benson said as he looked around the room filled with members from both of the decision-making groups formed the day before.
“I guess I don’t know what you are thinking there, Art. Over,” Lisa said, not realizing that her words were being broadcast to the entire room and anyone else who had a radio that picked up their signal, including Tasha at the radio station.
“What do you mean? We need the supplies desperately. Over.”
“I know that, but if I’ve learned anything from Brett over the last couple of days it’s go big or go the fuck home. Over.” Lisa shook her head at the thought of a small group going into the largest city in Arkansas.
“Excuse me? I think you need to clarify that, Lieutenant. Over.” Lisa didn’t miss the fact that he referred to her by title instead of name; he was pissed at her, but she couldn’t worry about that.
“If one of us goes, Benson, we all go. If we need one resource, we need all resources. Over.” 
“I don’t see how that is a possibility, Lieutenant. Over.”
“A few days ago zombies weren’t a possibility, Art. Sending a few specialized personnel into Little Rock would be sentencing half of them to death for the smatterings that could be carried out on their backs. Not a good plan.” There it was, out on the table. “We need to set up a convoy of semi tractors—no trailers because we will find some—and shooters to leave the day after tomorrow. We need to hit that city for everything it is worth. We need food, clothing, skid loaders, and most of all, any survivors. It’s only going to get worse out here and we have to be proactive in acquiring what we need. Resources have a shelf life and at three days into this thing, a lot of those resources have already spoiled. Over.”
“How are we going to do that when we still haven’t secured the city? Over.”
“We’re going to have to manage. Have Brett step up the pace on the Hot Springs recovery. Have Tasha at the radio station put out a call to all survivors and the farmers to accompany us while on the road to Little Rock. We need to set up some major distractions to clear out areas where our people can get in and out unharassed. The task may seem impossible, but we are going to fucking do it, Art. We can’t fuck around with this shit; we have to hit it and hit it hard because zombies don’t understand soft. Any questions? Over.”
“Nope, I think we got it. When will you be back? Over.”
“A couple of hours; we should be able to hitch a ride with one of the Humvees that keep buzzing around my building. Over.”
“Roger that, we’ll see you then. Out.”
 
Benson turned off the radio and looked around a room filled with grim faces, with the exception of two. Brett, who had been saying the same thing Lisa just said, had a smile that registered just above a smirk. The other was Krupp, who stood off to the side with one foot propped up on a chair and his arm supporting his leaning body.
“What’s so funny, Krupp?”
“I think I am in love. Damn, that chick must have gone to profanity school or something,” Krupp said, lightening the mood and causing everyone to laugh.
“So you agree with her?” Benson asked.
“Absolutely. We have to start treating things as if we own them and have every right to be there. Little Rock is ours and we gotta let the zombies know it.”
“Okay, how do we do it?”
“Well, we leave most of the equipment operators that we have working here to keep doing what they are doing and leave a few shooters behind, probably locals more than military. Military is trained to fight and move. We start training people to drive some of these bigger rigs today so that we can double up on drivers and bring more semis home. We also have to acquire some ordnance for the distractions we'll need.”
“So you have it all figured out, huh?” Benson said in a relaxed tone. He didn’t feel put down or stepped on. In a way, he knew they were right and was relieved that someone took the ball away from him. There could be over ten thousand refugees hiding away in Little Rock, waiting for the opportunity to escape the dead. Ten thousand refugees and over a million zombies … the odds were not in their favor.
“Why does it have to be ordnance?” Cat asked.
“What do you mean, dear?” Krupp asked his daughter.
“Well, there are several fireworks stores on the outskirts of town. Wouldn’t that help with the distractions?”
“Perfectly, I would think,” Brett added just as the radio buzzed.
“Officer Benson?”
“This is Benson, go ahead. Over,” he said to the voice everyone recognized.
“Hi, this is Tasha from the station,” she said and waited.
“I know that, Tasha. You’re going to have to say ‘over’ so I know when you’re done speaking, okay? Over.”
“Oh shit, I knew that … sorry. I received an email last night from a security guard outside of town. He’s a guard at a high-security distribution warehouse and is trapped by the other guards who’ve turned. It seems that he might have a lot of what we need right there … oh, over.”
“What do you mean a lot of what we need? Over.”
“Well, he doesn’t know what’s in the lockers, and he hasn’t been through the facility, because it’s extensive and he’s not allowed. But it is high security and has some big names on their docket; names like Hornady, Heckler and Koch, and others that might have some things that would be useful. Over.” 
“Thank you, Tasha. Was there anything else? Over.”
“Nope, other than I have started a prerecorded loop to start playing over the rape of Little Rock. Over.”
“I would like to hear that before it is broadcast. Also, I don’t think ‘rape’ will be a proper term for this endeavor. Thank you, and out.”
***
“You know, sometimes you might push too hard,” Skit said from under a two hundred pound dog that decided to share the couch with him. Sedgwick and Skit seemed to hit it off, although Skit seemed a little reluctant.
“Why don’t you just stay all cuddled up with your new boyfriend.”
“What, more gay jokes?” he said as he wrestled the dog into allowing him a sitting position. “Well, if I was gay—and I am not saying am—I wouldn’t be spending time with a shedder like him. Damn, I didn’t think short-haired dogs were supposed to shed like this.”
“I wouldn’t know. Tonka is my first four-legged friend,” Lisa replied.
“And already you’re sleeping together … such a slut.”
“Slut? Our relationship is all business, isn’t it boy?” She reached down and ruffled Tonka’s neck.
“So what is the plan today?”
“I don’t know; I guess we should head back and help with the Little Rock endeavor, but I feel like I’m in the way most of the time.” She saw a cloud pass over Skit’s brow. “What is it?”
“What?”
“Something struck you when I said Little Rock. What is it?”
“My kids, they live in Little Rock with their mom. I haven’t seen them in a couple of years, so they probably don’t even remember me but … Well, I would hate to think of them alone and surviving without me trying to get to them.”
“We’ll get them, Skit. If they’re alive, we’ll get them.”
“What about your murderer? Those corpses we saw yesterday were pretty messed up. So … the guy in the picture, Skinner, that’s the guy who fucked with Ally?” Skit asked.
“As far as I can tell. Let me ask you a philosophical question.” Lisa tried to think how she was going to present her question. “Are the acts of a murderer more heinous now, after we have lost so many to zombies, than it was before, or are they less?”
“I guess I don’t get what you’re driving at.”
“I’m not driving at anything really, just asking your opinion. Let me rephrase it; is it more important to catch this guy now, after the apocalypse, or does it just not really matter anymore with all of the death we have all dealt with?”
“Well, it probably doesn’t matter today, but tomorrow when he starts killing again, it’s going to matter, I think,” Skit said, but she could see that he was still thinking on the question. “I don’t know that we’re at a philosophical time in the world right now, Rey.”
“Rey? How the hell did you come up with that?”
“Your name, Reynolds. It just kind of fits,” Skit said.
 Lisa pondered what he was saying before she had to agree. “Okay, you can call me Rey but keep it between us. Now, back to the subject. Isn’t it times of duress where philosophy plays a greater role within our lives?”
“In hindsight I think it does, but during … no. During is nothing but run and shoot, it seems. There isn’t much time for deep thought when thirty or forty dead humans want to eat you.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. So what do you want to do? Do you want to head back to the compound and try to help them there or go hunt a serial killer?”
“You’re the boss but we should head back to the station for another broadcast before we do anything.”
“Yeah, what did you say on the radio yesterday?”
“It was nothing, really. Just an old prayer that I remembered.”
“You’re religious?” 
“My dad was a reverend in a Baptist church not twenty miles from here.”
“Do you think he survived all of this?”
“Nope. He’s been gone since I was twelve, and Mom … well, Mom has never really been there.” Lisa could tell that it was not his favorite subject.
“Seems to be a common problem with our generation; parents either weren’t there or you wished they weren’t. At least that’s my experience,” Lisa said, thinking that would end the conversation until she noticed Skit’s mind seemed to drift off.
“What’s bothering you?”
“My kids; two boys, one was only eighteen months when they left.”
“I guess we’re going to Little Rock then, aren’t we?”
“I couldn’t ask that of you. For all I know, they’re stumblers.”
“People are our most valuable resource right now, Skitter—yours are no more or less than anybody else’s.”
“Really? We’re going to go get my kids? You are the most beautiful bald chick I have ever seen.”
“Ha! Two boys, huh? I guess you’re not gay then.”
“Hell, honey, that never matters. Anybody can hop a fence now and again,” he said, and stood there looking at her with a broad smile. “Make your move, girl. That is the only way you will ever find out.”
“Fuck you, Skit. Let’s get packed up and head back to the station for another broadcast.”
***
The short respite they had at Lillian’s house didn’t last. They were discussing how they should deal with her body, but in the end, they simply had to leave her where she sat. Almost immediately, zombies started to come up in her front yard, homing in on the small group that seemed to grow every day. Sticking around for a pitched battle in a stick-built house wasn’t Solomon’s idea of a solid plan; they slipped out the back door and ran for several blocks until they had a break where they could hunker down for a minute or two.
“We can’t keep doing this, Dad. My legs feel like they are going to fall off,” Charlie said, somehow knowing his dad wasn’t going to flip out on him in front of everybody.
“Yeah, Dean, we have to find somewhere to get some rest and maybe eat something. We’ve been running for two days straight,” Lester said.
“Okay, I know of a place that will be safe, but it’s a ways from here.”
“How far?” several desperate voices asked.
“Two miles to the train tracks and another three at least to the south,” Solomon replied.
“Train tracks shouldn’t have nearly as many zombies, should it?” Kodiak asked.
“I think that they’re going to follow us wherever we go, or at least they have been. This place has a fence that’s electrified, and we could even steal some vehicles to get there. I got some keys in my pocket for a Cadillac parked not six blocks from here. We should be able to create a diversion to get some vehicles under us,” Dean said, knowing how zombies were attracted to cars or anything that moved.
“Yeah, we need some vehicles. I don’t think I could make it five miles on foot,” Sue added. 
“Lester, do you still have that cube van for your woodworking business?” 
“Yes, it’s over by my shop, not far from here.”
“Okay, between the Dodge, the Caddy, and your cube van, we might have enough to make it. We hide here until night and make our move.”
 



 
Chapter Eight

Tarnished Knight
 
 
They were following their path from the night before when they noticed from over a block away that something up ahead had changed. They began to see writing on storefront windows in big, rust-colored, fingerprinted letters of drying blood. The first recognizable word was Skitter Pop. Written below it was Lisa, blood dripping down from the S, and Reynolds hanging below the last P in Pop. Between her first and last name was a giant arrow pointing to the alcove, followed by the words a gift.
The gift slowly revealed itself as a fully animated zombie tied spread eagle across the door to the store, his legs completely eaten off. He growled and snapped at the potential meals that looked up at him.
Lisa grabbed Skit’s sleeve and directed his view to the glass panel above his head. The word, also in blood, clearly said Art.
“Oh man, that ain’t even funny. Now I am going to be looking for Matt and Russell.”
“This isn’t a joke, Skit. This is fucking sick. Do you know how long it takes for someone to change once they are infected? And this bastard sat here and watched the whole time.”
“No, look at the other bodies. He sat on a roof and picked off zombies for a while before they got to him.”
“That’s how he would do it too. This fucker gets off on fear. Shit! How could this happen when we were only a few blocks away? There were operators working this area around the clock,” Lisa said as she continued to look at the man, noticing something familiar. She slapped her hand on Skit’s sleeve and pulled his arm hard.
“What?”
“It’s him, Skit; the guy with the flag yesterday. Look at his shirt—it’s him.”
 
“I hope you are enjoying my gift.” A voice drifted down from the rooftops to fill the street with the echoing drone of forced baritone mixed with pompous. His voice had to be amplified somehow but they couldn’t see it.
Lisa looked at the small-caliber hole in the heads of the zombies, noting that he was shooting a .223 or a 5.56.
“I would think there were enough zombies around to satisfy your blood lust these days, Web.”
“Web, huh? I like that and I am proud of you for knowing my name; Ally can remember well after her accident. Zombies aren’t very fun … kind of boring if you would like to know the truth, Rey,” Web said, causing Lisa to look at Skit in surprise. 
Rey was the moniker he had just given her the night before. Could he have been listening? No, it had to be coincidence. The windows were closed and the tones were soft. There was no way he could have heard. Skit shrugged with a surprised and confused look on his face.
A muffled shot rang out, and the hanging zombie jerked once then stopped moving; a perfect, round hole in his forehead. Lisa gave a quick nod to Tonka, who quickly slipped around the corner of the building.
“Yeah, that’s right, Rey, taking care of your little dog will even be more fun than killing zombies,” his voice rang down through the street again.
“You kill my dog and I will end you tonight, Web. Do you hear me?”
“I do hear you and for some reason, I actually take you seriously. That is what’s going to make you so much fun.”
“You are a doctor, Web. We need doctors. Why don’t you just stop this crap and join us?” Lisa asked, knowing that was never a possibility. Of course, Web knew that too and laughed loudly.
“Oh yeah, I can see it now. Hey, maybe I could finish that gyno exam on Ally. That’s right, I know she’s there; I followed her progress all the way down here from Mount Ida. Even provided a boat for her … didn’t realize she was going to gash her head wide open on the propeller though. No, Rey, I’m done taking care of stupid people. Done rescuing idiots who shouldn’t even be considered part of the human race. They are nothing but bottom feeders who I would put back together just for the purpose of pushing them back into society to feed some more. I was glad at first when the apocalypse came, and then I was depressed because my favorite thing suddenly became a bore. Ahhh, but then God smiled and gave me a gift. You are my gift, Lisa, and I am enjoying every second of you.”
Lisa was excited about him sitting and talking so long, but there weren’t the resources available to do much about it. There were no squads or other officers to call in; there was only her and Skit. He must have been using some kind of amplifier to have his voice reach them so clearly, but she couldn’t tell from the tone like she could have if he’d had a megaphone. 
“I have another surprise for you, Rey, and this one isn’t even of my own making,” he said as the sound of engines started to approach the next intersection. “You’d better get Skit indoors; it doesn’t look like they like black people all that much and I doubt they’ll be tolerant of a Mexican.”
Lisa gave a nod and Skit ran up to the next doorway without concern. Lisa knew he was in clear view of the doctor and that he was safe—he was part of the doctor’s entertainment. A new toy for the doctor to taunt. She suspected Web would eventually kill Skit, as well as her, but it wasn’t going to be from a long-range bullet in the head. Where was the fun in that for a sick fuck like the good Doctor Webber?
“I shouldn’t have to tell you at this stage of the game, but in case you were wondering, I simply must meet his children.”
He knew? But how had he heard us?
“Writing my name on that plaque and showing my picture to the city will make things a bit more difficult for me but, truthfully, will only add to the thrill. If I had really been all that concerned, I would have never let Ally go. 
“Quiet now, here they come and don’t worry … I got your back,” Web said sarcastically before falling silent. Lisa detected movement much farther away than she expected. She walked out into the middle of the street and stood next to her new friend, Sedgwick, the massive mutt. He was a big lug, but he would fight when necessary. She had a visual picture of the beast crushing the entire head of a large zombie with his massive jaws. Not ever having been a dog person, it was refreshing to lay her hand on the back of his neck and rub while she watched the entourage appear at the end of the street.
 They arrived in a mish mosh of trucks and SUVs in various states of repair. Some looked as though they were being readied for mud competitions while others looked somewhat worn out while sporting loud pipes. The only thing they had in common with each other was dust and rust; somehow, it perfected their image for survival in the new world. Flags, colors, and unrecognizable symbols placed randomly signaled that it was a group with a purpose … and that purpose didn’t look good. 
The vehicles moved slowly so that several people could saunter alongside to rummage through cars and piles, turning bodies over and looking for valuables. ‘Valuable’ had taken on a completely different meaning; they took belts, boots, and anything that even resembled a weapon. The last vehicle to come from behind the buildings at the end of the street was a large, passenger-bus style van that looked as though it had been lifted from a school or rest home. Several heads could be seen in the windows but they all looked disinterested, preferring to stare blankly at the seat in front of them.
The main feature she saw was what her misguided ideals from pre-arrival had expected to see hanging on the courthouse. Confederate bars crossed their flags corner-to-corner, stopping inches from the center—but that’s where tradition ended, and hate stole its proud identity with a crudely painted swastika placed dead center. 
Lisa never had a problem with the battle flag of the southern states. She felt it was a part of their culture and was about much more than simply slavery just as the Civil War itself was.
Who would have thought? It’s the fucking Ku Klux Klan. “Are they friends of yours, boy?” Lisa asked Sedgwick while she rubbed his neck. She was turned so that it would be hard to spot her charging the M4. She brought it back on her three-point sling so that the barrel pointed directly toward the front of the group. 
A blond guy approached with a swagger that said he was filled with bad intentions. He was in his early thirties, naturally thin, with sharp facial features shaped as though they were carved from an apple and dried. His face broadened into a sneering, arrogant smile and he thrust his pelvis forward as he walked, taking long strides toward her. She knew what he was trying to imply, and to the helpless, it would have inspired fear. Lisa was far from helpless.
“Far enough, Holmes,” Lisa said from behind her dark Ray Bans, her SWAT cap pulled down close to her brow. She never got the opportunity to take the final tests, but she had been through most of the training and didn’t feel guilty about wearing the cap she was issued months ago. The rest of her outfit under a tactical vest, belt, and boots was more hunter-casual.
“Holmes? What’s with that Holmes shit? I ain’t no spic! I don’t talk no jive talk; no ob low el Spanish-e-o, bitch.” His mockery included fabricated gang signs in an exaggerated display of pre-apocalypse street culture. He suddenly stopped, stood up straight, and looked at her defiantly.
 Lisa scanned the group of vehicles. Through the windows of a guarded van, she saw several heads looking at the floor, as if they didn’t want to be involved in what was going down. 
“You see, I’m a white man. White men speak properly, so get that gutter lingo out of my face!”
“Aaiiet,” she said, intentionally drawing out the slang. “Look, I don’t have too much time so, quickly, I would like to thank you for collecting all of this salvage, and if you want to pile it right here, I will call the reserves to come and pick it up,” Lisa said, trying to keep it all business.
“Are you on drugs chick-quita? This ain’t your shit. This is for the army all right … God’s army and we are here to collect.”
“Ahhh, you must not have heard my original broadcast. I see the misunderstanding. You see, everything that is in the city belongs to the city. That means it is mine. So step away from the vehicle and lay down your weapons. You will find more on your next salvage run. I figure we can meet here once, maybe twice a week, depending on how resourceful you are.” 
“Well, aren’t you the little spark plug? I think I’m going to keep you as my own personal little darlin’,” the man said as two more men came up alongside him and started to level their weapons at Lisa.
Lisa saw the red dot appear on one of the men’s forehead, telling her the rifle was not military or it would be green and near invisible. She never even heard the shot like she did with the zombie in the doorway. The range must have been too great because she didn’t detect a spray out the back of the man’s head. He hardly moved from the impact; instead, he wavered for a couple of seconds before he fell face first, his brains scrambled from the ricocheting hunk of steel inside his head.
“What, do you think I came here alone? I should have him shoot your ears off for not listening.”
A splash from the side of the blond man’s head and him clutching it told her that he had just lost an ear. 
How is he hearing all of this? And how can I so easily turn my back on him? she wondered, but deep inside, she knew the reason why. To think about it or to acknowledge it would open the doors to fear and dread. She couldn’t afford fear or dread right now. 
A scream mixed with the sounds of a police dog in attack mode sounded from the back of the entourage. The sharp crack of a .45 followed, and the screaming stopped.
“Now, I will tell you one more time,” she started while watching the red dot bounce on the other man next to Slim. She held up her hand, hopefully stopping Web from taking the shot. She could almost hear him giggling with glee over the fear he was putting on the Klan members. He held his shot as the big man noticed the dot on his chest and froze.
“This is it; lay your weapons down and back away from the vehicles so that I may proceed with inventory.” The large man dropped his gun instantly and put his hands up. Two others did also, but a third man decided to defy the request and started to move forward. That man died. The sound of weapons dropping came to Lisa’s ears as men and women started to back away from their booty.
Lisa made a mock show of signaling in several directions like she was telling her people to stand down, and then slowly walked up to Slim, kicking the gun out of his limp grip as Sedge squared up alongside of him.
“What’s your name, Holmes? Or do I just call you My Little Bitch, Holmes from here on out?”
“Craig, M—”
“I don’t give a fuck about your last name, fool. Scum like you don’t deserve a surname,” Lisa said before keying her mic. “I need a pick up on my location, include troops and a deuce and a half.” 
Craig’s shoulders visibly slumped as he fully realized that he was beaten. 
“Now, let’s see what you have going on here now. Hopefully you don’t have anything illegal, like drugs or anything that might be punishable,” she mocked as she shoved the two men in front of her toward the van.
“Open the door, Craig,” she said. He leaned forward and opened the sliding door. The butt of her rifle slamming into his head forced him to the ground. Lisa then looked safely into the van. 
“Craig, you dumbass. Rescuing survivors does not require binding them. And you got two white men in there. Why are the white men in there, Craig? Aren’t they your people?”
Craig hesitated and looked off into the distance, causing Lisa to stomp on his head twice.
“I asked you a question, Holmes; answer it,” she said as the sound of a Humvee came into view with others right behind it.
“Everyone should keep a couple of those for cooking and cleaning the house. Homos ain’t no good for real work,” Craig said, his face the mask of honesty.
Soldiers picked up on the scene and isolated the crowd.
“You know what? This is the one reason why I am glad for the apocalypse. You see, there are no more jails or judges. Expensive lawyers are things of the past. Out here, there’s only you and me. I’m the one who determines punishment for crimes out here. Murder, rape, slavery … all punishable in only one way, Craig. Do you know in what way these crimes will be punished, Craig?” Lisa pulled out the Rhino from inside her jacket.
“You’re bluffing,” Craig said as he looked up at her from the ground.
“In the last two days, I have put a gun to the head of some very honorable people—people that I liked—and I pulled the trigger, Craig. What makes you think that I won’t do it to you?” 
Lisa smelled his courage seeping away with the powerful scent of fresh urine. People like him were nothing but trouble, and there was no way he wasn’t going to try this again down the road. He was a bottom feeder; it was in his very nature. If one more good person got hurt or was taken as slave by this man, it would be her fault if she let him go, knowing what he was. He didn’t deserve fanfare or an announcement or even a trial, as his crimes were in evidence right before her. How many more crimes were there before today?
Lisa once again pulled the trigger, knowing her decision was the best for what was at hand. Craig the slaver lay in a pool of his own blood and urine, staring uselessly at the sky. Craig was an afterthought now and the world was safer because he no longer existed.
She looked up into the faces of civilian militia and National Guardsmen, all showing shock and horror at what she had done. Lisa decided to put it back on them what she had gone through in order to make that decision. 
“You have prisoners, but we don’t have any jails or courts. I’m leaving it up to you to decide what happens to them … but know this, if a hair on anyone’s head is harmed by one of these people in the future, the blame will be on you. Right now, their lives are in your hands. All lives are precious so you have to decide if you are saving lives by letting them live or do you save lives by doing what needs to be done. If you give life back to them, then their future actions are yours, and you will be the murderer. You will be the rapist, and it will be you who is responsible for the child or woman who is violated. Make your decisions; it’s all on you.”
A shot rang out and a Klan member fell to the ground dead, then another one, followed by another one after that. The group of responders stood silent and immobile as a whole, but there were a few who raised their weapons and decided to do what needed to be done without remorse while others hung their heads in shame.
“Fair enough; some can and some can’t, and there is nothing wrong with that. You and you.” Lisa pointed out each one who was willing to take the shot and pulled them into tight circle. There seemed to be a mixture of both military and civilian, and the word of Major Lindy rang through her ears once again. The United States of America is a civilian army, welcome to the Army.
“I want you all to take note of what happened here today. This was more than just a lesson; I hope you realize that. We have the opportunity to reshape the world. How we go about that is important. We need people like you who are willing to make decisions.”
Lisa then looked into one of the cell phone cameras that was recording the entire event.
“These people were not executed because they were Ku Klux Klan members. They were not eliminated because they believed in something different than I do. They were killed because they were thieves, slavers, and rapists. They threatened my life and freedom, and that makes them vermin—vermin that needs to be exterminated. We are remaking the world right now … if I have any say in it, we will be free and refusing to live in fear from the living.” She stepped in closer. “We have enough on our plate when dealing with the dead; to have to struggle against those who wish to exploit the weakness of others is not something I will tolerate. I will repeat myself only one more time. Everything in this city now belongs to the people of this city, no exceptions,” Lisa finished and walked away with Skit and the two dogs joining up with her on the way.
They were two blocks down the road when they saw Web as he mock saluted her from a rooftop. She tried to bring her gun up but he was ready and ducked behind the lip. He must have tracked their every step the day before and set this up. A shudder ran down her spine at the thought of him tracking her for so long without her knowledge.
A rock came down from the roof and bounced in front of them. Skit picked it up and untied the note attached to it. 
“Channel seven,” Skit read and Lisa switched her radio over.
***
“I admire the way you out bluffed those hicks back there. Ignoring them and sticking to your own agenda; that was brilliant.”
“What do you want, Web? Unless you come down here and surrender yourself, I have nothing to say to you.”
“Surrender myself to what? Your bullet? You artfully displayed how you intend to deal with prisoners.”
“No such thing as a prisoner anymore, Web. Your fate is destined to end with my bullet, so better sooner than later, I’d say. We can keep a lot of people from getting hurt that way,” she said as Skit scanned the buildings left and right, ready to dive or duck as needed.
“Ha ha ha!” Web laughed loudly. “Now where’s the fun in that? You truly are a joy to behold, Rey. I will leave you alone for a bit, but one question before I go.”
“What is that?” Lisa asked.
“Claiming everything and everybody in the city as belonging to the city is more than a little communist, don’t you think?”
“Have you ever read the rules of martial law, Web?”
“Why no … no, I haven’t,” he said, pondering her question.
“I’m just looking after their best interests, Web,” she said and then pulled out the radio and switched channels. “Benson, are you there?”
“This is Krupp, Benson is … busy.”
“All right, Ed. I want a twelve-guard rotation stationed at the radio station at all times from here on out.”
“Already done. That was quite a show you put on out there today. It has already gone viral on satellite feeds everywhere. Who was the shooter on the roof?” 
“None other than our local serial killer, Doctor Skinner. Was I wrong?” she asked, defiantly yet truly curious as to what he thought.
“Not in my opinion, but I’m in the minority most of the time.”
“We’ll talk later. Out.”
“Out.”
***
“How the fuck is he hearing everything we say?” Lisa ranted once they were in the radio station.
“I don’t know, but it’s creeping the hell out of me,” Skit replied. “He obviously heard our whole conversation last night.”
Lisa walked over and sat down in her customary chair. Tasha smiled at her and indicated for her to put on the lapel mic so they could start at the next break. Sedgwick came over and sniffed around her bag for some food that he knew was in her pack, causing Lisa to reach down and grab it. Her lapel mic brushed against his collar, and Lisa pulled back with a start.
“Feedback?” she whispered and brought Skit in for a closer conversation.
“What?” 
“Feedback … like when a guitarist plays his instrument too close to a speaker, you get feedback. Pete Townsend made a fortune from it while playing with The Who.”
“Okay, so what?”
“I heard some when my mic brushed up against Sedge’s collar. Can they make a microphone that small?”
“Not today but a couple of days ago they could.”
“He’s bugged. Skit, your dog is bugged.”
“My dog, I don’t have a dog. How could he have bugged him?”
“Not a clue, but we have to find that microphone.”
“We’ll just lose the collar.”
“Maybe, but then again … maybe not. Let’s think about it for a bit.”
***
“Kodiak, here are the keys to the Cadillac parked behind the club. Take Tam with you,” Solomon said, referring to the more-than-capable bouncer who had worked the club with her and Shelly when Dean and his group showed up. “Lester, pick someone and go get your cube van at your shop.”
“I’ll take Sue; she’s small and I can lift her up to the window to get in since I lost all of my keys while running from fucking zombies,” Lester said, once again bitching about the keys he lost the day before.
“Okay, the rest of you wait here or as close to here as you can. Charlie and I will go get my Dodge and meet you here before we head out to the new compound.” The people left behind didn’t worry; they knew that by staying still and quiet, they could go unnoticed, especially with being off the beaten path as they were.
Dean and Charlie crouched in a hedgerow and looked out at the street in front of his old house where he left the Dodge after he found Charlie on the roof.
“Where did they all come from?” Dean said under his breath. It looked like a block party where several blocks had come together. The exception being that there was no beer or lights, and after two days of death, the women weren’t their best dressed. 
“They all seem to be focused on the Jones’s house,” Charlie said. 
Dean studied it for a time and had to admit that they were congregated in that area. Lester lived to the east of him and the Joneses lived to the east of Lester, so the plan to make it to the truck unseen was fantasy. “The Jones’s house … isn’t that where your buddy Jonah lived?”
“Yeah, we used to play in their basement all the time.”
“Basement? I didn’t know any of these had basements. I was told they were all slab on grade.”
“I don’t know anything about that. I do know that theirs is older than the rest of the others.”
“That would explain it. We have to figure out a distraction,” Dean said.
“Could we throw some rocks at a tree or something?” 
“Hmmm, that would probably work. Hell, we could just throw a bunch down the street. I think that would be enough to get their attention.” 
“What about the people in the basement?” Charlie asked.
“We don’t know that there are people in the basement, but if they come out, we’ll try to help them, okay?”
“Okay. Jonah and I aren’t really friends anymore, but I still don’t want to see him eaten by zombies.”
“Nope, neither do I, son, neither do I. Hey, do you still have that flashlight with the laser eye?”
“Yeah, why?”
“See if you can hit it on the glass block window down there, hidden halfway behind that bush. If we can get their attention, maybe they will see us and we can help them.”
“Won’t the zombies see the beam?” Charlie asked as he dug the flashlight out of one of his pockets.
“Yeah probably. But then again, if we are going to help people, we have to put our necks on the line from time to time.” 
Dean scanned the thirty or so undead that wandered the area. There was a path to his truck open at the moment, but he doubted they could get into it before they were swarmed. He removed the buckler sheath that covered the blade on Shaaka and made sure his feet were under him. He checked the area behind and to both sides so he would know where everything was before he whispered to Charlie, “Okay, do it now. Three times fast and follow it with three times slow.”
Charlie turned the laser on and struggled to hit the window right away, gaining the attention of a few of the zombies, that didn’t know what to think of the non-edible moving dot. He landed on the glass block window and flashed it three times. He was halfway through the second long flash when they heard the first moan of a zombie who had discovered them.
“We gotta move, Charlie.” 
“Dad, they’re in there.”
“Okay …” He paused, wondering and watching the Z come closer, gaining the attention of several others. “We’ll try to draw as many off as we can once the truck is going. Okay, now move!” he said louder than he wanted to because of the effort it took to shove Shaaka’s blade up under the chin of the closest zombie.
Dean Solomon became the fullback he had been in high school, except now he carried sixty more pounds and his quarterback was the most important person in his world. A claim that he wouldn’t have made a few days ago, but the kid showed grit and killed his share of zombies. He had earned his father’s respect and, dare he hope, maybe even gained friendship. 
His buckler collapsed Z’s as if they were nothing but strands of tall grass. He held the bound end of the spear up by the blade, swinging it like it was a long club, unwilling to get the blade stuck in a body or skull. His homemade weapon had become the difference between life and death, for not only him, but his entire family tree.
He could feel Charlie on his heels, trying not to trip over his dad’s feet as the truck came closer with each step they took. He felt, more than saw, Charlie raise his gun and almost panicked. Only about half of the zombies had noticed them as yet and a single shot before they reached the truck could not only doom them, but also leave them with their only gun empty.
“Save it, Charlie, hold your fire,” he said over his shoulder as he swung his staff and slammed his buckler into the head of another, not killing any of them but pushing them out of the way. They were grateful that the runners never hung with the hordes or they would be in a pitched battle already.
Dean spun so that his back slammed into the truck with a loud thump as Charlie went for the latch.
“It’s locked!”
“Fuck! In my coat pocket; get it,” Dean said, out of breath as he jabbed the blade in and out of eye sockets as quickly and smoothly as he could with his buckler arm caught between Charlie and the action. Charlie dug the key out and fired one of the barrels to clear two away from the door where he had to be.
He got the door open and jumped in, closing it as he watched his old man fight off several more and was just seconds away from being swarmed. His shotgun blast had alerted the rest, who were making way toward them.
Instead of panic, Charlie became the epitome of calm. He slid the key into the ignition and started the truck then he grabbed two more shells in his hand and opened the sliding window into the bed. He fired the remaining barrel at a zombie pressing in on his dad’s left side before opening the breech and replacing the rounds.
“Dad! Crawl under the truck!” 
His dad instantly dropped from view. Charlie didn’t hesitate to fire one, then two, rounds of double aught into the heads of the Z’s, ignoring the ringing in his ears and pain in his shoulder as he dug out four more rounds. He reloaded and the door opened as his father climbed in.
“Back!” Charlie shouted and Dean pressed himself into his seat as much as he could while Charlie fired across his chest into the face of a stumbler.
Dean threw the truck into reverse and floored it, rolling over several of the undead. The truck was big and underpowered, but it was also heavy with a high ground clearance. Designed as a farm truck, it didn’t spin its wheels and it was nearly impossible for anything to stop it. 
They broke free of the main horde, and Dean blew his horn to pull them away from the house where they suspected people were hiding in the basement. He swerved when he could or went over them, knowing that at that speed, the 80s-era truck wouldn’t be too damaged from the impacts. Nor would the zombies—unless, of course, he managed to get a head under a wheel.
A couple of blocks later, he cruised at a casual pace because the roads in that part of town were clear of zombies. He glanced at Charlie and was surprised by what he saw on his son’s face. It was a look he had never seen from him, or anyone before, and he didn’t know how to react.
“What’s wrong, Charlie? Are you bit?”
“No, I’m not bit.”
“What is it then?” Dean asked.
Charlie hesitated for a long time before answering. “I hated you.” 
He paused, again letting that sentence ring through the air of the truck. 
“I fucking hated you just two days ago and dreaded ever seeing you again. Then the world falls apart and you become … this. Where the fuck were you all those years? Why did you treat me like shit for so long?”
“I don’t know,” Dean replied.
Charlie wanted to say more but didn’t know what, so he sat there, caught between rage and awe. Several minutes passed before Dean spoke.
“I was out kissing ass, Charlie. Anybody and everybody’s ass I could kiss to get an extra buck. Your mom wanted a house on a private cul-de-sac, so I picked up more hours and got it for her. Then she wanted a Mini Cooper so I got it for her, and all I had to pay was an extra week away from home every quarter. She then wanted you in special courses because you’re so smart and gifted, but I wouldn’t know that because I was never home. She never considered getting a job so that I could back off a bit. Instead, I drove illegally on the side for cash from farmers and other truckers, but she didn’t care. I know she said she wanted me home more, but she didn’t. If she did, she would have done something to help; instead, she got a boyfriend. Why not? She could get everything in a divorce because I was never there to claim it.” 
Dean paused as he wondered how much he should tell his fourteen-year-old son.
“I knew it. I couldn’t do anything about it until I got home that day and caught her, but I knew she was fucking other people. You knew it too, but you wouldn’t say anything to me about it.” 
Charlie nodded his head and looked at the floor in shame, having to face his own guilt where his father was concerned. 
“I know you hated me, Charlie. I could see it on your face, and I resented you for it. She didn’t hate me; I was her ticket to do whatever she wanted. I was a slave and I hated everything and anybody who made me into that slave. I couldn’t help it. I hated being on the road all the time, but then suddenly, I liked it. It got me away from her and her bullshit and you and your hatred. I hope that you can forgive me for that, Charlie.” 
There was a long moment of silence between the two. Not uncomfortable, more a silence created to allow all of the information to sink in.
“The world has a way of stripping a man of all that he feels matters. Your integrity can get stripped from you multiple times on any given day, your faith questioned by the questionable. The one thing they can’t take from you is your pride. You could hold on to that in almost any circumstance … until you get home. Home to a wife who tolerates you. Home to the corner of one closet where you can keep your clothes. And home to a son who doesn’t care if you lived or died,” Dean said, not wanting to put that heavy of a burden on his son, but if they were taking the time to be honest, then honesty is what he was going to give.
He heard sniffling from the other side of the dark truck cab, and he knew that he may have struck too hard. But Charlie had grown a lot in the last two days and was able to compose himself enough to speak.
“I cared … for a while, anyway. But you always made me feel so small and weak. I’m not weak. I would go to school after you humiliated me and intentionally pick a fight with someone bigger than me. I lost a lot, but it somehow made me feel better.”
Dean laughed, much to Charlie’s surprise. “I guess like father like son fits here. I used to do the exact same thing with my stepdad. Until I kicked his ass, that is.”
“So I gotta kick your ass?” Charlie said with a smile.
“If we live long enough, then I’ll be happy to have you kick my ass.” Dean ruffed Charlie’s hair and they both smiled. 
“In a way, it’s better now,” Charlie said.
“Some things are better now, I agree; just not enough to want the change, though. Hey, I’m sorry for being such an asshole. I’ll try to do better.”
“Yeah, me too,” Charlie replied.
“Oh oh, we got company,” Dean said as he looked into the rearview mirror.
Charlie turned to see three people in a race with five runners, and it looked like the runners were going to win.
“It looks like Jonah’s dad!”
“How many shells do you have left?”
“Eight, including the two that are in the gun.” 
“So do we run and save ourselves, or start kicking some zombie ass?” Dean asked his son. 
When Charlie immediately opened the door and stepped outside, Dean smiled and said, “Attaboy.”
They peeled out the doors like Starsky and Hutch, feeling pride and strength in the bond they were forming. As a team, they moved past the living runners who never even slowed down. 
“Get in the back of the truck!” Dean shouted as Jonah stopped beside Charlie to catch his breath. Dean uncapped Shaaka and slammed the diamond-cut top of the thick wooden buckler down on the lead zombie’s head, causing it to collapse limply at his feet. Dean was in full adrenaline rush and never doubted for a second that he had cracked the skull, killing it in one swing. Jonah stared, wide-eyed, at the goo oozing from the broken skull until a single barrel blast from Charlie’s sawed-off shotgun jerked him back to reality.
Dean had just shoved Shaaka’s point through the eye socket of the next zombie when he heard both truck doors slam shut. 
Charlie never wavered as he lined up his next shot on the closer of two remaining Z’s, suspecting what was happening but not believing it.
Dean wanted to break away and stop the inevitable but knew that would leave Charlie with one slug and two zombies to fight. He just didn’t have the physical weight yet, so Dean lunged, feeling his foot slip in the grey matter from the crushed skull at his feet, which brought his point down and into the chest of the last zombie. A killing blow to the living but barely a deterrent to the dead.
Dean slammed the heavy buckler into the head repeatedly until the neck snapped and the zombie fell to the side, its neck broken, body paralyzed.
The three of them stood together watching the truck speed off, the taillights getting smaller in the distance.
Dean turned to Jonah. “I’m guessing those weren’t your parents.” 
Jonah shrugged. “Nope, never seen ’em before.” 
Moaning from the approaching horde of stumblers started to overwhelm all other sounds, with the exception of Dean’s favorite word.
“Fuck!” 
 



 
Chapter Nine

What It Is
 
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, once again we have Lieutenant Lisa Reynolds,” Tasha said and sat back in her chair, motioning for Lisa to start speaking. Lisa could tell as soon as she walked into the room that something was different between her and Tasha, but she didn’t know what. Her stance or posture seemed to be a little more guarded and there was a definite chill emitting from her suddenly cold irises. 
“Hello again. I allowed some videos to be published that display what it is like out in the city right now. I didn’t try to hide it because it is what it is, and I need to be honest with all of you as to what lengths I will go to ensure our survival. The days of jaywalking tickets and probation violations are over. There are no jails. There are no judges or courts … no prison or Walmart. It is all gone and we are what remain.
“I don’t know why it’s clear to me as to what we have to do and why we have to do it, but it is. Unless, of course, I’m delusional—but that, my friends, is for you to decide.
“If so, then don’t follow me and have me arrested for killing that racist slaver because I deserve it. I looked him dead in the eye and pulled the trigger without regret because I knew … I knew that every victim after today would be my victim, not his. Mine because I allowed him to continue to exist. Is that a God complex? I don’t know. I believe it’s the result of their own action more than anything else. We’re taught that every action will have an equal and opposite reaction. Well, physics just got real.
“If you choose to live like an animal, then people like me are here to make sure that you die like an animal. This is not my law or my rules; this is natural law. The sick must perish in order for the strong and healthy to flourish. That’s simply how it is. 
“Let this be a warning to any of you who have not made it to the safety of the compound yet. There are gangs of drug addicts, murderers, thieves, and rapists out there looking to exploit you and your children. Slavery of many sorts is alive and well. 
“There is a serial killer on the loose in the city right now. His name is Doctor Webber, a physician in Mount Ida. There are some walking around with his photo if you need to see it, but he is real and he will kill you in the most horrific manner and possibly even cannibalize you. His last victim was tied spread eagle on a building front. When the zombies came to feed, he watched, even delaying the inevitable just so he could revel in the man’s terror. He has blond hair …” Lisa continued with her description as Tasha made all sorts of disapproving eyes at her. 
“Good people; unite and stay strong. And don’t let the scum left in this world bring you down. Thank you,” Lisa finished, and Tasha went right into music.
“What the hell is your problem?” Lisa snapped.
“My problem? Really … my problem, you say?” Tasha looked at Skit, who just shrugged, not knowing what was going on.
“That’s what I said; what is your fucking problem?”
“You walk through town killing anybody on a whim, and then you come in here and tell the people to do the same as you. Then you draw the attention of a serial killer to my station and ask what is wrong with me?”
“You are way out of line here, Tasha. They were slavers and rapists—and possibly murderers—that I killed out there.” Lisa reached into her pouch to pull out a piece of material which she threw on the table in front of Tasha. 
“They were waving this, Tasha. Do you know what they would have done with you when they found you?”
“This? What is this?” Tasha asked as she lifted a corner of the flag.
“The official colors of the local Ku Klux Klan. You, being a pretty black woman, would have made a nice addition to their stables. Of course, they’d have to whip the uppityness out of ya first.”
“It is hard to believe that they still exist in this world,” Tasha said regretfully.
“This world? Or do you mean the world we had a few days ago? Because in this world they have free fucking reign until someone steps up and takes care of them. I am that someone, Tasha, and I took care of them. So judge me for it, or don’t judge me for it; it doesn’t really matter. Lord knows I am going to have to deal with a shit storm about this when I get back to the compound as it is.”
“Okay, okay … I’m sorry. What about the serial killer though? Should I come to the compound with you?”
“Can’t. You are way too valuable here doing what you’re doing. And for the most part, he supports you in this. After all, you’re attracting more victims to him, but that will also be his downfall. We’re sending down a rotation of twelve soldiers as we speak; they’re going to stay here with you for a while. With them and your wingmen, you should be all right. He’s not known for his courageous attacks,” she said. 
“Do you think it was all that smart telling everyone about him? I mean, there could be some panic,” Tasha said, a little uncomfortable with how Lisa might react. She seemed to be on edge or hopped up on something. Something inside of the policewoman was burning hot, an intense energy that she could hardly restrain.
“I know how I’m coming off right now, Tasha. I realize that I am hitting some sensitive issues hard right now and may come off as calloused. People need to be afraid,” she said. “People need to feel fear, or they are not going to make it to the compound, and the compound needs as many bodies as it can get. Especially right now.”
“Why now, Lisa? What is so urgent? Why not take a moment and get it all set up?” Tasha asked.
 “This is still the beginning stages. We have lost most of the people to this virus already. Soon—very soon—food will run out for the dead and they will start to wander. They will follow their nose just like Tonka would and their nose will lead them right toward food. We are food to them, Tasha. We have to be trained, supplied, and ready for them,” Lisa said, leaving Tasha staring at a wall as her mind worked. 
Finally, she turned back to Lisa, her face twisted into an unrecognizable expression. “The Horsemen.” 
“I’m being serious here, Tasha. Don’t go all religious with this, all right?”
“I know that you don’t believe, but a lot of us do and I am sa—”
“Don’t say it. Don’t waste your fucking breath, because I don’t give a shit what it is. It is just my job to fix it,” Lisa said, resolute in her conviction not to fall into any mumbo jumbo and simply deal with it.
“Now we can either build a holding pen for victims, where people sit back and wait to be air lifted to La Ti Da, which doesn’t exist, or we can establish our ground and take back what is ours, and for that, I need fighters—not sheep. But first, I need survivors. The ones who survive both the zombies and some brilliant, yet sick, butcher who masturbates to fear. Those are going to be the ones who set this world straight, and we don’t have the resources or time to waste on bottom feeders. 
"Now, if you don’t want to help me anymore, I get that. You have already done enough to earn your place with us, so your home isn’t threatened. I would sure like you to be on board with me though and keep your beliefs to yourself.” Lisa’s tone or stance never wavered and she spoke as directly and honestly as she could, but her mind was made up; Tasha had to buy in or bow out.
“I’m with you, Lisa. Of course, I am. It’s all just a little hardcore for me, that’s all.”
“You and me both, my friend; you and me both.”
“You can’t stop me from expressing my views on the radio.”
“You are the source of news for all people right now, Tasha. Not just Motown fans and not just Christians. If you want to create a show that played for an hour then you had better represent all faiths, or we will push some needed people away.”
“I can do that. I would enjoy doing that. The Jihad perspective and Buddhist teachings; even Nostradamus’ quatrains.”
“And Atheists.”
“Atheists?” 
“Oh yeah, we have a perspective on this too. Deal?” 
“Deal.”
***
“So we headin’ back?” Skit asked once they were back on the streets. More and more often, they were seeing skid loaders and trucks instead of zombies and even ran across an assault force that had started clearing buildings. A few who did not know who she was even handed her pictures of Web, and for some reason, that made her feel as if she was doing her job. If she couldn’t protect them, she could at least inform them. 
Lisa and Skit heard shouting from a building across the street, and as they moved in, Tonka flanked right. Sedge just watched, not knowing what to do. Lisa pushed through the people trying to get out of the building, only to end up in a lobby of sorts. 
A mass of dead humanity was falling down an open staircase; only one guy swinging a four-foot chunk of rebar confronted them at the bottom. He moved like he wanted to know karate or judo but had gleaned his skills from watching Jet Li movies. The man’s long ponytail swung back and forth as he kicked and spun with an awkward grace that made Lisa think of Buck and the first time she met him. Buck, however, had been successful at keeping the infected at bay; this guy was too closed in and was soon going to be overrun. 
“Skit, start swinging,” she said as she pointed out toward the far side of the room, wanting him to distract the crowd away from Ponytail. Tonka went with him as Lisa started to line up precise shots up close to the bobbing stream of hair.
She tried to clear out over his right shoulder, taking two out that were dangerously close to swarming the man.
“Step right!” she shouted. 
The man did as she instructed but not nearly far enough for her to make the shot. Her eye was locked on a zombie that was moving with such distinct purpose, she knew it was going to score on his left triceps. He spun in a pseudo-karate move, almost putting his arm right in the creature’s mouth. It bit as she fired; she saw the spray from the bullet hitting his arm before entering the zombie’s brain via the roof of its mouth.
The man was frozen in place as he stared at the bullet wound in his arm. A large arm reached over Lisa’s shoulder, grabbing Ponytail by the collar and dragged him backward out the door. She heard Ponytail start to sob, which dissipated the farther away he got. 
The room was open and Lisa started to pick her shots more carefully as she heard Skit grunting with every swing and Tonka dragging down bodies to snap their necks. The maneuver didn’t kill, but paralyzed the zombies and seemed to come way too easy to the canine. She switched magazines when they had ten or so left—none of which were runners—and it was like standing them up in a shooting gallery at the county fair.
Soon she and her team left the building only to find Ponytail on his knees as a woman brought a revolver down toward his forehead.
“For Norman’s love?” the woman with the revolver asked.
Ponytail nodded his head gently and pointed his eyes toward the ground.
“For Norman’s honor,” he whispered.
“Hold it! Wait, wait, wait one fucking minute here!” Lisa shouted and people gasped as they recognized who was amongst their group.
“What in the fuck do you think you are doing?”
“I’m bit,” Ponytail said to her with the dim light of resignation in his eye. “I choose to go with dignity, like Norman did.”
“First off, you weren’t fucking bitten. I shot your dumb ass because you wouldn’t move out of the fucking way. Next time I tell you to step right, step right, dammit.”
“Oh … I’m sorry,” Ponytail replied.
“It all right; I’ll get over it.” She meant it but for some reason, him apologizing to her for her shooting him struck a chord with the entire group and some chuckles rang out. “Sit down now and let me have a look.
“I am Lieutenant Reynolds.” He nodded, already knowing that. “Let’s take a look at your arm. The rest of you, I appreciate that you are following procedure, but be certain they are actually bitten before you take such drastic actions.” Her eyes landed on the woman who was to take the shot. She was visibly shaking while looking at man she was ready to shoot in the head.
“It’s all right, honey, he’s okay. What is your name?”
“Lois, Lois Talbot.”
“You were doing the right thing, Lois, so relax. What is your name, mister?” Lisa said in a chiding fashion.
“Paul Talbot,” he replied then added, “I like the new hair look, or lack of it.”
“Thanks, Paul Talbot,” she said, deciding she was going to call him P.T., although, for a completely different reason than his name being Paul Talbot. “Are you two husband and wife?” 
“Siblings.”
“Damn, you got ice water in your veins, Lois. That is cold blooded. You too, P.T.; fending off the Z’s like that so the rest could get out … nice job,” Lisa said, which was merely just banter in order to calm the situation as their adrenaline settled down. “I’m going to call you off for the day though. The rest of your group can stay out, but you two I want back in the compound pronto.”
“I’m good; it is only a flesh wound,” P.T. said.
“This isn’t a Monty Python movie, P.T.; ordeals like this cause you to lose focus, especially if you’re not used to it. You need to relax for twenty-four or forty-eight, get some grub, and sleep. You can trust me on this or just do what I tell ya, pissing and moaning all the way. It doesn’t matter because it is what’s going to happen.”
She walked over to Skit after a pickup truck came and collected the brother and sister. Skit sat on the curb, looking out on the blacktop with a dog on either side of him sitting peacefully.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“Oh hey,” he replied.
“Is something bothering you?” 
He shook his head side to side. “Naw.” Then he nodded up and down before saying, “Yeah.” 
“What is it?”
“Well … there’s a group of people here clearing zombies out of apartment buildings. Also there are people over there clearing out apartment buildings and office buildings down the street.”
“Yeah, so … isn’t that a good thing?” Lisa asked, not really getting where he was going with this.
“All of these people are accessible to … to him.”
“I know, Skit, but there isn’t much we can do about him right now.”
“So where is he?”
“I’m sorry, I’m not getting you.”
“The only time he is not scheming and setting something up is when he is talking to you. He’s planning something and we’re out here in the open,” Skit said visibly shaken.
“Relax, Skit. He hasn’t had time to set anything up.” 
“I think you are selling him short. I’m not going to feel safe until we are back in that compound.”
***
“Re-load, then hold fire; I got these few,” Dean said as he kept mumbling, god damn son of a fucking bitches who st… He stabbed out with Shaaka up under the chin of a former postman, visibly bulging the eyeballs from the heavy steel blade entering the brain. He quickly yanked it back to strike out in a roundhouse style swing that plunged the blade through the temple of the one behind the zombie that hadn’t finished his journey to the ground. 
He let the blade rest in the skull as he shoved chest high with the buckler, sending another falling back into a third as he swung the club into the skull of a runner who was trying to sneak around from behind the one he had shoved. Crushing his cranium, he sent him flying to the right only to have his place filled by another shuffler. The main group of zombies was still thirty yards back but there were five in front of him that he had to take care of in order to make a break for it. He jerked the blade of Shaaka out of the head he had roundhoused and fallen to its knees. 
Chicken shit bastard and his slut who stole my truck and left me out here with two kids and no guns, Dean continued to mumble as he slammed the buckler back into the zombie at his feet. Just like a jackhammer, Dean plunged his spearhead into one, two, then three more skulls. 
He stepped back, releasing the one he had pinned, to snap the knee on the Z coming in from behind. Reversing the spear, he plunged it through its eye socket as he fell while simultaneously hitting so hard across the face it snapped the Z’s neck, paralyzing him.
“Over there!” Dean said and pointed at a hardware store that looked as if it had been raided. There wasn’t an inch of glass in the frames, having been shattered and spread all over the floor. The inside of the store was a chaos of tipped-over shelving, displays and merchandise everywhere, causing them to slow down and pick their way through. 
Charlie was the first to get to the back door, opening it in a rush only to slam it shut again. He looked at his dad with big eyes.
“Zombies, lots of zombies,” Charlie said just as a few runners hit the first of the debris behind them.
“Fucking A, where do they keep coming from? This way,” Dean said and directed them down a long storage room filled with shelves of nuts, bolts, pipefittings, and other assorted brick-a-brack. Pulling out every box he could get his hand on without stopping, Dean knocked them to the floor, making it hard for anything to come at them fast from behind. They heard the success of this maneuver as two or three runners hit the small debris, sending their feet out from under them and crashing into the shelf-lined wall. 
A set of wooden hand-railed steps leading up to a platform where a door sat unopened came into view. They headed for it and pushed each other up and out the door where Dean slammed it shut behind him. The door opened out on to a flat roof above a garage where they worked on small engines. There was no lock on the outside nor was there anything that they could shove in front of it.
“Dad! Kick it,” Charlie shouted as he held a wooden wedge meant to block the door open when they were out servicing things on the roof. Dean brought his size-twelve steel toe down on the wedge, knowing that it would only slow them down for a second or two but it should also prevent them from opening the door completely so he waited, ready to kill them one at a time as they came through. 
He heard the first one hit the door, slamming it hard and struggling against it without the presence of mind to operate the doorknob. On impulse, he brought the sheath of Shaaka down on the handle, breaking it off. He then used his finger to push the turn rod through and out on to the floor behind the door, making it inoperable and keeping the dead inside for a little while longer. 
By the time he turned around, Charlie was already being lowered to the roof of a van by Jonah. Dean looked over the edge and saw Charlie take point with his shotgun and four remaining shells. Dean smiled with pride; he was a good boy and tougher than he had ever given him credit for. 
They crossed the alley and found the door to the opposing building locked; their only option was to head out onto the main street where the zombies were still filing into the hardware store. They all knew that their survival depended on quick thought and action, so they didn’t hesitate when Dean pointed at a consignment store across the street. He readied Shaaka before they made a dash for it, knowing they’d be spotted by runners almost immediately.
Halfway across the street, Dean stutter-stepped in order to get a runner who had leaped to come down in front of him. He slammed the buckler on its head as it fell while using the butt end of the spear to sweep two more out of the way while he continued to run. It was only seconds until they were up and running hot on his trail. He could almost feel their breath on the back of his neck as he tried to pour more energy into his feet.
Dean had never been one who was considered to be a runner; in fact, his stocky shape led people to believe that he was anything but a runner. He could move when he had to and though he might not be all that fast, he ran powerfully. So when two popped up in front of him just feet from the store and still had two others on his back, it didn’t slow him in the least. He lowered his shoulders and barreled through the corpses in his way, sending them sprawling.
The two behind him were gaining on him but he couldn’t stand and fight without slowing to the point where others would have him, so he just kept running. Charlie jumped out from behind a car as Dean passed and spent two of their remaining four shells on the runners, giving them some much-needed space. 
Dean never slowed as he blew through the wood and glass door in the older, brick and mortar building. “Find the back door," he said to the boys as they ran by. He threw an entire shelf with everything from stuffed animals to playschool toys onto its side and pushed it in front of the door. Charlie started throwing strollers and cribs and anything he could lift on top of the shelf before Dean dragged another shelving unit over. He tipped it onto the pile just as two runners hit it full speed, causing the pile to shudder but hold in place. They drew back and hit it again, slightly moving it some more, before Dean and Charlie turned to look for Jonah. They had already made it a habit to check a building first, but there was no time for it; any zombies inside would have to be dealt with as they went along. Since the door had been locked, Dean felt the place was free from marauders and zombies up to this point. Where the present owners were was a mystery they didn’t have time to contemplate.
“Where’s the back door?” Dean asked Jonah.
“There isn’t one. There’s a door to the basement but there are no lights and I can hear something banging around down there. 
“Fuck!” Dean said, not caring that the boys heard him swear. He had never been sensitive to that and was even less so now.
“Dad,” Charlie said and pointed toward the ceiling off in the corner. A steel ladder led up to a steel trapdoor leading to the roof.
“Great, another fucking roof,” Dean replied as he headed over to the ladder. Looking up, he could see where a paddle lock was set to lock it but the lock itself was missing. 
“Charlie, you first,” he said anxiously as he watched the runners struggling with the debris in front of the door. They only had a couple of seconds before they were in and would be directly between them and the basement—which would be their next option regardless of what was banging around down there. Charlie turned the handle and the door opened to the relief of all of them.
“Come on, Jonah, don’t lollygag.” Dean checked the ladder top when he went through and saw that it was merely a hook over a lip. He let Charlie take care of the surroundings as he grabbed the top of the ladder and pulled it up with them.
“Oh shit,” he said when he closed the door and saw Charlie locked in a Mexican standoff with a woman who held a large pump-action shotgun.
“You might as well put that ladder back and get the hell out of here. This roof is private property,” the woman said nervously. 
Dean believed that she would shoot them if too much went wrong. “Just relax, okay? Nobody needs to shoot anyone. Lower you gun, Charlie.”
“Yeah, lay it on the ground right over there,” the woman said, indicating a spot with her barrel.
“No, just lower the barrel, son. Look, the truth is that we would rather be shot by you than eaten by zombies so if you’re going to shoot, go ahead,” Dean said as he scanned the scene behind the woman. It was obvious that they had been living up there since the beginning. They had a bright orange tent set up where another woman sat next to a Weber grill, drinking a cup of what he thought might be coffee. A pile of broken furniture and other wood items sat to the side looking as if they had sacrificed product in order to cook food. 
He looked back at the woman with the gun before he said, “I would like to debate things with you but that smell is driving me nuts; what do you have cooking over there?”
“That’s none of your business, mister; it is time for yo—”
“Knock it off, June. Put the damn gun down and let them come over here and get something to eat for Christ’s sake,” said the woman by the grill. June reluctantly lowered her gun. To say the couple screamed lesbian would have been an understatement but Dean didn’t care and was curious to find out if Charlie and Jonah would pick up on it.
“Hi, I’m Mabel; this is my wife, June. So I guess you boys have had quite a time of things? We would like to hear about it.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Dean Solomon and this is my son, Charlie, and his friend, Jonah.” Each boy nodded in turn, not showing any reaction to June being called Mabel’s wife. 
“So tell us, Dean, what’s going on in the world?”
“Not much to tell other than run and hide. Rescue this person only to see them killed later by a horde and then you get to scavenge and run and hide some more.”
“Hmmm, I was hoping that you would have more news on what is really going on. Have you heard anything about Hot Springs?” Mabel asked.
“Hot Springs? No, we haven’t seen news or heard a radio since an hour after it all started,” Dean said and looked to Jonah in case he had heard anything; Jonah shook his head in reply.
“Oh, well, we heard on the first day a garbled broadcast that some construction workers and cops were trying to set up a stronghold at the Sam’s Club there, but then our batteries died and we don’t sell those so we’ve just been watching the streets ever since.”
“The Sam’s club, huh? Well, if they don’t have tons of guns and a few tanks, I doubt they made it. I haven’t seen any military the whole time we have been running."
“Same here. We were hoping that our orange tent would attract the military, but we’ve only seen a couple of private planes flying by,” June said, jumping into the conversation.
“The only military or cops we have seen want to eat us. I haven’t seen a radio or TV since it started and our smart phones aren’t picking anything up.”
“Yeah, it looks like a truck or something smashed into the tower. We saw it crumble right away and something burned for almost a full twenty-four hours. Hordes of undead went toward the blaze on day one, but they have come back since.”
“Well, that explains why it was easier to move around the first day. I just didn’t think there were that many zombies at that point.”
“There are more every day,” June said. “We saw several people get away the first day—or so we thought—but then on the second day only a couple got away from the zombies. Now you’ve brought them to our door.”
“It was only a matter of time before they found you; even up here. They’re slow and dumb but they’re also tenacious. We have people waiting on us, so we can’t stick around. You’re welcome to come with us if you like.”
“Naw, I think we’ll be good here,” June replied.
“You’re kidding, right? There's nothing here for you except a flat roof,” Charlie said.
“Well, we got the Scooby van down in the garage. We will take that when we get a chance.”
“It is not the Scooby van. The Scooby van was a Chevy—not a V.W.,” Mabel whined. It was obviously a familiar argument between the two. “We have to go with them, June.”
“I don’t want to get hooked up with some hat wearing redneck truckers waving some kind of banner, all right? They just don’t get us.”
“Hey now, I may wear a hat from time to time, and I do drive a tractor trailer, but I’m not a redneck. I know you’re gay. Hell, even Charlie can tell you are lesbians.”
“Lesbians?” Charlie’s eyes got big, causing Dean and the two ladies to smile. 
“Come on, Charlie; she introduced June as her wife,” Jonah chided and Dean smiled.
“Okay, maybe Charlie didn’t know, but my point is that no one will care. We have all manner of people with us just trying to find somewhere safe, that’s all,” Dean said as he looked over the rail at the fire escape nine or ten feet down. “The other thing is that we need your van.”
“You’re not going to steal our van,” June said as she raised her gun again.
“Not if you come with us.”
“Wait, wait now …” Mabel said and June put the gun down. “It’s my van, and I’m not staying here any longer, so let’s just cooperate with him.”
“Oh, so all of a sudden he’s in charge?”
“I think he knows a little more about things down there since he’s been running and hiding while we stayed up here. So just shut up and let’s get on with things.” Mabel was obviously the smarter of the two. “Now grab the shells and food while I get the other gear.”
“Shells? What gauge shotgun do you have there?” Charlie asked. 
Dean didn’t hear the answer … he was flabbergasted. They were as much a couple as any husband and wife could be; he never imagined that it would be so similar. Dean never thought of himself as opinionated or judgmental, but sometimes it just crept up on him. 
Dean hang-dropped down onto the railing of the fire escape, trying to stay away from the window, which acted as a skylight inside the building. Charlie stayed on top with June as they handed the other two down to him. Charlie came next, followed by June, who leaned in and whispered, “There is no way to let this down quietly, so once we do, it’s going to be balls to the wall.”
“Okay, you got the key ready?” Dean asked, and June turned her head back to the roof with an oh fuck expression. “Oh fuck, don’t tell me …”
“Just kidding. I got the keys right here,” June said, making Dean wonder if she understood the gravity of their situation.
“Don’t you fuck with me, little missy.”
“Relax, there always has to be time for a joke, or I’m not playing,” she replied seriously, and Dean just shook his head. 
Mabel dropped the ladder and things suddenly became a mad scramble. Charlie hit the ground first and instantly posted toward the front of the building as if he were a battle-hardened soldier. June came behind and Mabel and Jonah followed while, through the window, Dean kept an eye on the zombies filling up the shop, the closed door to the roof unnoticed. He followed Jonah down and pushed everybody toward the detached shed that housed their vehicle. The noise had attracted several away from the front door of the consignment shop, but Dean was ready. He had no fear of these slower ones. Shaaka seemed to lend him an energy or speed all its own. 
With his guns, he would have been dead already, refusing to budge while he still had rounds. With Shaaka, he had to pick and choose more carefully; in right circumstances, he was almost indestructible to zombies. The custom-shaped hardwood buckler would push three or four back at a time as his spear plunged with the bladed end or smashed with the butt. His large old muscles could create a constant motion that the slow ones didn’t have a chance against, unless there were too many of them.
This time was no different as he covered their trek to the van. He directed the van back to the south, leaving most of the zombies still inside the consignment store.
 



 
Chapter Ten

Stage Left
 
 
They were starting to see signs of the compound already stretching out beyond its walls in the form of scavenging groups, people clearing buildings, and of course, the heavy equipment used to combat the infected. Brett had said this would happen as they kept most of the undead focused on one side of the compound or several blocks away to allow access to and from. 
Lisa and Skit both heard the bleating sounds of hundreds of zombies just beyond the pile of cars and debris that was piled in place the day before. The blockades were all over the city and designed to thin out the herd before it hit the walls of the makeshift compound. Some streets were blocked completely, forcing the zombies to wait until extermination teams could be put together to clear them out. In other streets, the zombies were allowed to filter through vacated buildings and out the other sides, spreading their numbers thinner for easier kills.
Lisa was still having problems digesting how they had to think of the past humanity. They needed to be eliminated completely or there would be no survival, no future. But it was still going to take a toll on her and everybody else. It was frightening to think about what the rest of the living would be like; would they long for more trivial times buried within their memories, or would they embrace this new brutal world? She couldn’t even venture a guess and couldn’t tell which would be better, but she knew which group would survive.
Lisa felt as if the Z’s in Hot Springs were already on the defensive, and the Springers were dominating because of a common goal. She looked up, stopped, and smiled at a man who was working a front-end loader, piling more debris into another alley mouth. He waved back, happy to have someone watch his skills on the giant cat. Lisa looked toward the other man running a New Holland skid loader and working in tandem with the bigger machinery. He worked the levers back and forth, diligently clearing the streets of smaller garbage.
The pop of a rifle sounded off close to their location and sparks sprayed off of the steel roof of the skidsteer cab. Lisa cocked her head, not quite sure what to make of it, her eyes still on the driver. Was it a ricochet or a misfire? 
The answer came in the form of another rifle shot, as the inside of the skidsteer’s cab turned red and brain matter streaked the large windows. She waved to get the other guy’s attention, but it was too late; another rifle shot and his cab interior also changed to crimson.
Lisa scanned for the shooter but noticed the rooftops were clear. Then she looked for Skit, her rifle ready. Skit was a half block away; he had kept walking, not realizing that she had stopped. He was turned and looking at her, wondering what was going on. He looked around when he saw she had her rifle ready. 
“Sniper!” she yelled. 
He crouched down, continuing to scan the area with his .45 out. A large explosion, followed in quick succession by another, and then a third, forced them both to their bellies. The source of the explosions destroyed three separate blockades, and zombies began filling the streets between her and Skit.
“Get to the compound!” 
Skit gave a quick nod and started running with both dogs in tow. Tonka looked behind him as he went, wanting to go to Lisa but not seeing a way through the thick wall of zombies now flooding the streets.
Lisa brought her rifle up and took out a couple around Skit and the dogs before they disappeared behind the mass of bodies. She bolted for the door of a market. Locked. She had to crawl over an abutment to make it to the next building—some sort of counseling center—but it too was locked. She continued to sprint, keeping only just ahead of the mass.
She turned and stepped backward to take down a couple of runners that were getting up to speed before she dashed down an alley and into another street. This one had trash piled in front of every door, blocking people from going in or out. She took another right, crossing behind the street to where the zombies had originally been trapped prior to the blasts. 
A few stragglers were still there but headed away from her. She let her rifle hang and drew the Glock from her holster so she could move through doorways quicker. She was coming up on the large brownstone where she thought the shots may have come from. She wanted to slow and check it out, but the Z’s had already rounded the corner of the building behind her. She could hear the screams of building clearers when they noticed the escaped Z’s. Shots started ringing out, but were blocks away and Lisa was on her own. She wanted to go to them and help, but she would be on the wrong side of the horde, in the line of fire, and she had her own mess to get out of first.
The door on the end was locked, the barber shop inside clean, as if it had never been touched by the apocalypse. The sandwich shop around the corner was also locked, as was the V.I.P. Nail Salon. She stopped and looked up at the condos above and saw zero activity. It was strange; crews had found people hiding out in almost every building. This building looked untouched and could have living people still inside, but it appeared abandoned. 
After emptying her mag into the approaching wall of dead, she crossed the entrance to an underground garage with a closed overhead gate. She moved on, reloading as she went.
After the garage was the second half of the building, its lower level dedicated to a clinic of some sort. She practically fell through the open door, pausing only to empty her mag so she could slam it shut and hold it with her slight frame. She threw the deadbolt-style lock and breathed a sigh of relief as the bolt slid home. She dropped the horizontal blinds in front of the glass to cut off their view of her in hopes that they would calm down. The safety glass would keep all but the most determined living humans out, and zombies were no exception. 
Lisa took a couple of steps backward, noticing the chemical smell in the room. Her eyes scanned as she holstered her sidearm and dropped her magazine in the rifle while checking all of the potential trouble spots in the front of the business. Her hand was in her pouch, getting a full magazine, when a strong arm came over her face, smothering her mouth and nose with a cloth.
Her initial reaction to gasp was the worst thing she could have done. Her sharp intake of air filled her lungs with chloroform, sending her world to black and denying her the opportunity to fight back.
***
The only thought in her mind was Oh fuck when she awoke. Her hands were bound above her head and she was stripped naked down to her waist, leaving her upper body completely exposed. Is he some kind of rapist now? 
She didn’t have to see him to know who it was. Lisa had been fucking with the doctor, toying, and trying to bring him out into the open, and she thought she was prepared. She didn’t think he would be able to set things up this quickly. Then again, why couldn’t he? 
With a simple disguise he could go anywhere with people, waving and smiling all the while. He had been one step ahead of her the whole time, even before he knew she was after him, which was … Could he have been in the compound when I went to talk to Ally? Hell, he would be familiar with the entire security system cameras and all … fuck! For all she knew, that connection could extend anywhere.

She tried to scan the room and saw a bank of portraits on the wall, and there he was, the same picture Skit had, smiling back at her and she said it again, “Fuck.” 
His was the center of three persons, one an older woman with a stethoscope and the other an older man in a lab coat.
“Welcome back to the world of the living,” a good-natured voice said as he approached the bedside. “I see that you have noticed the co-founders’ portraits. This was mainly my brainchild; the others donated time and money for tax reasons.”
“Why would I give a fuck?”
“You have such a delicious potty mouth. I think I am falling, Rey. You could be the one, you know.”
“Yeah? Why don’t you take me camping and we’ll sing Kumbay-fucking-ya together and roast marshmallows over an open fire. You know, maybe just shutting the fuck up and doing what you’re going to do is the best choice right now.”
“What, and miss out on all of this? Never. You’re just being judgmental. You and I both know that every girl wants to marry a doctor.”
“Not every girl, dipshit.”
“Well then, you are one of a few select individuals, Rey.”
“Don’t call me that, dickhead.”
“Okay, Lisa, I can give you that. You may call me Craig in honor of the racist bastard that we gunned down together. That was quite a show, wasn’t it? Our first and only collaboration.”
“It wasn’t a show, asshole. It was real life.”
“More like real death, wouldn’t you say? I have to be honest. By the way you started out, I thought you would be a lot harder to get control of than you were.”
“Yeah, me too.” Lisa’s tone was regretful. She would be damned if she showed this guy a lick of fear, but the truth was that she was more terrified than she ever thought possible. It was a struggle to retain her bladder, and her entire being wanted to shudder, but the doctor fed off of that. Fear and terror were what he craved. She could feel his eyes penetrating her, looking for a sign, so she became stone cold and defiant.
“So, now that I have your undivided attention, I want to inform you that I will be describing every procedure we do here, no matter how minute. Full disclosure is the best policy, I think, and I feel that you have a right to know.” His eyes lingered a little too long on her naked upper body.
“Take a picture; it’ll last longer,” she said, peeved at his wandering eyes.
“Have no fear, Lisa; everything is being filmed in great detail. I have to say though, I have seen a lot of breasts, but yours … yours are pretty spectacular.”
“Just fucking kill me, all right?”
“Ah, but the world has changed. I no longer have to worry about a practice or my livelihood. Just like when I got into my forties and realized I didn’t have to rape every victim. It was a good thing, and opened the doors to men. Now I realize that I don’t have to kill every subject, and it might even have its own rewards; allowing them to walk in fear knowing that one day, I will return. Ally will be my first test of that and you my second. So kill you? That's just not an option. You're too much of a delightful challenge for that.” He paused and walked around to the side of the table so he could look right down at her, his eyes locking on hers. 
“You see, the true question is, in what capacity will I leave you? I will do my best, but pain management without drugs can be a very touchy thing.” He held up a long, wiry needle and spun it so its limp form caused the light to dance in her vision.
“I studied for a time in the Far East and picked up some hobbies that I have become quite proficient at; not to mention fond of. Now keep in mind, I am not certified or professionally trained, so there may be some mistakes. I am going to ask you to remain perfectly still because some of the pain insertion points can also cause your bowels to release if we’re not careful.” Web gently turned her on to her side and twisted the needle into her skin.
Her hip and leg lost feeling and her tongue started to sweat. Her stomach juices started to churn and she felt …
“Do you feel nauseated?” She nodded like a good patient. “Gooood. I don’t smell anything, so that means your bowels held. I think we got it,” the doctor said as they fell into a natural rhythm of doctor-patient relationship that made Lisa want to puke, but she was helpless and completely unable to stop it.
“You should feel numb in your lower back and down your hip and leg.”
She nodded and bit her lip as she tried to control the tears that wanted to flow.
“Good. We’re doing great, Lisa. Now I am going to continue the pain blocks up your spine and into your neck.” He got out several more needles. A different portion of her body vanished from her sense with every insertion as he continued with his delighted rhetoric. 
Lisa had never felt so helpless, and she was torn between hating him more and more every second and just wanting to die. If she could have held her breath until life passed from her body, she would have; she had never imagined that a horror like this could ever occur. Her eyes locked on her guns and ammo stacked with her shirt and TAC vest on a table in the corner just a few feet away, and prayed they would magically come to her so she could kill the bastard.
Web gave each needle a kink so he could roll her onto her back and smiled as he looked in to her face.
“Done; now that wasn’t so bad, was it? Well, at least not as bad as it is going to be taking them out, and you can trust me on that. Okay, on to the next step. I’m getting anxious because I am starving, but all good things in time.
“You seem to have lost your voice, Lisa. Is there anything you want to say?”
Lisa shook her head and squeezed her eyes tightly together when she noticed him looking at her breasts again. He reached up and squeezed her right one hard, but she couldn’t feel it.
“You know, in some of the groups which I belong to, people prefer to start here,” he said, indicating the gland that was pushing out between his fingers. “But I tell you, from a culinary standpoint, there really isn’t much there. Most will go for a forearm or calf to start, but that is just too much meat for one person, and it doesn’t store well. Besides … I am a rib man.”
***
By the time they reached the road that led to the facility, they had lost three more but gained five, which was how it had been since the day it all started. Solomon started with Charlie, Lester, and three of his coworkers. Now he only knew Charlie and Lester, but they were thirty strong and each looked to them as the leaders. The parking lot was designed to hold twenty cars. The rest was cleared, open field. He went up to the gate and looked down the lane, seeing a guard lying fried to a crisp inside the fence. He must have been infected the first night and touched the fence. Another active zombie was trapped in the guard booth at the gate and was starting to stink like decomposition, but his lust to feed never waned as he moaned and thrashed about inside. 
Solomon saw the camera track his progress as he approached the gate. When he was six feet from it, a red light came on with a mechanical warning.
“Caution, this fence is electrified to fifty thousand volts. Anyone touching or trying to break through will be killed instantly.”
“I can see you watching me. Why don’t you just talk to us like human beings?” Solomon said.
“I'm sorry, but I have to ask you to leave this facility immediately, or I will call the authorities,” the human guard’s voice spoke over the speaker.
“There aren’t any authorities for you to call, boy. It’s all gone. Cops, the courts, your job, my wife … all gone. There’s only us. We are the new force in town so let us in and we’ll see how we can help each other.”
***
Jesse was distraught and didn’t know what he should do. No one showed up for scheduled delivery or even to fill the sandwich machine, which was contracted to be switched out every day. It was a union demand on their last contract. He watched as Tony fried himself on the fence and sadly, he was glad. He didn’t need to see these zombies up close. His Internet was down as of the first day when the company server somewhere around Little Rock went offline. He had never been to the main office, so he didn’t know for sure. He was supposed to hear from the main office every four hours but hadn’t heard from them for the last two days. 
What he feared would happen—correct that—what he knew would happen came to fruition on the third day … the day when the sandwich machine ran out of sandwiches, the glass broken the day before. A gang of rough-looking men and women came from the city. It wasn’t like they were trying to sneak up on him; it was more like they didn’t want to make noise just for the sake of making noise.
Jesse didn’t know what was going on out in the world. No TVs were allowed at work and he wasn’t allowed to bring his cell phone in from the car. All he had was a basic email program built in to their emergency system, and an AM/FM radio. 
He followed the goings on in Hot Springs on the small radio and tried to contact them through email since the outgoing seemed to work. But of course, the main office screened all incoming messages before they got to the staff. All he could tell anyone was that he was alone in an environmentally controlled security storage facility. There was not much more to tell other than that. He had a map of quadrants but had no idea what was stored in those quadrants. He wasn’t allowed out of the shack until his shift was done, which was when the door opened. Everybody thought there was someone in Little Rock controlling the door, but Jesse now suspected the door lock was tied directly to the time clock. When his relief checked in, the door would unlock. The only other time would be a fire or natural disaster.
The day the man with the walking stick showed up was a day from his worst nightmares. A part of him wanted to surrender, but he couldn’t even if he tried because of the security of the enclosure.
***
“Come on, bud; come out and talk to us for a couple of minutes. That’s all, just talk. Man, you know me. You told me to get back into the cab of my truck just the other day. No smoking, right?” Solomon pleaded with the man in the guardhouse, trying to appeal to his humanity.
“I remember you. You’re the one who gave me attitude. I reported you to my superiors, and they said you would not be back here again. Yet here you are, off duty, trying to break into a secure facility,” the guard replied.
“Look …” Solomon started, his temper long past lost, but still trying to not make it evident. “We’re not trying to break in to steal things. We’re trying to break in so that we can hide. You don’t know what it’s like out here, bro. The whole city has turned into flesh-eating zombies.” 
Jesse paused for a long time, soaking it in. A part of him wanted to let them in, but another part knew that they would run roughshod all over the place and there could be dangerous things inside. He typed out a quick email to Tasha at the radio station. He hoped it would help even though he’d never get a reply. Then he leaned down to the speaker with a one-word reply.
“No.”
“No? What do you mean ‘no’? I’m going to have a car run right through this fucking fence, asshole.” Solomon’s anger-filled shout forced Jesse to push another button labeled “high alert.” He didn’t know what this button did because the complex had everything pre-programmed into it. 
Solomon jumped to the side as tire-slashing blades snapped into place, completely surrounding the fenced-in structure in staggered patterns up to thirty feet out.
“I wouldn’t recommend that. I have notified authorities as to your presence, so please just leave.
“Good! We could use some authorities around here. We ain’t leaving, chump, so just get that through your head.” Solomon was so heated he started snapping out orders. “Get some people out in the woods there, Lester, and make sure no zombies are sneaking up on us. And put someone down on that road too. I already see one stumbler coming this way. God damn it, what the fuck, people? Am I the only one paying attention here?” 
His eyes landed on Kodiak. Kodiak was obviously her dancer name, but she was unwilling to give up the moniker, so he went with it. Out of the six gained from the club where they originally held up; only three remained. A girl named Candy and a bouncer named Stanley was still with them, and Kodiak; all of whom stayed pretty close to each other.
“Kodiak, have someone take that cube van up that slope so it can get enough speed to pop a hole in this fence.”
“How is it going to get to the fence with all of these tire blades in the way?”
“I don’t fucking know, Kodi; just do as I ask, will you please?”
“All right, I’ll do it. Just back off a bit, will ya, Dean?”
“Back off a bit? Are you fucking serious? This is the last place in Benton where we have a chance to survive this shit and some fucking Boy Scout is standing in our way. So I am a little pissed about that right now, okay?” 
On any other day, he would have been throwing dollar bills at the tall raven-haired woman just to see a little more skin. Today was not that day. She did, however, have a good head on her shoulders, and he could use some insights. He calmed himself a bit before saying, “Hey, when you get that done, come see me, all right?”
“All right, but remember, cash doesn’t count anymore,” she replied, thinking that he was interested in something totally different than he was.
“Naw, girlie. Not talking about that, at least not until we get through that gate. I need to pick your brain.”
She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “That would be new, now wouldn’t it, Dean?” 
With that, she turned away, leaving Dean with a view of her retreating backside. 
After Kodiak found a driver and set the cube van up the slope from the main gate, she returned to Solomon. “So, what are you thinking?” 
“I don’t know, to be honest. I’m stumped. It’s just a chain-fucking-link fence; we should be able to get through that without any issues. If we had a grenade launcher or some dynamite we could blow the gate off of its hinges, but we don’t have that.” 
Kodiak scanned the fence as her mind worked. 
“What are you thinking?” Dean asked.
“I’m thinking through the fence, over the fence, under the fence. Helicopter … which we don’t have. Hang glider, which we also don’t have. Battering ram or explosives, which we don’t have; shovel … we have a couple of shovels.” She held up the one she had been using as a weapon.
“There’s concrete footing surrounding the property. We can’t dig through that,” Solomon said, impressed with her train of thought.
“How deep can that go? Four feet, six feet, maybe eight? I would dig eight feet to avoid zombies. All we need to do is get a couple of us in there, and the guard is toast.”
“Yeah, the little prick deserves to die for putting us through this shit,” Solomon added.
“We’re probably going to need him to explain the facility to us, Dean.”
“Damn, you are smart. Why aren’t you leading us?”
“I don’t know; something about me talking to a group of men vacates their brains of all intelligible thought.” Kodiak then smiled; the same one that always cost Dean an extra twenty at the end of the night.
“I guess there is that, isn’t there? Let’s keep the van thing working in hopes that it distracts boy wonder in there, and we’ll get some diggers on the far side … down where the fence comes close to the woods.”
              “Sounds good, boss,” she said with a smile that suddenly put their relationship on a level he never expected from a woman, let alone this woman.
 



 
Chapter Eleven

Ed and Cat
 
 
Cat was heading back to a bunk after spending the last few hours up on a lift picking off zombies when she saw the man who was always with Lisa rush through the gate. He was out of breath and with two dogs who looked just as ragged.
“Where is the lieutenant?” she asked.
Skit recognized her and remembered that her dad was a cop that he knew pretty well from back in the real world. “Where is your dad?”
“Dad? He’s over here—c’mon, I’ll take you to him.” She started leading the way, even before she finished the sentence. 
 Cat stood back to the side and listened as Skit relayed the story of snipers and zombies being released. His friend needed help, but he couldn’t go back out there alone. He was so winded that he didn’t know if he could go back out there at all.
Fifteen minutes later, Krupp made his way to the gate in the same garb he had salvaged from his storage locker the day before. The gear he could find in camp was sufficient, but his own gear was high end and customized to fit him. He snapped his fingers and Tonka, who Krupp had known while he was an active-duty officer, joined his side.
“You stay here and get some rest, Skit. I need to move light, and you look as if you could use some food.” 
“Nope, comin’ with ya. I’m reloaded and had a sandwich, so I’m good to go. Besides, you need me to show you the way.”
Krupp shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 
He then looked beyond Skit and started shaking his head. “Nope. No way in hell are you coming with us. It’s dangerous out there,” he said to his daughter, who showed up fully loaded, carrying the .22 magnum that Lisa had given her and a couple of Glocks in holsters. 
“The hell you say, old man. I either go with you or follow you; that’s the deal.”
“Cat, it’s dangerous out there.”
“I made it to this compound with nothing but a baseball bat and there were a lot more Z’s running around then than now. Besides, I stopped listening to you two years ago when I moved out, remember?”
“I remember,” he said with a barely subdued rage. “And look what happened.”
“The zombie apocalypse didn’t happen because I stopped listening to you, Dad.”
“Yeah, well, we’ll see. If you’re coming, then you had better start listening to me again or I’ll shoot you myself.”
“Yah, right, sure you will. But I’ll listen.”
Three living humans and a dog left the compound as Sedge lay sleeping by the chow line set up for canines. Being a bigger dog, he was spent and never really cared for the human events of the world; however, there was a very familiar smell within the compound … very faint, yet still there. He would investigate it later, after sleep and more food.
It took them over forty-five minutes to get back to where Skit could show them the blood-filled enclosures belonging to the equipment operators. Krupp felt his own blood begin to boil as he crawled into the cabs to shut the machines down. These men had sacrificed so much already and risked their own lives in a cause, only to have them snuffed out by some yahoo with a high-powered rifle was many levels of wrong. It still hadn’t dawned on them who was behind this, so they simply started searching and found that all of the buildings’ doors had been barricaded or locked.
Most of the zombies had cleared out, gravitating toward the shots they could hear in the distance. Krupp’s small crew also went toward the gunfire, creeping to within a half block, where they saw a swarm gathered around the barricaded front door of a tenement building. They figured that Lisa would also gravitate toward gunfire. The majority of the zombies clustered by the door where the action was, but their numbers spread out down the street and around the corner.
Krupp keyed his mic, called in their location, and waited for some operators to arrive. He figured Lisa was holed up with the group of survivors who had been caught in the middle of clearing buildings.
“Do you see her?” Cat asked Skit, who was scanning the crowd in the building as well as the zombies to see if maybe she had been bitten and had already turned.
“No, I don’t think she could have gotten back to that group. We had already run across them and helped them clear out a building, but they were too far behind us for her to get to.”
“No, I don’t see her,” Krupp added. “She’s too damn ornery for grouping up like that. She would have people in the upper windows and the roof to clear out more Z’s.”
“Good point, Dad. Now that you say it, I know she isn’t in there.”
The sounds of diesel engines filled the air as the operators Krupp called in arrived. He flagged one down and explained about the snipers, even though there was not much they could do about it. When a sniper had a person in their sights, there was only one result. The operator scanned the buildings anyway before closing his door and heading into the mass of Z’s with his bucket spinning. Blood sprays and the sound of bones crunching filled up the next few minutes as the mass destruction of multiple layers of dead were laid out before them. Cheers from the fighters accompanied the arrival of the operators, and soon Krupp and his group were walking safely up a blood-covered street while a front-end loader pushed bodies into a pile around the corner.
“Not one bullet wasted,” Krupp said with a smile, to which he got no reaction.
They confirmed that Lisa was not among the group of survivors, but they began their search anew. Skit asked, “Hey, where’s Tonka?” 
As if on cue, they heard the deep bark of the large canine from a couple of blocks away.
“Damn it, we should have followed the dog,” Cat said. 
Krupp shook his head, knowing that he should have known better. He had always been told that a K9 handler had to be trained as much as the dogs were; he just never realized how true that statement was.
***
“You really shouldn’t feel anything, so be careful not to move or we might damage something. You see, people are like their own personal pantry if you do it right. I was never allowed to do it right in the past because of the risk of getting caught and losing my practice. Now I can take my time and do things how they should have been done all along.”
“Like Ally?” Lisa asked as the scalpel slowly parted the skin along her side.
“No, Ally is still too young. Though her fear was delicious, I am not into veal. You, by the way, are doing a remarkable job of controlling your fear because I am sure that you must be absolutely terrified.”
“This is just like when I was hanging out with the boys in the neighborhood on weekends.”
“Ha ha!” Web replied with glee. “I did my research and know that you never lived anywhere long enough to have a group of childhood friends, Lisa. That's what we have most in common. So I think it’s a beautiful thing that we found each other.” His words came out strained as he struggled to fold her skin back over her ribcage. 
“I’m just biding my time until the opportunity to rip your throat out arises," Lisa replied. "Don’t consider yourself my friend, or confidant, or anything more than the object that will someday house my bullet.” 
“Let’s hope that never comes to pass, Lisa. I want our friendship to last. I left you sober so I can watch as fear breaks you. Most go insane at about this point of the procedure; very impressive, Lisa. Back to Ally; she’s a delightful girl and I will make a point of showering my attentions upon her but not for a couple of years yet. Children scare too easily. We have to let her toughen up. It’s like curing meat; skip one step, and you have nothing but garbage and wasted time.”
“You’re not going to survive a couple of years, Web.” 
“Don’t interrupt, Lisa. That’s rude. Now, her mother was a fucking bitch. A plastic whore with a painted-on face. I ate her raw, and to be honest, the meat was a little sour and fatty. You, I am going to be a lot more delicate with,” the doctor said as his bloodied hand reached for a vibration saw that he put to her side. 
It wasn’t until the saw hit the marrow that she actually felt some pain, but she wouldn’t show it other than a slight unstoppable flinch. Lisa was going to get out of this mess and when she did, she was going to kill him. She would remain sane until that day and then all bets were off.
She gasped as a rush of cool air filled the inner cavity of her body, causing her to shiver. She saw Web straighten with one of her ribs still surrounded with skin and muscle. He set it gently on an electric grill as his other hand remained at the newly created wound on her side. It only took a couple of minutes before she heard the meat start to sizzle as it rested on the grill above the burner.
“I fashioned a prosthetic just for you. Hopefully it is the right size. I even fashioned these little sponges, which will keep the bones from clicking together. That can be very painful and seems to happen at the most inopportune times. This will also stabilize the rib for proper knitting.”
Lisa tuned him out and stared at the ceiling, hoping for an opportunity to present itself. She wasn’t able to factor in that she was now wounded as the acupuncture needle had blocked all of her pain. It was several minutes before the smell of her own flesh on the grill brought her back to the present to find Web looking at her as if he had asked a question.
“I asked if you knew what people taste like.” She ignored him. “Most will say it tastes like chicken, and the very young ones do. I am expecting you to be more like lamb. Lamb or mutton is closer to the truth. I like to leave the fat on while cooking, it adds flavor and seems to tenderize the meat,” Web said as he portioned out the meat.
 “You can’t tell me that you're not curious; I just won’t believe it. My god, you truly are succulent.”
He picked up another piece and started to walk toward her. Ally tried to pull further away, sensing what he was going to do, but her numbed and bound extremities wouldn’t allow it.
“Now open wide,” he said and laughed as Lisa clenched her mouth tight and pulled her face away from the approaching morsel. He grabbed her face with one hand and pinched the hinge in her jawbone, forcing her mouth open, and set the small chunk of meat on her tongue. She started to gag and the small amount of food that was in her stomach rushed out, causing her to choke and cough as she tried to turn her head to the side. 
The next few second were a blur; he was suddenly pulling away from her, cursing about a dog. She spit bile from her mouth and looked at the doctor as he grabbed his rifle. Then she heard it.
“Run, Tonka, run!” she shouted, not knowing how he found her or how long he had been out there.
The doctor struck at her with the butt of his rifle, but she managed to pull her head to the side and spit some remaining bile up into his face. 
He looked down at her, his mask off, and she saw the hatred he had for her. She realized then, at that very moment, that he wasn’t nearly in as control as he made out to be, and everything she had done made his life more difficult. She laughed and then she screamed and laughed some more. 
He raised the gun to try to slam it down into her face again, but the glass on the door was suddenly spraying into the room under a hail of gunfire. The doctor turned and ran. A boot cleared out the rest of the glass and Tonka was hot on the doctor’s trail.
“Oh fuck,” Krupp, who came into the room first, said as he saw her tied to the table. 
“The fucking bastard went that way. Kill him, Krupp!”
Krupp nodded and followed Tonka, his rifle in the ready position.
“Bring me his fucking head!” Lisa screamed as she saw Cat follow her dad’s lead. Then her face was filled with the concerned eyes of Skit as he looked down at her, and she started to weep. Skit put his jacket over her and hugged her with genuine regret that he wasn’t there for her. He started to untie her hands.
“I have needles in my back.”
“What?” he replied, not picking up what she was saying.
“I have needles in my spine. Get them out!”
“Okay.” He rolled her over and grabbed the highest one that he saw and slowly pulled it out. She screamed as the pain of surgery rushed through the fog. Another needle lower down caused her to grimace and clench every muscle in her body, the pain increasing with every needle removed. 
Lisa forced herself to relax as the next one was slowly extracted, and she shuddered, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps. Cat came to her side and grabbed an arm, which Lisa clutched desperately. Her ribs throbbed with her heartbeat and she began to sweat from the pain. Her shaved head dripped water and spittle drained from her mouth. 
“Do it!”
Skit pulled the second-to-the-last needle and she felt urine escape and run down her leg. The words of the doctor came back to her. It must be performed properly or your bowels will release.
“Find me a bathroom, hopefully with a shower.” 
Skit went to look, leading with his .45, leaving the last needle in for the moment. He went through a couple of sterile exam rooms and he noticed silicone implant displays and gels as well as Botox advertisements on the wall; he knew what kind of clinic it was and it wasn’t free. The third door down produced a large single hospital bed with a shower-toilet combination. Cat was with Lisa by the time he got back.
Cat wheeled Lisa’s gurney down the hall, and Skit helped her get Lisa into shower/toilet.
“Get out of here, Skit. Watch the hall and shoot anyone but Krupp or Tonka.” 
Cat pulled out the last needle and what Lisa had feared would happen in the other room happened. Her bowels released and her body screamed with raw pain.
“Oh my god,” Cat said. “Ewww, that is really disgusting.” The girl unintentionally started to gag. She looked at Lisa, eyes watering, and said, “It doesn’t usually smell that bad.”
“When bowels release, it’s usually a full vacate, Cat. Those are the worst. Now help me.”
Cat helped her from her clothes before she turned the shower on and went out to find something for the pain.
***
Krupp opened the door that Tonka indicated, rushing up the stairs to the next level. The trained police dog would have proceeded cautiously if the doctor had been doing anything other than trying to create distance between him and them. They hit the second floor when he realized Cat was with him. 
“Go back, Cat. We don’t know how many are here. Tonka has my back,” he said to his daughter. She gave a nod and headed quickly back down the stairs. 
Krupp opened the door that Tonka was scratching at. It opened on to the second floor, which seemed to be abandoned and contained more rooms. The last thing he wanted to do was clear a bunch of unknown rooms without another shooter. This was the type of situation that could get him killed, and he approached it slower, his rifle up and pointing down the hallway, ears tuned behind him. 
The hall was dark with splashes of light coming in from the occasional open office door. He was going to have to check them all or trust in Tonka’s instincts. Tonka was halfway down the hall and slowed in front of a closed door. Shots rang out and splinters of wood flew out above the K9’s head, causing him to lie flat but stay on the chase. Krupp ran, not slowing to execute his front kick, which landed just right of the handle, sending the door flying in. He rolled to the right when he saw the muzzle flash from a double barrel shotgun and pellets peppered the wall behind him. 
He rolled back in front of the door with his rifle ready and saw the strings to the trigger that suggested it was booby-trapped. He entered cautiously, not seeing a window or a door. But he did see a small entry into another part of the room. It was dark and smelled of menace and hate—the gloom beyond that of a darkened room. Tonka stayed back from the entrance and Krupp called out.
“You’re trapped; just throw down your weapon and come out. I’ll make sure that you are treated fairly.”
“Ha! You didn’t have much of a reputation for that back in the normal world, Krupp. How could an apocalypse change you into the kind man who gives someone a break?”
“So you know me; that’s good. Then you also know that I am a fair man, and you’ll get a square deal.”
“I know nothing of the sort, Officer Ed. I know all of you fuckers. It was my business to know you. If you knew how often I wished there was more in Hot Springs other than the parody of the Keystone Cops, you would be enraged. You’re a putz, Krupp. A first-class, grade-A, number-one putz.”
Krupp knew that he was being baited but he could help his ire from rising. He wants me to show myself, but why? It has to be more than simply to shoot me.” He had to get him to talk more and see if he could lead him into making a mistake.
“Come on, Doc; you got nowhere to go, so just give it up.”
“Ha ha, you fucking idiot. I am already gone,” Web said, and Krupp noticed that his voice sounded different, as though he was speaking through a long tube. He had to risk it. He turned on the TAC light on the barrel of his M4 and slid around the corner. Nothing but dark emptiness met his light, with the exception of a picture that seemed to glow from where hung on the wall. He stepped closer and noticed a sulfur-type smell and the picture seemed to glow brighter. His next step was stopped by Tonka latching on to his belt and dragging him back away from the picture. That was when he noticed that it was not a picture but a hole with ducting leading down and the glow was … He turned and dove just as the blast occurred. The ducting acting like the barrel of a large gun as nails, chain, and other debris flew toward him. He covered up and looked for Tonka who was already around the corner. 
He crept toward the hole in the wall slowly, the glow now gone. Looking down into the dark emptiness, he knew that Web had made his escape and was now literally underground in the parking garage. Shots rang out from below, forcing Krupp and Tonka to leave off the chase. Krupp keyed his mic as he moved down the stairs.
“Art, this is Ed. Do you copy?”
“This is Art, go ahead,” Benson said after a few moments.
“We have her down at the cosmetic surgery center. She’s in rough shape and is going to need a lift. Over.”
“Is she bit? Over.”
“Nope, just a little ragged around the edges. Over.”
“Ten-four. Base out,” Art finished, after he checked the GPS locater on Krupp’s tactical vest. 
Krupp found Skit engaged with three zombies down on the lower level and had to admit, he was impressed with the way the ex-drug dealer was attacking the undead with a hunk of rebar. He only carried a revolver, so he wasn’t able to reload and resort to more base means of elimination. He also hadn’t heard any shots and figured Skit was conserving his ammo for when he needed it. Krupp took one out over his left shoulder and another trying to work its way right. Skit pulled his sidearm and blasted through the doorway out to the street, giving them some space.
“Reload,” Krupp said to Skit, and continued firing as Skit slapped another speed load home.
“We gotta block that door closed!” Skit shouted.
“After you!” Krupp yelled and smiled at the same time before his rifle started spitting out three-round bursts. 
Skit ducked under his rifle and rushed to the cabinet next to the door after seeing that all in the entry were immobilized. He yanked a couple of bodies into the building and slid the heavy cabinet in front of the door. He pushed a sofa from the waiting room behind it, and then piled anything that wasn’t bolted down on top of it. Meanwhile, a mass of past-humans piled against the windows.
***
Lisa wanted to weep as they dragged her to a vehicle outside the back door, but she wouldn’t. No one would see her cry or despair over her encounter with the doctor. In a way, she asked for it, wanted it; it simply came too soon. It caught her by surprise, before she had time to prepare. That would not happen again.
 



 
Chapter Twelve

Ready Set
 
 
“How ya feelin’?” Skit asked once he was allowed to see her.
“Like a half-eaten happy meal,” she said, smiling despite the morbidity of it all. “Naw, pretty good, actually. The doctor said that the prosthetic and spacers he put in were done very professionally. She didn’t see the sense in messing with them.”
“Cool … I guess. Well, cool that is, unless he put a transmitter in you like he did Sedge’s collar.” 
“Fuck you, Skit. God dammit, I’m trying to deal with shit here as it is and you have to throw that in my face. Jesus Christ.”
“For an atheist, you sure do use the Lord’s name in vain a lot.” Skit was no longer offended by her propensity for swearing and simply accepted that it was who she was.
“It’s a gift,” Lisa replied.
“So when are you going to be ready to go get this bastard?”
“Not for a while, Skit. Best to let him stew for a while. Let him know that he was beaten and of no consequence.”
“Beaten? What the hell are you talking about? He was eating you, Rey.”
“I know that better than anyone, Skit. But after I puked on him and Krupp was breaking through the door, I saw his face. Not his mock face, Skit; I saw his real face and all of the hate and rage he has buried behind the facade. He’s frustrated and desperate because we’ve found him out. What he did to me was retaliation, and he wasn’t even allowed to finish that. No, he’s expecting us to come after him, and that’s where we would fuck it up. By ignoring him for a while, we’ll frustrate him and then he’ll make mistakes.”
“Got it all figured out, don’t you?”
“To a point, yes.” Lisa shifted her gaze as a young woman showed up at her door. “Hi, Ally.” 
“You’ve seen him, haven’t you?” Ally asked, meekly. Lisa couldn’t read if it was fear or something more calculated.
“I’ve seen him, Ally; up close and personal.”
“You can’t kill him, you know.”
“Everyone can be killed, Ally. It’s simply a matter of when and how.”
“His life is mine; I will kill him. And my uncle—when I find him—will help. This is a family matter. He killed my mother, and I want him.”
“Who’s your uncle, Ally?” Lisa asked, trying to distract the girl from her line of questioning.
“Chief Tanner.”
“Tanner? You mean my boss, Chief Tanner?” 
Ally stared back at Lisa, having read between the lines. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”
“I’m sorry, honey, but yes … he’s dead.”
“How?”
“How does anyone die these days?”
“I don’t know; ask my mom.”
“Okay, I deserved that. He was overwhelmed with a group of cops and soldiers on the bridge. Two witnesses saw him die. He’s not … one of them because of his own gun.”
“Well, I guess that’s something.” The girl hung her head, feeling very much alone. Then Krupp walked in the room.
“Ally, is that you?”
Ally looked up; her countenance melted and she wrapped her arms around the cop who wasn’t present when she was admitted to the hospital. 
“He’s dead, Krupp. Uncle Tanner is dead.”
“I know that, sweetie, I know. He died fighting though, and that means a lot for someone like him,” Krupp replied as he patted her on the back. She pulled back and looked up at him. 
“But Mom is dead and Dad is dead, and I have no one except—”
“Except me and Cat. Cat is here and would love to know you’re alive. Remember all the good times we had on the boat?”
“Cat’s here?” She looked at Krupp and blinked the tears from her eyes. “I love Cat. She was my best friend during summer breaks.” 
A shrill scream cut through the moment, and they turned to see Cat running full speed toward them with her arms wide and a broad smile on her face. The joy exuding from Krupp’s daughter was infectious and everybody smiled when the two girls met and clasped each other in a warm embrace. Ally was a few years younger but they were close enough in age to be summer friends since Krupp and her uncle, Tanner, were so close. Ally started to cry, but it was hard to tell if the tears were from pain or relief at not being alone. She pulled away from Cat while wiping away her tears.
“Cat, you have to teach me how to shoot like you do.”
“Okay, Ally, no problem, but it will have to be when I get back from Little Rock.” 
Lisa saw the tightening around Krupp’s mouth that said he didn’t want his daughter going to Little Rock.
“Sorry, Cat, but I need you to stay here,” Lisa said, breaking into the conversation.
“But you need shooters with you,” Cat said, trying to make it not sound like a whine.
“No, I need operators with me there. I need you here, covering the ramparts and training civilians how to shoot. I don’t have anyone of your skill level who can do it, so I need you to stay here.”
“No, I’m going to Little Rock. There’s a lot to do there, and I’ll be a help to you.”
“It wasn’t a request, Cat. If you’re going to be a part of this then you have to follow instructions. We have to look at the bigger picture and that is stabilizing Hot Springs, and to do that I need you here.”
“But—”
“The discussion is over. I know that pisses you off, but it’s the way it’s going down. Do not defy me on this,” Lisa said, holding the young woman’s gaze for several moments to let her know how serious she was. “I’m not your father and I won’t play those games.”
“Okay, Lisa. I’ll stay.”
“Lisa is okay in here, but anywhere else, you will refer to me as Lieutenant Reynolds or simply Lieutenant. You’re no longer a kid hanging on your dad’s coat strings. You’re an adult and a full-fledged member of this Army with leadership responsibilities. You’re on the council and a firearms trainer. Childhood is over. Welcome to the Army.” Lisa said it firmly, but Cat saw between the words and realized that what she always wanted had just come to pass. She was no longer a reflection of her intimidating father. She was now her own entity. Adulthood was forced down her throat, and she kind of warmed to it.
“Yes, Lieutenant. I’ll get started right away.”
“Good, first order of business is getting Ally rigged up; take care of that, will you?”
“Wait, I’m not in the Army,” Ally protested.
“Reinstatement of the draft was yesterday; sorry you missed it. Welcome to the Army, Private Tanner.”
After some head shaking, both girls left the room and disappeared down the hall.
“You sure know how to make friends, don’t you?” Skit said, and Lisa smiled.
“Go check on the dogs, will ya, Skit? I need to talk to Krupp here for a couple of minutes.”
“No problem; I don’t like hospitals, anyway.”
“I have to admit, that guy surprised me,” Krupp said as he watched Skit walk away. “The way he fought in that clinic to keep you safe was impressive. I have no doubt that he would have died before he let those Z’s get to you.”
“Yeah, he surprised me too. Kind of funny when you consider that a couple of days ago, I was going to shoot him. When I was in that apartment and shot his buddy, Jonah, I thought he was nothing but a strung-out junky looking for his next high. I never would have guessed that he didn’t do drugs and had standards that might even border on morals.”
“Nope, me either. He was lucky it was you. I probably would have shot him just because I could have,” Krupp said as he came up close to her bedside. 
Lisa reached out and gently held his hand between her fingers, and his brows knit together in confusion. She didn’t know why she did it; she wasn’t all that attracted to him … or was she? Her memory flashed to how many times she had looked at his ass or how his picture on the wall at the station always seemed to catch her eye. Could she …?
“I need you to know how much I appreciate that you came for me today, Ed. I mean just a short time ago, I thought you wanted to kill me—or at least get rid of me, but when you came through that door in a rage … There was no one else I wanted to see.”
“No problem, Lisa. The fucker is a creep, and I can’t wait until we get our hands on him.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze before he eased it away.
“Sorry, I’m just feeling really alone right now. Kind of strange since I have more people in my life now than I ever have before.”
“Not many friends, huh?”
“Nope, never have. I guess I’m a little hard to deal with. Hell, my parents couldn’t even tolerate me much past my seventeenth birthday.”
“Huh, who would have thought?” Krupp said, sarcastically and let it hang until they both burst out laughing. Neither knew why it was funny, but the thought of looking to Krupp for sympathy and it being her seeking it seemed to strike both of them wrong.
“Look, I don’t know if you can consider the people around as friends, but they do have your back. Sometimes we just gotta take what we can get,” he said, and then looked over his shoulder before he continued. “Thanks for keeping Cat here. I wouldn’t be operating at optimum with having to watch out for her all the time.”
“What are you talking about, Ed? You’re staying too.”
“Fuck you.”
“No, fuck you. I need you here.” She almost laughed when his face dropped, not quite knowing what to say.
“I’m just fucking with you. You’re leading the operation, and I am on the sidelines for when you need me.”
“I think that would be best.”
“Yeah, me too. Plus, it gives me the freedom to do what I want, like get caught by cannibal doctors and shit. You know that I am going to stick my nose in anytime I want, right?”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way. Hey,” he hesitated, “I brought you something but …”
“But what? Give it here. Being short in the friend department has left me way behind on the gifting end too.”
“Well, it is not really a gift. It’s yours, and I just thought that you might want it.”
“Is that my …”
“Yep.”
“Wow, you cleaned it.”
“Yeah, it was pretty gross with a lot of the cooked meat still on it.” 
She could tell he was nervous about saying a lot of this, but it was what it was and she couldn’t deny that. 
“If you don’t want it, I will get rid of it for you. Bury it or something …”
“No, no … I think this needs to stay with me. Thank you.” She turned her rib over in her hands.
“There is one more thing that I want to talk to you about,” Krupp started warily.
“What is it, Ed?”
“Ernie.”
“Ernie? What about Ernie?”
“I want him.”
“Why?” Her tone was droll, not knowing why anyone could want Ernie.
“I knew his family, and he is just a hot-headed kid. I get that and know how to deal with it. If we just leave him out in the wind it could turn bad on us.”
“He’s yours,” she said without a second thought. 
Krupp smiled, gave her a mock salute, and left, leaving Lisa to face the fears that had been recently cut into her.
***
“Are you sure that you’re ready for this?” Skit asked as she approached him gingerly while he stood next to the Chrysler that they started out in.
“Yeah. Why aren’t we taking my truck?”
“It has been requisitioned for the cause and is out with a crew clearing buildings.”
“Fucking A, no gratitude.”
“Yeah, others would call it justice.”
“Fuck you, Skit. Get in the car,” she said, and he smiled. “Oh and Skit, thanks for coming to get me yesterday.”
“No problem, Rey. Anytime.”
“I heard how hard you fought. Krupp was even impressed—well, as much as Krupp can be impressed,” Lisa said as they drove out of the gate, the ground currently free other than isolated groups of zombies around the edges being dealt with. A few pockets were also up by the wall but rebar wielding people were systematically cleaning them out. They had already had two waves of close to ten thousand and smaller groups of two to three thousand on multiple occasions. The smaller populations of Hot Springs, Piney, and other communities could more than triple that number, but the larger masses could be done for the most part. If they kept up the segregating and distractions, it could be manageable. Hopefully zombies didn’t migrate.
Lisa and Skit were amazed by the number of vehicles lined up for the venture. People who just three days ago were bankers or construction workers were now dressed in sturdy clothes with steel-toed boots and homemade sheaths filled with rebar, bats, or machetes. Rifles slung over a shoulder and handguns on hips or in a chest holster, they were going to war, but it was a war that no one ever expected them to have to fight. It could have been considered a Biblical army, with the exception of the lack of horsemen …
The dead walking was from the storybooks, yet now it was the reality, and people adjusted quickly, considering the enormity of the change. Lisa wondered about it. Was it because people were that resilient? Or was it because they got a leg up by joining a group? Were people always morally corrupt and desirous of such extreme acts of brutality performed in the name of survival, or was it something else? Something more innate and true?
A soldier waved them down as they drove along the line of trailer-less tractors and over-sized pickup trucks carrying multiple skid loaders in many varieties. New Holland, Gheils, Cat, or Kubota all performed equally well and were the fast approach to their war against the dead. Huge front-end loaders destroyed massive amounts of zombies, but for close in fast attacks, the skiddies cleaned house every time.
“What’s up?” Skit asked through the rolled down window as Lisa clutched her ribs, ready to scream from the change in momentum. Not for the first time, she wondered if she should be going on this trip.
“Make room for passengers.”
“This is Reynolds’s ride. We aren’t taking passengers,” Skit replied.
“No empty seats, no exceptions is what comes down from the front.”
“It’s all right Skit, clean out the back seat for them. We could use some company.”
Lisa smiled when she saw the tall man who had helped her with Howard and was on the council climb into the back seat. A couple of days ago, he looked like everyone else in a buttoned-down shirt, shiny shoes, and perfectly groomed hair and nails. To say his appearance had changed would be an understatement of grand proportions.
“Hey, Mitch,” Skit said as Mitch gave him a slap on the shoulder.
“Didn’t feel like walking, did ya?” Lisa added with a smile.
“I’m feeling pretty lucky to be riding with the queen herself,” Mitch said when he saw Lisa in the passenger seat.
The pleasure is all mine as long as your chamber is empty and your magazine full,” she replied, referring to his rifle.
“It is and they are. Little Rock, here we come.” 
Another man crawled into the back with Mitch whose dress alone set the others back. He was fully decked out in a designer suit and Gucci loafers, looking as if he was dressed to kill; at a nightclub, at least.
“Hello,” Lisa said as he sat down in the back seat. 
“Hello,” he said, and then didn’t seem to want to say much more. Lisa scrutinized him, wondering what his deal was. He went back to his tablet that was with him and remained focused upon what was on the screen.
“Ah, I’m Lisa, this is Skit, and that’s Mitch right next to you there.”
“Oh, sorry. I tend to forget pleasantries when I am in the middle of a project. My name is Temple.”
“Oh, a project? What kind of project are you working on, Temple?” asked Lisa, her curiosity piqued.
“Well, it’s highly confidential. I have been contracted by Work Source Inc. to optimize their temporary work staff.”
“Hey, Temp. You know that shit don’t matter anymore, right?” Skit said over his shoulder to the backseat, causing a moment of discomfort to cross Temple’s brow.
“Yeah, the world just isn’t like that anymore,” Lisa added, seeing Temple become so uncomfortable he was starting to squirm. Lisa looked at Mitch, who was mouthing the letters OCD.
“I had a friend in college who was dedicated like you, Temple,” Mitch began. “He would focus on one thing so intently that he could only take on subject at a time, but when he was done, it was perfect.”
Temple glanced at Mitch and flashed a very slight smile, thinking that Mitch might understand. 
“Yeah, some things have to be followed through no matter what,” Lisa added having picked up on what Mitch was assuming. Temple was finishing his project because he had to finish his project; he didn’t have a choice. It was simply how his mind worked. “However, we’re going to be together for the next couple of days, so you have to tell us what you’re working on.”
“Oh, I could never reveal the specs; this could revolutionize employment practices worldwide. I’m under a confidentiality agreement,” Temple protested.
“Oh, well then you don’t mind walking.” Lisa was getting annoyed.
“No, we’ll let him stay. We just won’t let him plug in his tablet,” Skit said with a cynical smile. “We gonna watch the boy squirm with every second he burns on that tablet.” 
Temple stared at them, stumped as to what he should do.
“Are any of you software designers?” he asked, and all three shook their heads. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but it has to stay here; here is like Vegas, okay? What is said here, stays here.”
“No worries, mate,” Mitch said in a mock Aussie accent.
“I have made a breakthrough in the twenty-four hour tracking chip.”
“What?” Lisa asked, expecting it to be much more than that. “Why?”
“This way Work Source Inc. or WSI can track the movements of a future or present employee. They’ll be able to see and record lifestyle habits before they even hire that person. Then, on the job, they could monitor their health and habits to see that they are getting their optimal value for said employee,” Temple finished excitedly.
Skit looked at Temple in the mirror. “That’s disgusting.” 
“Dude, that’s worse than Big Brother,” Mitch echoed.
“What do you mean? This will ensure that the company is operating at optimal capacity.”
“Yeah, at the expense of the sanity of your workers. Fucking-A, Temple. Do you realize what that would do to the mentality of the populace as a whole, knowing that they are never alone?” Lisa said.
Mitch said nothing more and clammed up with a perturbed look upon his face.
“What’s worse, being chained by links of iron or links of circuits? Slavery is alive and well,” Skit said and shook his head before closing his mouth and focusing on the road.
Lisa wanted to rage on the man and ask how something like that could actually be good for the world, but she didn’t; instead, she faced front and admitted silently that he was not worth the pain it took in her ribs to look at him.
Mitch didn’t bother to hide his disgust. “Hell, if that’s the world we were going to live in, we’re better off now.” Temple just stared straight ahead, shocked by their reaction to the work that he had been so devoted to.
A column of semis pulling front-end loaders and large backhoes passed by their passenger side as they made their way toward the front of the column. They were approaching groups of zombies on the left being dispatched via rebar or rifle. A large mass was approaching the column from across a field, and four skid loaders moved slowly out to meet them long before they would affect the safety of the procession. Lisa wondered how many groups they would come upon along the way. They would have to be eliminated, of course. They had to live under the assumption that each and every one of these left moving would eventually end up on their doorstep.
The four humans and Tonka watched the scene of destruction crossing the field between the road and woods. They waited for the telltale signs of the Skiddies coming to life.
Keeping the buckets low, they started to swing back and forth, only going a couple of feet forward and back. Then they switched direction, getting a four- to six-foot swing before heading back again for eight to ten until they were spinning full circles. The front-end loaders waited, knowing that this type of battle was better suited to the smaller, more agile machines.
The masses of dead quickly overwhelmed all four of the skid loaders. Those watching worried when the horde obscured their view of the machines. This had become a common strategy to eliminate as many as possible in a short amount of time. The four piles soon looked like one as more and more bodies piled on from all angles. A small machine with a low center of gravity, weighing no less than four tons was not at risk of tipping from the mass of death.
To Lisa, it looked as if the single pile started to buck in four places at once. From her vantage point, it looked like a machete chopping through cattails, creating only a small space at a time. Corpses broke and twisted from the weight of the tiny power houses with the sharp, heavy buckets as the operators sat safely locked behind solid steel and Plexiglas caging. The door being the only exception, which was instead a thick, contoured piece of safety glass.
As the machines built up mobility, their speed increased and larger swaths of red began to appear. They raised their buckets, pushing more and more back, severing spines. Once the machines had full mobility, the operators brought the buckets to head height and full speed, causing skulls to crack and burst from the impact of heavy steel and hydraulics. 
The horde was huge and started to sweep around the outside of the skiddy defense and the people leapt out to meet them. Shooters took precise, measured shots, never focusing on one individual more than one bullet. If they missed, the handgun and rebar wielders would finish them off. All the while, Krupp was with them—as were other soldiers—shouting commands.
“This is not a competition, you are part of a team, let that team protect you as you protect them.” 
              It made Lisa think of what she had always imagined boot camp to be like, and it dawned on her what Krupp was doing. All he had were the people who survived. There was no Army, and those few soldiers who made it to the compound were such a valuable wealth of knowledge, he couldn’t waste them as fighters. 
Krupp was creating an army. A new army born of need, an army designed specifically to fight the undead. Zombies were not a skilled force by any means, but what they lacked in skill they more than made up for in numbers. The runners were becoming more of a problem; she felt that maybe they were becoming smarter and now watched before they attacked at a breakneck pace. They would require more scrutiny. They seemed to have an effect on the lumbering dead, who would get excited and follow in the paths of the runners.
“I want to go help those shooters,” Lisa said nonchalantly.
Skit shook his head. “You got some healing to do before you get back in the fight, girl.” 
Lisa watched Temple’s expression as he watched the battle. “What’s the matter, Temp? Never seen a zombie before?” 
“No. I mean, not really. I was always running away so fast that I never looked at them.”
Lisa laughed. “Well, if you need a new assignment then use your little etch-a-sketch to find out what started this thing and how to stop them. Your last assignment was crap, borderline slavery, and it is officially over. I am your new boss, Temp. You had better get on board with that in a hurry.”
“Nothing fucking ‘borderline’ about it; it was slavery,” Skit said with passion.
“I think I know that now. It never even dawned upon me before. I will begin gathering data on the present plight. Is there some kind of contract that you would like me to sign?”
“No, Temp, there are no more contracts. Not anymore.”
 



 
Chapter Thirteen

Dirt Road
 
 
Krupp liked the chair rail system they had rigged in the back of Ernie’s truck, made from a fishing boat seat and some old playground equipment. The steel was strong enough to handle the Ma Deuce that was mounted on it and hold his weight; that was all that Krupp cared about. He knew it wasn’t a good weapon to use against zombies, but Krupp suspected they would find more than just Z’s. Being in the lead truck, he had already seen suspicious roadblocks dissipate once the size of their column revealed itself. He didn’t think there would be many problems on the way to Little Rock, but on the way back, when they were exhausted from their mission, then the marauders or desperate would strike; especially if the group from the compound didn’t return as a singular force. He had visions of smaller groups spread thin on the way home, which would never happen with Regular Army, but with this group of untrained civilians, anything could happen. They all knew one important fact—Hot Springs was safe. Home base was secure and where they had to go if things went to shit.
He had a few trained people that he kept organizing the flow to make things go smoother, but they still only made twenty miles the first day. They formed a circle when masses of zombies appeared, covered wagon style, opting for one large one with multiple patrols as opposed to smaller ones that could be cut off or under supplied. There was a constant flow of dead that insisted on attacking the group but only two instances where they needed to fire up sizable machinery to deal with them. He knew that would change once they set up camp for the night. Then the Z’s would come.
The scent of decomposition was starting to precede the hordes. Decay was also evident in their motions; everything on them was slowing down and stiffening up. After a couple of days in the elements, there was no question that they were indeed dead.
They camped under and around the overpass at the junction of Highway 70 and Interstate 30, just southwest of Benton. The Trace Creek housing development offered up a lot more zombies than it did the living, but their group easily handled it by sending some equipment into the development. A couple of hours later, the National Guard led a small convoy of ten separate groups of rescued survivors, totaling nearly fifty, back to Hot Springs. The disbursement of survivors was planned, as they had limited supplies based only on the number of people they originally had with them. 
Their next stop was Benton and Krupp doubted they would make it through that city before the end of the next day. They had to clear an easy-access route from Hot Springs to Little Rock along the way. Tomorrow would start the trials of their journey as they cleaned out one small town after the other. Hopefully the locals had heard their broadcast and survivors would be there to help before being reassigned to Hot Springs. The whole stretch from Benton to Little Rock had populations that needed to be isolated and resources stripped and sent back to the compound. Time was ticking; frozen goods were already on their last legs. The fresh produce had to be processed now or they wouldn’t make it a year, let alone the two or three needed to restart.
What most thought would be two-day ordeal, Krupp and Benson knew would take over a week, if not two. The horde waiting for them in the big city was enormous and they couldn’t survive all of them at once or even spread out. The mass of undead would overwhelm them, even with their unique combat strategies. They needed a secure passage home, an area they could close off and defend or use to box the zombies in.
“Art, this is Krupp. Over.” 
“Hi, Ed. You had a full head of steam heading out this morning; how far did you get? Over.”
“We made it to the I-30 and 70 junctions. We’re finishing up the clear-out phase of the Trace Creek housing development. It will be ready for you to send reinforcements to by tomorrow. We also have fifty survivors coming your way from the development. Over.”
“Good, we’ll put them to work as soon as they get in. I’m still not comfortable with setting up a base in that development, Ed. Over.”
“Neither am I, now that I’ve seen it. Houses are made of fancy cardboard and glue. We’ll secure a couple of houses for showers and sleep but much more than that would be an invitation to be overrun. Over.”
“What is the next option? Over.”
“I’ve sent some Guard members up to the armory on the edge of Benton. They say it’s a new brick and block building with all the bells and whistles. If it’s in decent shape, we’ll set up house there. Have you had any more people showing up? Over.” Krupp asked.
“Yeah, we found a pocket of survivors holed up in Lake Hamilton and Rockwell. Some of them have had it pretty rough, but they’re still alive; we are transporting them with ferries. We have a mass of zombies forming up in Piney that seem intent on heading our way, so we’ve started thinning-out procedures. We’ve located a FEMA bunker, that had several cases of small arms and rifles, and we got into the main armory downtown, so we’ll finally be able to rest easy on the munitions front for a bit. Over.”
“Cool, when are you going to start patrols on our path? Over.”
“Got three going out tomorrow in four-hour shifts. Each group will do two trips since they’ll just be going to Benton and back. I have four more squads going through training and should be ready in a couple days. Over.”
“I wish we could have taken more time, but we’ve already lost three days’ worth of resources,” Krupp said, thinking about all of the spoilage without power. “The outside edges of a batch were probably thawed and some spoiled, but the rest of it would be good if consumed immediately.” We’ll have a lot of fresh meat on the trail, at least. “Over.”
“Agreed. I would focus food recovery in Benton more so than in Little Rock. There’s no telling when you’ll get there at this rate. Over.”
“Yeah, it all depends on how quickly we can get through the little BS towns first, not going to risk manpower unnecessarily though. There’s a pretty large locker plant on the edge of Little Rock; we’ll check that out and a couple of distributor warehouses I’ve seen from the highway, but other than that, we’ll stay focused on machinery, ordnance, and medical. Over.”
“We need a big focus on medical. We also need you to add a dialysis machine to your list. Over.”
“Can you send out a picture of one so I know what they look like? Over.” 
“There’s a pharmacist with you named Mitch Galbreath; he might know what they look like. The radio station has been getting some on-line contact with a security guard at an acclimatized warehouse. He’s the only one left and is worried because a gang has been harassing him for the last few hours. Over.”
“Yeah, I guess I don’t get the relevance, Art. Over.”
“It’s an acclimatized, full-security facility, Ed. The guard doesn’t even know what’s there, but a street gang is sure interested. It might be worth checking out. It’s off Vulcan Road, east of Haskell at the tracks there, just beyond 229. Over,” Benson finished, knowing that it was a lengthy direction but for some properties, there was no choice. 
“I know it; there’s some good dirt riding out there, so we should be able to get right up to the back door. I think the lieutenant and a squad of civvies mixed with Guard will head up there and give it a look-see. I’ll talk to you at 0700. Out.”
 
***
Krupp, followed by a military Humvee and three other trucks, pulled up to the driver’s side of the 300. Skit powered down the window.
“I know you’re trying to rest and recoup and all, but we have a little situation I need you to take care of.”
“Okay, what do you have in mind?” Lisa said. 
Krupp explained the situation with the acclimatized storage and that he wanted her and Skit in a Humvee to lead the operation. 
“Now I gotta find Mitch Galbreath.”
“I’m Mitch!" the tall man shouted from inside the car. "What can I help you with?” 
“I need to know what a dialysis machine looks like.”
“No problem. When you get to one I’ll let you know.”
“Are you a doctor, Mitch?” Lisa asked.
“Nope, pharmacist, but we sell equipment too.”
“Why don’t you come with Skit and me? I’m getting kind of used to you being around.”
“Gladly,” Mitch said as he cast a quick side-glance at Temple.
“Temple,” she said, snapping him out of a daze.
“Uh, yeah?”
“Got a driver’s license?”
“Of course.”
“You’re taking care of our ride. Stay out of the trunk and don’t take on any passengers.”
“Yes, Mom,” he replied.
“Oh, so you suddenly develop a sense of humor? Just for me?”
“Sorry.”
“Oh shit. We’re going to have to find you a set of balls somewhere on this trip, Temp. You’re also taking care of Tonka. He’s seen enough action over the last couple of days.” Lisa looked at the sleeping hound. Everybody chuckled at her “balls” comment except Temple who nodded his head as he moved to the driver’s seat, seemingly oblivious to their ribbing.
***
Twenty minutes later, they were heading slowly down a mowed area for power lines between trees, coming up on the facility through the back door. They came upon a twelve-foot-high chain fence with the top two feet bent toward the outside. Coils of razor wire graced the top and placards declaring high voltage added to the ambiance. A concrete pad came out from the fence for twelve feet and had concrete barriers along the full length of the fence every two feet. The barriers were mere inches from the fence and tire shredders, spanning out to twenty feet and completely surrounded the structure. The team stopped at the forest edge, deciding to observe the area before they moved in. The electric fence hummed with energy, creating a feeling that the property itself was alive and on high alert. 
The buildings behind the fence were basic; they were the typical pole barn-style buildings with multiple garage doors. They were all secure, with several loading bays all within sight of a guard station. One building was the exception; it stood behind the others and was clearly constructed with commercial concrete panels, lifted and fitted by crane. Lisa figured that anything of real value would be inside that structure. 
The fence line ran for over a hundred yards toward Vulcan Drive, where a scattering of cars could be seen. Lisa decided to take the bulk of the civilian group down the train tracks to the blind side of the building while Tim, who led the Guardsmen, followed the tree line to where the cars were parked.
They stopped before the road and dismounted while still in the trees. One man stayed in the turret mounted behind Skit, who had taken over driving, and Lisa, who rode shotgun. 
Lisa shook her head in disgust as she watched the soldiers make their way through the trees while the gang members were fully in view. They were relaxed and unconcerned with any potential threat outside the fenced-in area. Lisa knew that by staying still, they could watch them for a while unnoticed. 
Suddenly, shots rang out from the trees on the opposite side of the building.
***
Tim and the ten Guard members with him walked out in a fanned out pattern through the trees, locating several gang members who stood on watch facing away from the compound. It was obvious that they expected something but their patterns made no sense. He focused on one couple; a man with an aluminum baseball bat and a woman dressed in leather carrying a black Gerber machete. 
He signaled for his troops to spread out, which must have created some disturbance, as the two suddenly went on guard and started watching the woods. They looked as if they were sniffing the air as a hound might do. The woman slipped around a tree, out of sight, as Tim moved in with his M4 shouldered and ready, set to three-round bursts. He was almost ten feet away from the tree where the woman hid; she and the man with the bat were still unaware of his presence. He took three more steps and, as if sensing him, the woman came out with her machete held high and ready to strike.
“Drop your weapon!” Tim shouted.
The woman froze in place, staring at the assault rifle pointed directly at her. Her face went from fear and rage to relief as her weapon arm fell limply to her side. Tim was confused; he hadn’t known what to expect, but it surely wasn’t that. He straightened and looked at the man, who also bore a look of relief as if they had finally found their lost child. Tim saw it immediately. What the fuck? This isn’t a gang; these are just scared people. 
“Hold fire,” he said through the helmet comms. “Civilians are not aggressive.”
“Finally, the Army shows up. Where the hell have you been?” the woman said. 
Tim was taken aback; it was not at all the situation that he expected.
“What are you doing out here surrounding this facility?” Tim asked.
“Solomon says it’s the last safe place to hide, and with how long it’s taking for us to get in, I think he might be right,” she responded. 
Tim lowered his weapon just as the man with the bat rushed toward him while winding up his swing.
***
Rifle fire erupted on the other side of the compound, putting Lisa on edge.
“Pull out and drive slowly, straight toward them, Skit. Get their focus on us. The rest of you walk the ditches out of view until we get close enough to engage. Sit low and try to let the engine block protect you in case they start shooting. What’s your name back there, son?”
“Lin Su.”
“Sorry, I never looked beyond the uniform to see that you’re a woman.”
“Quite all right.”
“Do you know how to use that thing?”
“I have my good days and bad days, Lieutenant. There’s a cube van approaching the compound at two o’clock. Tires are either low on air, or they’re loaded down.”
“Is that a Ma Deuce, Lin Su?
“Yes, ma’am, it is.”
“Disable that vehicle, Lin Su.”
“Roger that, Lieutenant.” 
A three-round burst from the fifty caliber exploded out the barrel of the Ma Deuce, and the van instantly started to smoke from the engine compartment. There was the sound of metal on metal followed by successive knocking as the van rolled to a stop.
Lisa waited for the firing to start; instead, the gang members by the vehicles just watched them. They didn’t react or start firing; they simply watched with what could have been construed as confusion. A gruff man’s voice was suddenly cursing.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he shouted as he appeared from out of the group, a long duster-type coat flowing in the breeze as he walked toward Lisa’s rig. His rage was evident. “That was the only fucking cube van we fucking had, goddammit!” 
Lisa heard, more than saw, Lin Su direct her aim at the man striding toward them. 
“Stand down, Lin Su,” Lisa said, in spite of the bloodied spear the man held in one hand and some kind of piece of wood he held in the other.
“Oh, so the fucking Army finally shows up. To what? Shoot us? Is that the fucking deal?” the man shouted as he was still several feet away.
“Dude’s got a foul mouth,” Skit said.
“I like it,” Lisa replied, eliciting a chuckle from Lin Su in the back. “What the fuck are you doing, trying to attack this compound? I am here to eliminate gangs of marauders and criminals. Are you a fucking criminal?”
“Criminal?” The man stopped, astonished by the accusation. “I ain’t no fucking criminal and neither are the people with me. We’re survivors looking for a place to hole up, is all.”
“Then what’s all that shooting?”
“I don’t know, but my people don’t have those types of guns. Shotguns and a few pistols is all we got,” he replied and approached a little closer.
“That’s close enough,” Lisa said, already beginning to smell the stench of three days without a shower and lots of sweating. “So you’re not here to steal everything inside the complex?”
“We don’t even know what’s in there. Seems nobody does. We just want a place to hide from fucking zombies.”
“What about Hot Springs? Why didn’t you go there like the radio station instructed?”
“Hot Springs? Radio? I haven’t had time to listen to a radio or visit Hot Springs for fuck’s sake. I’ve been running for three motherfucking damn days.”
“And your army?”
“Army? That ain’t no army. They’re just people who saw us running and joined in. We ain’t no army, though we do have some good fighters,” the man said, and then turned when he heard the shout.
“Zombies!”
“Fuck,” Lisa said as she saw a horde coming down the road and several more coming out of the woods. “Lin Su, get us to the gate.”
***
“Jesse, this is Lieutenant Reynolds with the Hot Springs PD. We have the situation in hand and I need you to open the gate,” Lisa said as she stood in front of the camera and displayed her badge. “Tim, set your men along the perimeter; civilians fill in between. Lin Su, signal the trucks to block us in and get the ammo in here. Tim, start shooting, they’re getting too close, and I don’t have to remind you about head shots.” 
She looked at the horde that was approximately seventy-five yards away, easily outnumbering them three to one, not counting the ones coming out of the trees and moving slow. Runners were tracked and taken out before they even broke through the crowd. When they did break free, they were singled out immediately and peppered with bullets. Lisa always thought that would look like a body jerking violently as one bullet after another entered it. It wasn’t like that at all, as bullets from six different points heaved the body back like it was hit by a wrecking ball. Spine and brain damage so severe, it just lay writhing where it landed. 
Another broke free and charged for three steps before multiple 5.56 rounds turned its head into a spray of muck, as if it had exploded. Pumpkins on a firing range were all that Lisa could come up with as a worthy comparison. 
A mechanical voice responded.
“I’m sorry, but I cannot do that,” Jesse replied, still holding on to the protocol, which he believed had saved him from the gang up to that point. He had gone through months of training where they hammered into his head that following protocol would one day save his life. There was also the fact that the gate controls had to be transferred from the gate shack to the main building before he could do anything. Unfortunately, the gate shack was where Wayne, his coworker-turned-zombie, resided. Everything was designed for a single-user operation. During delivery hours, the shack was in use; after hours, it was manually switched over to the office. The door to the office remained secured until the time card in the shack was activated. The company required complete accountability and left no room for blame to be passed. Products were never revealed to guards and were stored in private lockable areas where the contracted company’s own employees moved product to and from trucks and lockers.
It sucked being treated like a criminal at your own job, but it paid 50 percent more than any other security job.
“Jesse, you called us here to help you. Now here we are. All of us are seconds away from being eaten by zombies, so open the gate.”
“I can’t do that, Lieutenant. The controls are in that gatehouse with the zombie in it right inside the fence. I have to get to that building in order to operate any controllable access on the property, including the office door.”
“Fuck! God damn as soon as you think you have things figured out …” Lisa started. “Jesse, can you turn the electricity off on the fence?”
“I could by crossing the circuits, but it would probably kill me and ruin the system.”
“Well, give it a try.”
“No. I will not. You heard me say it would kill me, right?”
“You said probably; that leaves a level of chance.” 
Skit, along with Solomon and Lin Su shook their heads, wondering if anyone of them should take over the conversation since Lisa was doing nothing to instill trust. Solomon stepped forward.
“Okay, Jesse. There has to be a way to get around this.”
“There really isn’t. This place is impenetrable, even to an army, when the fence is on. And that’s designed to stay on for years.”
“Christ almighty, what the hell are you keeping in there?” Lisa asked in frustration.
“I don’t know. The guards never know… it’s part of the deal.” Jesse knew that he was coming off nonchalant, but he couldn’t help it when relating company details; it was all so boring. Jesse was definitely not excited about watching all of those people get eaten—and he would watch. He couldn’t help but watch. 
“Hey! Charlie, get back here!” Dean shouted, not realizing that his son was on the other side of the fence. 
Charlie held his hands out like what the fuck and shrugged before everybody figured out what had happened. Kodiak, covered in dirt just as Charlie was, came up next to him.
“Ha! Fucking-A!” Solomon shouted. “You dug a fucking hole! Good for you.” 
“Look, hey, I don’t know who you are, but you need to get the gate open.” Lisa yelled.
“It’s Kodiak and my boy, Charlie,” Solomon said.
“Okay, Kodiak, then. The controls are in the shack by the gate and there is a zombie reported to be inside.” Lisa couldn’t see for sure there was a zombie since the windows to the shack were tinted.
Kodiak said a couple of words to Charlie, who aimed his shotgun toward the doorway and waited for Kodiak to open it. He thought briefly about his last two shells that he had saved and now he knew why. The moment didn’t seem as urgent as some, but it was even more so. A sigh of relief went through the crowd when it opened freely, exposing a well-lit room that reeked of decomposition. It only took a couple of seconds for the zombie named Wayne to come stumbling out.
“Let him get away from the door,” Kodiac said to Charlie, who had the over/under directly on the head of the ex-guard. Kodiak slipped behind the Z and into the shack just as a couple of followers who had crawled through the hole they had dug came up alongside Charlie. 
Boom! Both barrels rang out at once, causing Wayne’s head to explode, spraying the side of the other building.
Lisa nodded and backed away from the fence. “Mitch, I need you to get civilians through the wire first and set them up with rifles to cover the soldiers’ retreat.”
“All right,” Mitch said, making no attempt at official speech.
“You should get in there first. I can see blood seeping through your shirt, and you’re doing too much.”
“Shut up, Skit. This isn’t the time to think about that. Here, you’re shooting my rifle and I’ll stick to my Glock, okay? Does that make you happy? Good, because we’re last ones in.”
They heard the electricity to the fence shut off and the tire shredders on the main road dropped down into their assigned slots while the perimeter ones stayed up. The horde of zombies was close to the point where guns were becoming ineffective. The gates started to roll open and Lisa heard Mitch shouting to the groups, who rushed for the opening. She could only hope that a few of them would listen; it was about to get hairy. 
“Tim, the gate is open!” she shouted.
Tim gave a single nod before he said into his comms, “Company fall back!” 
As one, the line started to collapse upon itself, each man covering the backs of their brothers while filing back and setting up covering fire from within. The vehicles rolled in first, except for the disabled cube van and the two Tim left when they took to the woods. 
Lisa followed on the edges, firing her Glock to keep them from coming around the group. She tapped Skit on the shoulder and directed him inside with a head flick. They backed through the gate last. Lisa, with both her Glock and the Rhino out, searched for targets coming in too close. The gate started its slow roll as five runners, who were either faking being slow, or just turned runner, jumped to life and rushed the gate. Lisa stepped back but saw that the gate was too slow and wouldn’t stop the runners in time. 
If one got through or collapsed in the gate’s path, it would leave an opening for the rest. She stepped outside the gate and started firing, tracing three rounds from chest to chin with the Rhino 40 in her left hand. She pulled left and hit a second straight on, but she wasn’t going to get both of the other two. 
The gate passed behind her and she felt a moment of panic as she pulled right and emptied the Rhino into a third. More runners started to come and the actual horde was too close by the time she used the Glock. Thirteen rounds between her and infection. I’m half eaten already so what the hell, eh? She was trying to get her hand up in time for the fourth runner when a solid chuck of wood swept it aside. Solomon jumped between her and the Z he had just knocked down and slammed his spear up to its shaft in the zombie’s head.
He pushed her to the north and she winced from the pain in her ribs.
“Easy, wounded.”
“No time for easy—run!”
She ran and the guns behind the fence opened fire. Solomon took the outside, leveling two with his buckler before penetrating their heads with a foot-long piece of sharpened steel. The encounters barely slowed the man who had been running and hiding for the past three days. 
He stuck a runner up through the jaw and into the brain, causing himself to stumble as he tried to wrench it free one-handed. He stopped and slammed the thick wooden shield into another that was in full lunge, stopping it midflight. His hand followed it to the ground, where he turned his unique weapon vertically and came down on the base of its skull, pulverizing the brain stem as he tried to pull his spear free.
“Leave it!” Lisa shouted as she put out a couple of rounds over his shoulder before switching magazines. She fired again as he slammed his foot down on the skull that entrapped his blade once, twice, and the third time being the charm as Lisa reached around him to get a bead on one that was blocked from her view. She heard Skit and others urging them on from the other side of the fence as rifles shot zombies around them through the chain links. 
The man started pushing her away from the gate again, causing the area of her missing rib to throb. She stumbled and struggled to her feet as the stranger stood over her with his weapons flailing. She had already given herself up for dead before he showed up by her side, and she was willing to do so again considering the numbers bearing down on them. Runners be damned as the horde started to crowd them from behind and side, leaving them only one way to run.
Something about the way the man fought spurred her on. It was like no matter how many came, he was going to do what he had to do to survive. She ran holding her left hand across her wound, trying to keep it from splitting open. The way ahead was open with nothing but grass and fence in view, other than the bodies that started to encroach from the side and created a walking cloudbank that was quickly cutting them off. 
Like a gopher in its den, a head suddenly popped up from an unseen hole in the ground. It was Tim, the National Guard sergeant. He was up providing covering fire and was soon followed by three more soldiers doing the same.
Lisa tried to pull in next to them so she could cover their retreat back into the hole but was shoved from the man with the spear into the hole as more shooters lined up at the fence and started covering fire for the soldiers that came to her rescue.
“Crawl!” he shouted at Lisa. She did as he was already shoving a soldier into the hole on top of her. Tim was thrown in after that, leaving the man with the spear and two still out there when the mass of zombies hit the remaining three. He moved to push another into the hole but stopped when a zombie latched on to the man’s shoulder with its teeth. He kept firing as more swarmed. A similar scene was unfolding on the last remaining soldier, and the man with the spear dove for the hole, yanking his feet through as hands latched on from behind.
Lisa, with a reloaded Rhino, put a bullet through the heads of the two who had sacrificed for her as the man with the spear worked on clogging the hole with twice-dead zombie bodies.
“Fence!” someone shouted, and the hum of electricity was heard as power was restored to the chain link. It looked like an old-school bug zapper as several Z’s fell on to the fence, their rotted flesh cooking in the last streams of twilight. The air smelled like sour bacon cooking on a low-temp grill.
 



 
Chapter Fourteen

Potty Mouths
 
 
Skit signaled for Lin Su to bring their truck forward, and then he forced Lisa to sit on the tail end and opened her shirt to look at the wound where her rib had been removed. She was wearing her Under Amour cropped sports bra, but she still felt uncomfortable as everyone watched. The wound had split and a couple of stitches were broken. A Guardsman with a med kit stepped up and started pulling out gloves and gauze as Skit cleaned around the wound.
“That is a little high for an appendectomy scar. What happened?” the man with the spear said as he was walking by.
“Not much, really; just met a cannibal yesterday who likes to store his food on the hoof, so to speak,” she said with a false chuckle. The truth was that was how she felt. She was just meat walking around, waiting for him to come and take another bite. 
The doctor hadn’t stolen her pride or her self-respect. He didn’t cause her to walk around trapped within her own fear, afraid of the world and everyone in it. Worse, he made her feel like cattle. He made her feel like a lesser being allowed to walk around freely until he was hungry again.
She was going to kill him for that. It wasn’t going to be a quick bullet to the head, either, though she would take that. His was going to be a long, slow arduous task that made him feel as every one of his victims felt, and he would know pain—extreme pain.
“Hey!” she said, stopping the man in his tracks. “Lisa Reynolds, Hot Springs PD. Thanks for backing me up out there.” She held her hand out to be shaken.
He stepped forward and grabbed her hand gently in a paw that completely enveloped hers. 
“Dean Solomon. Glad you showed up when you did or we would have been in trouble, pinned up against an electric fence that way.”
“Well, your people got us in here with that hole. That was smart thinking.”
“Wish I could take credit for it. That was all Kodiak. I thought she was crazy, but it worked. Kodiak!” he shouted and signaled to one of the most stunning women Lisa had ever seen. Even through three days’ worth of grime and the distance between them, Lisa could see how incredible this woman was. She moved like a cat as she made her way to the vehicle, all eyes watching her. She wore tight, worn Levis under stained, black, leather chaps. Those matched a leather halter-type top that threatened to gap at just the right moment for anyone who was watching—and everyone was. Her hair was raven black and her features looked to be a mish-mosh of nationalities, marking her as uniquely American. Green eyes so startling they could be contacts made Lisa gasped at the intelligence behind those stunning orbs.
“Hi, I’m Kodiak.”
“Lisa Reynolds, Hot Springs PD. Kodiak, huh? Is that your real name?”
“Real enough for the world we are now in. I figure if I could die at any given moment, I’m at least going to be called what I want to be called. You look familiar,” she said to Skit, who was still working on Lisa, trying to pull the skin so the guardsman could get a stitch in her side.
“Oh, hey, you worked at Bernie’s, right? I was a great admirer of your work there.”
“Oh yeah, I remember. I quit Bernie’s over a year ago and was dancing at the Emporium ever since.”
“Dancer? You were an exotic dancer?” Lisa asked, trying not to show how stereotypically she had typecast dancers.
“Still am—or would be if we figure out what replaces cash. Canned goods won’t fit into a garter, if you know what I mean,” Kodiak said in an obvious attempt at a joke.
“We could use you all in Hot Springs when we are done with this run to Little Rock.”
“Hot Springs! What the hell am I gonna do in Hot Springs or Little Rock?” Solomon interrupted. “We fought for this and we’re staying here.”
“Sorry, not gonna happen. We’re trying to hang on to what’s left of society, and I need you with me,” Lisa said. Instead of reciting her typical mantra, she approached it more casually. “I know you have been out of the loop for a while, so we’ll let some things slide but you all have just been brought under the protection of the US Military.”
“Military? But you’re just a cop who’s trapped here just like us,” Solomon replied, knowing that they didn’t have enough soldiers to break free of the zombies that now surrounded them.
“Only until morning, my friend. Then we’ll clear out this field and be on our way. I’m grateful that you brought most of the zombies from Benton out here to a nice, open area where we can take care of them. The recovery effort is going to require the assistance of everyone who has survived. We might leave a few here to guard whatever is here, but for the most part, you have all been drafted into the service. Welcome to the Army,” Lisa said and waited for the backlash. None came and everyone just stared at her, stunned by her words. Her radio came to life.
“Reynolds, what’s your twenty?” Krupp’s voice came through the speaker.
“We are inside the acclimatized security storage center. The gang of marauders turned out to be most of the surviving populace of Benton, and the non-surviving populace has us surrounded. Over.”
“Are you safe for twelve? Over.” 
“Roger that. We’ll get everyone out of sight, and the Z’s should calm down for the night. Over.”
“We lost a few taking over the National Guard Armory. Any potential fighters in the group of survivors you found? Over.”
“We lost two of Tim’s men too. Affirmative on the fighters. They have been beating them to death with clubs up to this point, so it will be a nice change for them to get a new M4 to replace their Louisville’s. Do you have some showers and a chow line set they can use? Over.”
“Yeah, we have a couple at the armory and more in the housing development. You should have enough rations with you to get through the night. Over.”
“Roger that. I’ll touch base at O six hundred. Out.”
“Out.”
She stowed the radio away and looked back to Kodiak and Solomon. She could tell that the mention of a shower had her salivating, but Solomon not so much.
“You can’t just come in here telling us what to do!” Solomon yelled, causing Lisa to put a hand up and turn her head to the side for a second before answering.
“Whoa, Dean. You’re going to have to stand a little bit closer to a toothbrush before you get in my face like that again, I mean … seriously.”
Solomon stepped back, amazed by her casual, cocky nature and looked at Kodiak.
“She’s kind of right, Dean. I mean, we all are in need of some hygiene, but those garlic-stuffed olives you hoarded are not going to win you any close friends, if you know what I mean,” Kodiak said, much to Lisa’s delight. 
“Seriously, Dean. I would love to explain things to you in detail when we have time and can tolerate each other’s fragrance. We have some inside info that has let us know that this is more than just your state or country needing you. This is humanity itself who needs you. To our knowledge, you can go two states in any direction and we in Hot Springs are the only sizable force of survivors. I can’t let you go. If you’re not with us, then you are against us. You can guess what happens then, can’t you?” Lisa held his eye the whole time. She never wavered or showed self-doubt, she couldn’t afford to.
“That’s not right!” Solomon couldn’t help but shout.
“No, it isn’t. Nothing is right; it’s all very, very wrong, and I hate myself for being this way, but I have no choice.” Lisa stood and pulled the Rhino out of its holster and pointed it right at Dean’s head. “Make your decision, Dean. I don’t have all night.
Rustling to the side caught her attention, and Lisa found herself staring into the sawed off barrels of an over/under twelve-gauge shotgun. Dean started to laugh loudly.
“Have you met my son, Charlie?” he asked. “You’re a good son, Charlie, I appreciate that. Stand down now though, son. We’re going to hook up with them for a bit.” 
Kodiak smiled and Charlie lowered his shotgun.
“Well played, kid. I mean that … good job with everything you did today,” Lisa said with a smile. “Now let’s go find that guard and see what we have here in this facility …” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read Zombie Rush. I am almost done with ZR3 and hope to have it out in January 2016. If you want more of this story, you can go to my H.J. Harry alter ego and pick up Splinter. Splinter is where this all started and it is also where it will all end if there is such a thing as an ending. 
I would like to contact you on a regular basis when I or my friends are releasing new work so if you could join my email mailing list I would greatly appreciate it zombierushjoe@gmail.com I always find some way to make it worth your while and if you haven’t read Splinter yet I will send you a free e copy for joining. I never sell or give away your email address and treat it with the strictest confidentiality.
I am having some success at writing but could use your help on reviews if you could find the time. Unfortunately, the basis for certain levels of exposure through Amazon are based on how many reviews an author has, so good or bad, please take the time to post a review.
About the author:
Not much to say really. I am a guy who goes to work every day and has been married to an incredible woman for over thirty years and has always had a passion for the written word. I love to fish and shoot guns as well as work with wood and build things. I was a certified Architectural Technologist but would have gone insane working in an office so I sacrificed the good pay for work that would keep me outside as much as possible. If you wish to know more about me, join me on Facebook at hjharry@facebook.com . Until we meet again, thanks for reading as much as you are possibly able to and if you read something really good by another author I want to know about it. Friends always recommend the best books.
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Other authors under the shield
Here you will find some incredible indie authors who have worked very hard to put out the best product they possibly could. I have read them all and suggest that you do too.
W.J. Lundy: is not only one of my favorite authors of all time but he is one of my favorite people. His Whiskey Tango Foxtrot series is second to none and written from the heart for his own personal reasons. His new series Darkness is also absolutely brilliant. Here is the link to his fan page.
http://www.amazon.com/W.-J.-Lundy/e/B00BW2DMGO
 
Darren Wearmouth who is a retired soldier from the British army also has some brilliant skills as an author.  He has teamed up with a friend of mine named Carl Sinclair to bring you Sixth Cycle. A futuristic dystopian story set in the North American Midwest.  Darren has several titles for you to check out and Carl will be having his own available soon. Here is the link to Sixth Cycle.

http://www.amazon.com/Sixth-Cycle-Darren-Wearmouth-ebook/dp/B00NVKD9OU/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1447117489&sr=1-1&keywords=sixth+cycle
 
Owen Baillie is someone else I think that you should give a read to. He is a great guy in spite of all of the blood rushing to his head from living down under. His series is brilliant and one of the first that I read in this genre. It got me hooked. His series is called the invasion of the dead and consists of three books at this point, you can find it here.

http://www.amazon.com/Owen-Baillie/e/B00CW1BIJ2
Allen Gamboa is one of the nicest guys you will ever meet and he has two fun zombie novels out now. Dead Island and Dead Island Dos. Give them a try I don’t think that you will be disappointed. 
http://www.amazon.com/Allen-Gamboa/e/B00NRIEH3S
 
Michael Robertson, I don’t know anyone who works harder at writing than he does and he has helped me on numerous occasions. There is no one on this planet that can destroy London better than he can. His Crash series had me hooked and then he came out with Alpha Plague, I am a friend and fan to several of my favorite authors and Michael is definitely one of them.
http://www.amazon.com/Michael-Robertson/e/B00DK2PRLM/ref=dp_byline_cont_ebooks_1
 
 
Next on my reading list is my new friend Keith McArdle read it with me.
http//www.amazon.com/The-Reckoning-Australia-Fell-Unforseen-ebook/dp/B00F8ZHSGG://www.amazon.com/The-Reckoning-Australia-Fell-Unforseen-ebook/dp/B00F8ZHSGG
 




 
 
 SIXTH CYCLE
Nuclear war has destroyed human civilization. 
Captain Jake Phillips wakes into a dangerous new world, where he finds the remaining fragments of the population living in a series of strongholds, connected across the country. Uneasy alliances have maintained their safety, but things are about to change. -- Discovery leads to danger. -- Skye Reed, a tracker from the Omega stronghold, uncovers a threat that could spell the end for their fragile society. With friends and enemies revealing truths about the past, she will need to decide who to trust. -- Sixth Cycle is a gritty post-apocalyptic story of survival and adventure.
Darren Wearmouth ~ Carl Sinclair
DEAD ISLAND: Operation Zulu
Ten years after the world was nearly brought to its knees by a zombie Armageddon, there is a race for the antidote! On a remote Caribbean island, surrounded by a horde of hungry living dead, a team of American and Australian commandos must rescue the Antidotes' scientist. Filled with zombies, guns, Russian bad guys, shady government types, serial killers and elevator muzak.  Dead Island is an action packed blood soaked horror adventure.
Allen Gamboa
 INVASION OF THE DEAD SERIES
This is the first book in a series of nine, about an ordinary bunch of friends, and their plight to survive an apocalypse in Australia.  -- Deep beneath defense headquarters in the Australian Capital Territory, the last ranking Army chief and a brilliant scientist struggle with answers to the collapse of the world, and the aftermath of an unprecedented virus. Is it a natural mutation, or does the infection contain -- more sinister roots? -- One hundred and fifty miles away, five friends returning from a month-long camping trip slowly discover that death has swept through the country. What greets them in a gradual revelation is an enemy beyond compare. -- Armed with dwindling ammunition, the friends must overcome their disagreements, utilize their individual skills, and face unimaginable horrors as they battle to reach their hometown...
Owen Ballie
 
Whiskey Tango Foxtrot
Alone in a foreign land. The radio goes quiet while on convoy in Afghanistan, a lost patrol alone in the desert. With his unit and his home base destroyed, Staff Sergeant Brad Thompson suddenly finds himself isolated and in command of a small group of men trying to survive in the Afghan wasteland. Every turn leads to danger
The local population has been afflicted with an illness that turns them into rabid animals. They pursue him and his men at every corner and stop. Struggling to hold his team together and unite survivors, he must fight and evade his way to safety. A fast paced zombie war story like no other.
W.J. Lundy
 
 ZOMBIE RUSH
New to the Hot Springs PD Lisa Reynolds was not all that welcomed by her coworkers especially those who were passed over for the position. It didn’t matter, her thirty days probation ended on the same day of the Z-poc’s arrival. Overnight the world goes from bad to worse as thousands die in the initial onslaught. National Guard and regular military unit deployed the day before to the north leaves the city in mayhem. All directions lead to death until one unlikely candidate steps forward with a plan. A plan that became an avalanche raging down the mountain culminating in the salvation or destruction of them all.
Joseph Hansen
THE ALPHA PLAGUE
Rhys is an average guy who works an average job in Summit City—a purpose built government complex on the outskirts of London. The Alpha Tower stands in the centre of the city. An enigma, nobody knows what happens behind its dark glass. Rhys is about to find out. At ground zero and with chaos spilling out into the street, Rhys has the slightest of head starts. If he can remain ahead of the pandemonium, then maybe he can get to his loved ones before the plague does. The Alpha Plague is a post-apocalyptic survival thriller.
Michael Robertson
THE GATHERING HORDE
The most ambitious terrorist plot ever undertaken is about to be put into motion, releasing an unstoppable force against humanity. Ordinary people – A group of students celebrating the end of the semester, suburban and rural families – are about to themselves in the center of something that threatens the survival of the human species. As they battle the dead – and the living – it’s going to take every bit of skill, knowledge and luck for them to survive in Zed’s World.
Rich Baker
THE FORGOTTEN LAND
Sergeant Steve Golburn, an Australian Special Air Service veteran, is tasked with a dangerous mission in Iraq, deep behind enemy lines. When Steve’s five man SAS patrol inadvertently spark a time portal, they find themselves in 10th century Viking Denmark. A place far more dangerous and lawless than modern Iraq. Join the SAS patrol on this action adventure into the depths of not only a hostile land, far away from the support of the Allied front line, but into another world…another time.
Keith McArdle
 
 
 



Table of Contents
Chapter OneKrupp
Chapter TwoCat
Chapter ThreeAllegiance
Chapter FourTogetherness
Chapter FiveSkitter Pop
Chapter SixDreads
Chapter SevenGoin’ Big
Chapter EightTarnished Knight
Chapter NineWhat It Is
Chapter TenStage Left
Chapter Eleven
Chapter TwelveReady Set
Chapter ThirteenDirt Road
Chapter FourteenPotty Mouths
Other authors under the shield
Other authors under the shield


cover.jpeg
JOSEPH HANSEN






images/00002.jpg
s

VTV TICKAE UM WEE NES T
ST RN & ASHOSAE A5 A"
ROMEXE B ESTIAK RE A WA
TR ATk 8.

Bl VSN TTS N

SEUAMM R WRAITET
NESTCUNE MO TR AL KE IEY WEVE FEIT
STA RS ROBUNGERU T
G S FAES L S WHERE BV T

RN NONE TS RO KT T EE
R, R R RAAGE (R .
DT A B RFEA LR MY WA, NI,

YK TH A2NTAS

AU

..

@






images/00001.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
OQTHER AUTHURS UNDER THE SHIELD OF






images/00007.jpg





