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ZEKE’S FINGER JERKS away from the trigger as his Winchester rifle jolts upward.
“Don’t fire.” Jada’s firm grip keeps the weapon pointed up and away from the single biter limp-staggering toward the fence.
The low, guttural death rattle jars Zeke. Many years ago, when he was four, Grandmother babysat him, and the same guttural rattle emanated from her during Wheel of Fortune. He’d never heard such a sound. Saliva fluids build up in the throat until the accumulation prevents a person from swallowing the tiniest sips of water and finally air. Despite the rapid chest movement, the breaths were shallow and clipped. The final moment was a quick gasp, and Grandmother didn’t love him anymore.
Now the same noise fills his ears every day. Death rattles followed by the low, drowning moan-howls carry on the breeze and draw up the memory.
Don’t cry. You can’t let Jada see you cry. She’s one tough cookie, and tears won’t impress her. Say something manly, even if it makes you an ass. Women go for jerks. Or at least they did. “I wouldn’t have missed.” Zeke tugs at the weapon, but Jada refuses to release her clasp on the barrel.
She has more strength than him, and weight. She’s not heavy with her triathlon build, but a good thirty pounds more muscle presses the weapon at the angle she desires.
He considers remarking how her skin reminds him of deep, rich chocolate. How he wouldn’t mind seeing if she tastes as sweet as candy. But he releases his thought. She was training as an MMA fighter before the end. And with her powerful grip, he has no weapon to defend himself. Plus, he wants to woo her, not start a race riot.
“Listen, white meat. You’ll attract more,” she snaps with a drawl indicative of someone born farther south than Missouri.
“I’ve been stationed at the dam for months, and I’ve barely popped half a dozen.” His eyes betray him as they drift from her brown orbs to the exposed portion of her cleavage.
“You felt the earth move?” she asks. The effortless grip on his weapon puts pressure on his own triceps. He would last half a second arm wrestling her.
Just release the rifle barrel. I give.
“They’ve inspected the dam twice for cracks. I’m glad the nuclear planet south of here shut down a few days after the plague spread.” Zeke smiles, forcing his blue orbs from the top of her shirt.
Jada smiles, enjoying for a second the admiration of her figure, then she tears into him. “You’ll never hit anything if you don’t take your eyes off my tits.” She jerks the rifle enough to demonstrate how easy it would be to remove it from his hands.
“Sorry.” His teeth mash his tongue. Copper flavor coats the taste buds. His mouth throbs.
“Now, I’ve taken a few blows to the head, but even I recall learning about earthquakes and the waves they create.”
“I was never good in biology class,” Zeke admits.
His eyes receive the brunt of her angry fire. This woman wouldn’t break a sweat during a beat down.
“Wrong science,” she snaps.
He detects the detestable unspoken “stupid white boy.”
“Earthquakes travel in three waves.” She jabs three fingers at his face. “The accordion P waves. The up and down S waves and surface waves that rock.”
“What are you, a textbook?” He knows the remark fails to be as funny as he thought it sounded in his head.
“No, Zeke, but maybe you should have studied something in high school besides girls’ tits. All those waves make a grand noise, which is going to draw every undead as far away as Wisconsin right past us and on down to Charleston.”
“I thought it was the New Madrid Fault Line?”
“Yes, but the epicenter is more than likely under Charleston, Missouri. And since it was strong enough to shake us two hundred fifty miles away, it will travel north and bring every biter south.”
“We should take them out. Before too many more show up.”
“They are stupid. New noises distract them like a white kid who forgot his ADHD medicine. Why draw attention to us? You want it dead, you go up to the fence and stab it through the eye with one of the spears.” She releases her grip on the rifle.
With the pressure off his triceps, Zeke promises to hit the gym. He slides the rifle into the leather saddle holster he mounted to the side of the tank turret. He glances at the second tank, preventing Jada from learning how much his arms hurt.
Considering how to impress Jada, his mind shifts to the pressing issue—only one tank crew on duty at a time. He has no idea how Ethan acquired two M1 Abrams tanks to protect the dam and the priceless hydroelectric power, but he did, and a single military team to man them.
Guard duty sucks.
No matter how cushy a job for the civilians, the military crew detests standing sentinel. They alternate days on which they operate. Ethan thought he’d acquire a second crew, but the fall of Fort Leonard Wood shifted his focus to train a second civilian team. But the skill set of those rescued outweigh manning two tanks. Wanikiya placed him on team two, but so far, no others have arrived worthy of training.
Not that tanks help in this situation. I’d like four more guns to secure the sally port. He glances back at Jada’s dark brown eyes. “You know, you make it difficult to like you.” Shit.
“I know what you like, Zeke. You want them? You have to earn them.”
He hops to the front of the tank and drops to his bottom, sliding to the ground. “Earn?” Some girls have said he would have to pay. But none have said “earn.”
“No more movie dates, maybe you find flowers, no more hockey games. What are you going to do to impress me? Prove to me you are the man I need to open my legs for. Maybe even father my children. The world ended, and the reason we used to choose a mate—financial security—is finished. What do you have to offer to make you the best candidate?” She picks up her AK-47 as two more biters stumble onto the road.
She opens the door, and Zeke opens his mouth. “Many people shack up. Tomorrow they might be dead, why not get laid tonight.” He pulls on the pair of work gloves stuffed in his back pocket. Dried black splotches have stained the leather. I hate the goop when they explode. It never seems to scrape from under the fingernails.
“I don’t plan to die. And without condoms and birth control, I won’t bring a child into this world without a father strong enough to protect it.” Her voice trails off.
Their semi-private conversation blasts loud enough for everyone crewing the tank emplacements to enjoy. If those around him didn’t know he desired Jada, they do now. Mess hall conversation will be all about him tonight.
I’ll prove I’m strong. Zeke approaches the gate system. Jada has given him much to consider, and he still doesn’t know how to speak to her.
Two undead shamble forward. They catch his scent, moan-howl and stumble forward faster. The fence interferes with their advance. They bounce off the chain-link as if they don’t see the wire.
Close in design to the main sally port in the south, the dam entrance’s natural rolling hills allow a vantage point for the twin tanks to be nestled.
Zeke marches past the opening between the two cargo trailers around to the side. He snags a metal bar. He slides the tip, ground to a fine point, through the chain-link fence.
The steel punctures the eye socket of the biter clawing the fence. It crumples in a heap of rot and shredded clothes.
Four more biters stagger onto the road behind two—fast approaching. I don’t care what Jada thinks about the noise. I wish I’d brought my rifle. He slides the pole back into the rack next to three more.
He races around the cargo trailer and inside, where he swings the two inner gates closed. He sprints back to his tank, pocketing his gloves. “There are more coming.”
“I see them.” Jada leans against the tank barrel as she aims her weapon. She flicks to semi-auto. Her lips move as she counts to herself. “PFC Wilber!”
The young man in green fatigues zips his fly before climbing onto the back of the tank.
“What did I tell you about pissing around the tank?” Jada scolds.
“Sorry. I don’t want to lose my water during a firefight.”
“Get on the radio. Tell Wanikiya we have a gathering of biters and it’s growing. Use some hand sanitizer before you touch the radio with your piss-covered hands,” Jada snaps.
“The army taught me not to piss on myself.”
You’re doing better than I will be in a few minutes. Zeke climbs on the tank. Despite his athletic build, he slips up the forward incline. Jada offers her hand to assist but never removes her eye from the barrel sight or the undead she targets.
His fingers lace with hers, and she pulls him up, moving him as if he weighed nothing. Zeke grabs his Winchester. Spinning around to take aim, he sees the six biters have grown to fifty staggering corpses.
“What do we do?” Zeke draws a bead on a biter at the edge of his range to effectively hit a target. “Do we plug them? They’re going to be harder to weed down if we wait much longer.”
“Wilber?” Jada calls out.
Private First-Class Wilber adjusts the radio frequency and depresses the mic button. “North gate to main sally port, request advisement, over.”
Not an official code, but not enough information given over the radio in case someone listened in, Zeke notes.
Constant gunfire renders the crackling voice inaudible.
Jada and Zeke both realize the brevity of the main gate’s call to arms.
“We’re on our own, white boy,” she whispers.
PFC Wilber, glad he relieved himself, “Repeat orders. We seek advisement on the growing number of undead at the north gate, over.”
“At least he remembered not to mention the dam,” Jada says.
“No one is monitoring,” Zeke says.
“Don’t be so sure. And no one knows this place exists, and we need to keep it secret.”
From the open mic spills more gunfire. Zeke counts the seconds after what feels like a full minute of no response. Two minutes. The gunfire never ceases.
Finally—
“No reinforcements available, do what’s necessary to hold the gate, over.”
“Was that Wanikiya?” Zeke needs confirmation.
Jada fires, not wanting anyone to recant the necessity to clear the fence, even if it will draw more undead toward the gate. Expending one round at a time until all thirty rounds find a home in the undead.
Zeke knows at least twenty were direct headshots. He drops one biter, racks in a shell, fires. Repeating until the Model 92 needs a reload. He nailed eight in the head. With fifteen rounds, he needs to increase his targeting to rounds ratio before he runs out of forty-four slugs. More important, if he is to impress Jada enough for a date, he better match her in head shots.
He reloads.
Wilber slips into the 50-caliber mounted to the tank. “Got your ear plugs in? Time to rock and roll.”
Jada snaps her head at him so fast Zeke swears he hears a vertebra pop. “The hell you will, white boy. Get a rifle.”
“I’ll clean them right out.”
Jada, as assigned leader of this guard, has rank over the military personnel. “We’re making enough noise,” she snaps. “That thunder boomer will bring the entire country.”
Zeke jerks the lever action on his rifle before fumbling a circular plastic case from his pocket. Thunder boomer? He slips the ear plugs into his ears, knowing there will be a lot more noise drowning out his hearing.
Jada’s now muffled voice orders, “Use your rifle and thin them enough to keep pressure off the gate. The fewer we draw to us the better. From the sound of it, the front gate is being hit hard.”
Overrun. Zeke never figured out why all the soldiers stationed here seem to lack a combat mentality. Green and barely out of basic when the world went to shit. Now my new world is about to go to shit. Six months. I was one of Ethan’s early recruits. My marksmanship put me at the most vital location in Acheron. Kind of wish I was less a crack shot so I could be scrubbing cooking pots right now.
Contingency plan. South, the bridge over a section of the lake wired to blow to keep the camp safe from marauders. No such luck from the north. No way to block it off. But in the six months, not a single living person has approached the north gate. Now every biter in the world marches at me.
Head shot.
Miss.
Head shot.
Head shot.
Head shot.
Black, oily goop splatters everywhere as three undead collapse into a heap.
Zeke rubs the sweat from his right palm on his shirt. He’s got his rhythm but waits. The undead behind the three who fell stumble over the fresh obstacles, all nearly tumbling to the ground themselves. If he fired, the heads would have dipped out of his line of fire. His bullets would have impaled the chest of the biters behind them and been a waste.
More and more undead stumble onto the road, bringing their number into the hundreds.
Zeke will never score with every round. How many do I have to kill to impress Jada?
Jada keeps her weapon at semi-auto. She racks up her kills. Now all six guards and the two tank operators on shift are firing. Each takes aim. Few rounds are wasted. Smoking brass pings on the blacktop.
None of them panic.
The fence protects them.
It helps when the enemy doesn’t shoot back, but their numbers are growing as is the pressure on the wire securing the chain-link. Zeke shakes the box of forty-four rounds. It’s not full. I’ll run out soon.
The hundreds grow to thousands of moan-howling undead.
Major Ellsberg wanted to add some reinforcement struts to the fence. God, how I wish it wasn’t on next week’s duty schedule.
More biters cover the road than they have bullets. Zeke reloads. I guess I won’t get to live long enough to impress Jada.
A beat-up pickup slides to a halt before the inside of the gate. Jorden jumps from the truck. “No reinforcements until they clear the main gate.” She draws her gun, vowing to not die a secretary.
“We can’t clear these numbers.” Zeke’s stomach cramps.
“Fire the tank,” Jada suggests.
“What!?”
“It won’t be effective,” Jorden says.
“I don’t want you to shoot the undead. Blow up that tree about a half mile down the road.”
Her plan unfolds in Zeke’s head. “You want the noise to draw them back.”
“Even if it’s for a few minutes, it gives us a chance to thin them.”
“Anything’s worth a try.” He drops into the tank. The turret pivots, and the barrel raises. Zeke pops his head out of the hatch. “Where?”
“Off the road. In the patch of trees.” Jada points. “As far as you can.”
The tank jerks, kicking up dust and gravel. The ground vibrates around the embankment. Jada grabs her ears as the earplugs do nothing to prevent the deafening ring. The round whistles until the explosion shatters the air.



 






 
 
PEERING THROUGH THE remaining lens of broken binoculars, a man covered in dirty garb inspects the chain-link fence.
“Go!”
At his command, two men race beside him across the open field between the tree line and the Acheron fence. Covered in fleshy ponchos of gutted undead skin, they reach the chain-link. They place filth-covered fingers on the metal in unison as if practiced in fence scaling. They flip their ponchos over the barbed wire woven around the top to protect them from the razor points as they somersault over.
The two men wait for a command. The binocular-wielding leader crouches low, scanning the compound. Not wishing to give up his advantage over those people defending the gate, he…
“Where do we go?”
“The farmhouse,” he snaps. Thousands of gun reports might drown out their words, but he has not lasted ten months taking risks. “Keep quiet! All those people are so involved with the undead at the gate. We should be able to get some supplies and be gone.”
“Why not stay here? We could live as ghosts and be protected.”
Escaping detection might give them the run of the compound. How long would they last as ghosts? The leader contemplates their options. A few days of avoiding the undead would be nice, but never again would they have the distraction to scale the fence.
“Let’s get food,” the third man says.
“How do you know there’s food?”
“All these guns—they must be stocked.”
“Maybe they left a gun at home.”
“They left a girl.” The third man bolts for Ethan’s house. Emily leaps from the porch and races against the man for the inner gate, built by Ethan to protect the farm when it was the first home to the original Acheron survivors. She beats the man to the gate.
Emily struggles with the metal. Her thin arms are unable to move the gate along the track. Ethan would have no issue closing it, and Dartagnan, as small as he is, has shut it before.
A boot soaked in undead flesh jams into the track as the wheel releases, preventing Emily from sliding it closed. All three men tug the gate from her thin fingers.
She screams.
But even she knows the futility of releasing all the air from her lungs. The thunder of exploding gunpowder sings like a bad bar tune before last call.
The man using his legs as a door stop punches Emily in the chest. With no air in her lungs, she gasps for fresh breath, but her body refuses. She lands on her bottom. The gravel pokes her skin through her jeans.
“Don’t mess up her face,” growls one of them.
“We don’t need her screams bringing help.”
“No one will hear her.” He points in the direction of the main gate. The constant firecracker pops of expending rounds mask all other noise.
One of the men scoops Emily into a bear hug. “In that case, let’s enjoy her inside.”
Emily finds her breath. Before he securely clamps his hand over her mouth, she bites a finger.
He drops her.
Emily stumbles, but keeps her footing. She races for the porch. Before she achieves a full stride, he has her shirt in his grip. It tears, but not free of her frame. The cloth snags and acts as a clamp. He returns her struggling body to his bear hug.
“You’re going to pay for the bite, missy.” He kisses her neck, nipping her flesh with his teeth.
The torn cloth hangs over the pistol on her hip. Struggling, she can’t get the .22 free. Emily flails her arms and legs, but his grip won’t break.
“Shut her up,” the biggest man orders. “Not the kind of screaming I want from her.”
“She’s a fighter. Been a long time since we had one that struggles.”
“She’s a little girl. I may be a bastard, but I ain’t no fucking bastard who rapes little girls.”
“I say if she got a cooch full of hair, we have at her.”
Emily never thought she’d be facing this situation again. Acheron was safety. After Ethan brought her here, she never had a nightmare about the assault. Once the bruises and scratches from the beating healed, she put it out of her mind. Ulyana spoke to her some in a therapy session, but it was the one part of her with unbendable strength. Ethan would protect her, and it would never happen again.
Where’s Ethan?
Touring Graceland.
And everyone else is at the main gate.
Everyone but Dar.
Emily’s thoughts break with her fall. The hard impact of her abdomen against the edge of the porch bursts all the air from her lungs. She doesn’t know if lungs bruise. Her escape plan leaves with the air.
“Parlan. Don’t even get your pencil dick hard. We have to secure the house first.”
“Inside is better. Been even longer since I fucked a girl on a bed.”
“They have electricity.” He points to the porch light.
“Maybe running water.”
“I’m hoping for a chilled beer with my warm snatch.”
Emily’s lungs won’t refill enough to allow her to recover. Two hard impacts in as many minutes renders her inert.
“She’s lost her fight.” A hand clamps on one of her breasts the second before she’s lifted ragdoll-limp into the air. “Too bad. Wish she had some tits.”
“Told you she was just a little girl.” The big man marches through the front door.
Emily’s captor struggles to fondle her as he carries her inside. She gives no resistance.
Her mind races back to the first time she was attacked. She never expected to be rescued then. She had no idea Ethan existed. She knows he’s four hundred miles away, and no chance he will save her now. She relents to her fate.



Resigned that her first sexual experience will be forced on her, during her last few moments of life, Emily recalls her desire for Ethan to have been her one love. I begged him to make me his before someone forced me.
I did tell him.
I have that.
I offered without question that day in his bedroom. He did desire me. He stiffened at the sight of my naked body.
He said no.
He left me to be my own person. Now I’ll die.
Ethan won’t save me.
Ethan’s not here to save me.
Everyone protects the gate, and no one will rescue me.
Emily pushes away the fear holding her down, the same fear preventing her from screaming when the man pinned her in the truck cab.
Ethan saved her that day.
Ethan will save me. He trained me to shoot.
The rancid odor of the man’s body sickens her as he lays her on the living room rug. She doubts if she puked he would care. The growth in Parlan’s pants presses against her crotch. Her mouth dries. Beads of sweat form along her hairline.
She pushes her fear and helplessness deep inside her as if locking them away in a room for punishment. She froze a month ago. She didn’t know those men had killed her two traveling friends. She knew this burly man was tearing off her clothes.
No! That memory—in the locked room.
I won’t freeze again.
Emily uses all her strength to pinch her legs closed. Parlan spreads them apart like tearing paper, giving no notice to her free hands as she slips one under the torn cloth to the pistol on her belt.
One of the other men grabs her hand and jerks Emily from the floor. “There are beds upstairs.”
Even knowing her maidenhead would be taken by force, how she’d never be able to willingly give her virginity to a man of her choosing, the opening of her legs as if she were nothing churns her stomach. Bile creeps into her throat. All her authority over her body is stripped from her.
Nothing.
Emily fails to be a person.
She lacks power over her own body. This behemoth controls her, and she has no means to stop it.
The second man struggles to hold her and pinch her nipple through the lacy bra.
He reaches the stairs. The narrow corridor leading up doesn’t give him room to maneuver while he carries her.
One of his steps jostles her, slapping the cold gun metal against her flesh.
Emily picks her moment. She holds in cries of pain as he pinches her nipple raw. It throbs. She resists swatting, allowing him to remain distracted. Five steps up, she draws the pistol, prays she racked a bullet into the chamber. Her finger flips the safety.
The cold barrel pokes at the man’s side.
The bullet tears downward. Likely shattering his hip.
The confined thunder deafens her. He has no means to hold her and remain standing on a bleeding leg.
Emily finds herself falling. She tightens her grip. I won’t lose the gun. The impact jars her, finding the landing soft on top of the dirty man.
Before she recovers, her wrists slam against the wooden floor, pinned by Parlan. He doesn’t kick away the gun. Her index finger remains on the trigger. She fires.
Something breaks.
Open your eyes, dumb girl.
She obeys the voice over her ringing ears.
The biggest man has her right wrist in one hand, pointing it away from him while he attempts to pry open her fingers with the other.
Emily uses all her strength—which isn’t much—to clamp down on the handle. She’s not sure how she keeps her fingers laced around it, but adrenaline and fear must play a factor.
“Give it up, you little cunt muffin. Give it up! Or I’ll fuck you bloody.”
His insult and threat do little to deter her.
NO. He wants the gun, he must break my hand. He’ll have to break every part of me before he touches me.
Emily struggles against him. This time she refuses to stop squirming, even when the slap brings wavering stars to her eyes.
“Give it up, you little bitch!”
“Fuck you!” Emily drags as much flesh from his cheek as her fingernails hook.
He doesn’t release her, but the shock loosens his grip. The gun discharges. She twists at an unnatural angle to fire again. Even the tiny .22 kicks. Her finger snaps when it slams back on the floor.
Dar! Oh, my God! Dartagnan’s somewhere in the house. Her tantrum of kicking feet earns her a gut punch.
Emily’s stomach, or something close to it, bursts like a balloon. Warm wet soaks between her legs. She prays it was only her bladder.
“She fucking pissed!”
Parlan leans in next to her ear. The ringing keeps her from understanding his threatening whispers. He tears at her remaining clothes. She punches him. Most of her hits glance off. One—lucky—grazes his lip, busting it open.
He spits blood. It rolls down her neck. He kisses her cheek. His teeth sink into the flesh. The gnarled incisor cuts at her. Emily holds in her scream of defeat.
The ringing in her ears clears enough to notice mumbles of the third man, who’s unable to decide between joining the attack on her or deal with the cries of pain of the one she shot.
“Don’t ruin her before we all get a turn. She’s got a pretty face.”
He spits out a chunk of her cheek. It bounces off her nose. “Not anymore.”
Emily’s own blood dribbles down her face. Her cheek burns.
“She don’t need a face to fuck.”



 






 
 
SCOOP SHOVELS FLING empty brass casings into a pickup bed.
Every spent round must be recovered and those salvageable be reloaded. Simon knows his meals will be well-earned the next few weeks restoring the camp’s reserve of ammunition.
He snags a handful of spent brass. I won’t be restoring the reserve. We have no shells to spare now. It was all the guns with ammo that afforded Acheron security. Security to build fence and expand. Security to build a community. Security to build a future. Retired from his career as a Chief Petty Officer, Simon’s military experience gives him more insight than most generals. A few thousand rounds at his disposal and no chance of a resupply permanently hinders the operation and brings Acheron’s expansion and supply scavenging to a standstill. He will report the inventory to Wanikiya, but for the good of the camp, no one else must know they have no bullets.
Simon reloads rifle clips, his own fingers worn from shoving brass against the springs. He tosses an empty ammo box into a pile. The last wave of vectors might not be the last. Every person must fully reload. Two waves of undead stormed the gate.
Rotting corpses lean against the fence, reaching to the top of the concertina wire. The undead scaled the makeshift ramp, dropping into the dog run. This new collection of bodies was halted, but if a third wave should appear, they won’t have the ability to prevent the undead from reaching inside.
The earthquake stirred them. The ensuing frenzy was unlike any combat I’ve encountered. I doubt we’ve eliminated all vectors in the area. But like when dealing with lawyers—it’s a good start. Constantly assessing, Simon considers, The Acheron citizens defended the gate as bravely as any seasoned soldiers. They eliminated more undead than most of them have seen since the outbreak. Some fought their first battle today. They all survived an overwhelming enemy and impossible odds. Need to buy them all a beer.
They should be reloading. They should be hydrating. They should be doing anything but sitting. Simon reminds himself they aren’t soldiers. Wanikiya should prepare them for another wave. The quake will draw an undead army southward.
He glances past the approaching Wanikiya. Even Private Sanchez and Private Combeth should not be lounging by the fence. They seem jovial, but soldiers need to prepare. Simon tosses another empty box of shells onto the pile.
“Situation, Chief?” the only man at the camp taller than Ethan requests.
“Our reserves are shot,” Simon spits. He respects the Native American dolled up in his war paint.
Wanikiya places his tomahawk on the truck bed and grabs an empty magazine. “We’ll scavenge more.” He adds with a cold heart, “If we make it through this, we’ll cross the needing more ammo bridge later.”
“You are the commander. I don’t like expending all our ammo on an enemy that won’t surrender.” Old dog, new tricks, he muses.
“A good commander seeks the wisdom of his experienced advisors,” Wanikiya says.
“If you want my advice, you get everyone reloaded, then pull them off the fence in shifts for rest and water. Send patrols to ensure we don’t have any breaches. Even if the vectors like live bait, stragglers get hung in the wire and confused.”
“Sound judgment.” Wanikiya reloads his pistol. “I’ll circulate the orders personally. No rest for me. Not if I need the others to remain at their posts.”
Simon nods.
Wanikiya moves about his people—Ethan’s people—not white or black, yellow or red anymore, but human. He directs some to medical, many to rest after they reload, and dispatches two patrols for fence inspection. He climbs the ladder to the top of the cargo trailer operating as a castle battlement.
A few undead stagger around the corpse mounds covering the highway before Acheron’s main entrance. Wanikiya knows they expended over fifty thousand rounds. There must be as many undead corpses in piles before the gate.
Rotten meat replaces the moan-howls as the new danger.
“What are we going to do with all those dead bodies?” Barlock asks.
“Get the backhoe up here. They’re a plague waiting to happen.”
“It won’t fit through this gate. The last time we moved construction equipment inside, we parked it and moved the fence,” Barlock says.
“There are some backhoes a few miles south. Send a team. Pick out a crew from those people after they have rested,” Wanikiya says. “This is a priority. The smell alone will sicken people once they lose the taste of gunpowder.”
Barlock tilts his head toward Simon and the pile of empty ammo boxes. “Not to raise a panic, but I’m betting we don’t have the ammo to spare.”
“Policing the brass and reloads will restore our reserves, but illness will end us. One sick person inside leading to death and we’ll have a dozen biters inside. We control infection entry from the outside only.”
“We recheck the perimeter, and we keep quiet. The biters will move south away from us, then we could make a run for the dozers,” Barlock suggests.
“South…toward Ethan,” Wanikiya says.
“Toward the Boot Heel. He will avoid the area now, which means it will take him longer to return. Take more than a few thousand biters to kill him,” Barlock says.
“The epicenter of the quake will draw millions.”
“He was heading to an active military base. Man’s liable to appear on a rocket ship.”
With each breath, Wanikiya draws in more rot. “No one goes outside. We police this brass. Pull off groups of the defenders for a rest shift. Have them strip. Hose off the blood and check for bites. Anyone with fresh scratches, we segregate until we’re sure. If they worsen, quarantine them. They need rest and recovery time. The aftershock will draw more biters. Tomorrow, we send a team for the backhoe. We level the trees—”
Brent slaps the top of the container. The echo gives him a second to catch his breath. “Wanikiya. Barlock.”
“What?”
“Radio transmission from the dam crew. They’re low on ammo, and the gate’s being overrun.”
Wanikiya grips his tomahawk handle.
“They get in, we lose the dam and we all buy it,” Barlock says.
Wanikiya’s dark eyes warn he didn’t want such a pronouncement. Victory was holding back panic.
He slides down the ring ladder. “Follow my orders. Get our people rested.” Wanikiya marches to Simon. “What ammo remains?”
“I have mostly .22 and some M16 ammo that all needs to be loaded into clips.”
“Bring everyone with an M16 and give them boxes to load on the way. Use the flatbed and the semi. Get them to the dam. I’ll get a second unit to load the .22,” Wanikiya orders. “Sanchez!” he hollers at the Private.
Private Combeth follows Sanchez as she hops to her feet, wrapping gauze around her burnt fingers. He completes the bandage on the jog to Acheron’s second in command.
“What needs to be done, Sir?” Sanchez snaps to attention, her brown eyes glancing up at the giant Native American. His height terrifies her more than the Sioux war paint covering his face.
“You got everyone back from your hay cutting detail safe?” Wanikiya inquires.
“All the people. The tractors are still out there.” Her limited time in the military gives her the clarity to know a reprimand will occur for this infraction. Punishment in this camp means being sent to bed without dinner. “I’ll get a crew and recover them,” Sanchez volunteers.
“We’ll recover more tractors once the biters stop showing up at our front door wanting to eat us. The saving of our people takes priority over machines. Good job, Private.”
She releases a breath. “Thank you, Sir.”
Booming thunder echoes over the cloudless skyline.
“They fired the tank,” Sanchez says.
“It would attract more biters than it would eliminate,” Combeth says.
“They don’t have the numbers at the dam to repel the undead,” Wanikiya says. “We’re low on ammo. I need numbers here to clear the fence. The biters already scaled it; another wave and they will be inside.”
“FUBARed all the way around, Sir, “Combeth says.
“We lose the dam—” Simon says.
“I volunteer, Sir,” Sanchez says.
“Take a truck. And a team. Give me an accurate assessment of the danger at the dam. I’ll send reinforcements as soon as they are locked and loaded.” Wanikiya hands her a radio. “Once we clear our gate, I’ll send all they need.”
“Yes, Sir.” She grabs the two boxes of ammo Simon offers.
“Combeth?”
“I’m in, unless a better assignment comes along.”
Simon hands him two boxes.
She grabs the two closest men. “Brent. Wade. We got a mission.”



 






 
 
WADE AND COMBETH jump in the back of the pickup without question.
Brent fires up the truck. “Where to, Sanchez?”
“The dam.” She loads each magazine until she has no more loose rounds. She clasps the front of her shirt at the top of her cleavage. The golden cross under the cloth fumbles between her fingers. God. Please protect Ethan. He lies in the path of evil and we need our protector. He is our glue. Please, Lord. She recites the Lord’s prayer in her head.
“How long?”
Brent mashes his foot down on the accelerator. “It’s only a few miles.”
“Slow down, cowboy. Fast but safe.”
He backs the needle to fifty-five. “I don’t think I’ve been up to speed since before.”
“I jog this road. The curves are sharp. Keep your eyes on the road. Irony would be dying in a car accident after there are no more speeding laws.”
“You got it, Sir.” Brent smiles.
“Don’t sir me. I do work for a living. Privates salute everybody.” She taps the back glass before leaning out the window. “Make sure you’re loaded for bear. We’re hunting.”
Combeth leans over the bed. “As long as you recall what you asked me to do when this trip’s complete.”
She smiles. Once the dam biters fall, I’ll bed Combeth.
Before they reach the bridge extending over a section of Mark Twain Lake she spots smoke wafting from the mortar shell.
“There can’t be as many as the front gate?” Brent says.
“The explosion will have drawn them back, but the aftershocks will pull them toward the south,” Sanchez says.
The drone of moan-howls fill the cab.
“Doesn’t sound as bad as at the main gate,” Brent assures himself.
“It’s worse.” Sanchez slams the truck door before Brent finds park. “We have less ammo now.”
Biters grow in numbers along the fence.
Sanchez marches to the tank. “Give me a SITREP?”
“What?” Zeke pulls out an earplug, not losing his confusion.
“She wants a situation report, dumb nut,” Jada snaps.
Fuck. I keep failing to impress her. “We’re being overrun,” Zeke says.
“The whole camp is surrounded. We’re far from overrun. And we won’t be allowing the biters inside,” Sanchez says.
“We don’t have enough ammo to drive them off,” Jada says. “We fired the cannon to draw some of them back. Then we thinned those who decided we were more interesting. We’re going to need more people to defend this gate. The road bottlenecks here. They’ll be more attacking a smaller section of the fence, unlike the main gate where they’re able to spread out.”
Sanchez climbs on the tank. The column of undead stretch back along the road as far as her vision allows. “Your tank trick was brilliant.”
“It won’t work again. Too many undead now,” Jada says. “You my reinforcements?”
“Assessment team,” Sanchez says.
Undead shamble from the trees and along the road. There are too many to count, and the cadence of their moan-howls creates a nightmarish hum.
Amie clicks the radio mic. “Wanikiya, over.”
“Report Sanchez, over.”
“Chief?” She questions the voice.
“We’ve got a third wave knocking. Wanikiya says hold the gate at all cost, over.”
She lowers the mic. “Fuck me.”
Nothing but undead cover the ground between the fence and tree line. Bony fingers lace the chain-link and tug. Whatever bit of lizard brain animating the once people remembers enough to shake the fence. The creepy rattle shivers Sanchez’s spine.
“You’re on your own, Private. I’ll get people there as soon as we can, over.” Simon’s radio crackles off.
Jada interprets the final message as “this military woman has command” and thanks God she’s not responsible.
“I’m totally open for suggestions.” Sanchez glances at the gauze covering her burn. The adrenaline keeps away the pain. The moan-howls overwhelm her like the first time she heard them. Pounding throbs in her ears as her heart races. My choice. My decision means life and death for all of us.
“What do you want to do, Private?” Combeth asks.
Sanchez makes no pause in her answer. “Let them in.”
All eyes focus on her.
“Never,” Jada says.
“It’s not as crazy as it sounds,” Sanchez says.
“What part of letting them inside is not insane?” Jada demands.
“Back the tank up and block the dam road. Then activate the floodgate warning alarms drawing them down the access road to the area next to the base of the dam.
“You want to open the floodgates?” Jada speculates.
“Fucken aye,” Combeth says.
“Let the water do our work for us,” Sanchez says.
“Wanikiya won’t approve it,” Zeke says.
“I’m not asking. Move the fucking tank! Bring up two more semi-trucks and fill in the gaps. They don’t get on the dam. They’ll have to go down the road to the floodplain. The only way to save the sally port is to open,” Sanchez says.
“She’s right. We lose this fence and it won’t matter,” Combeth says. 



 






 
 
BECKY SLAMS THE cabinet door. “We should’ve gone with Ethan.” She opens the cupboards in the kitchen. Some have dishes and pots, but not a single food item.
“Noise,” Chad warns.
“Fuck you, and the undead. We let Ethan go off on his own, so we could protect some unknown family.”
“He wants the baby to be safe,” Chad says.
“Then he should have stayed and sent us to Memphis. The safest place in the world is right next to him. Besides, you sat in the same meeting when he strongly suggested no children.” Becky stomps from the kitchen.
On the living room couch, the older man rocks the crying baby.
Blaming them for their Ethan separation was accurate. The dead baby-mommy placed them in this situation.
“Sometimes babies cry. I’ve fed, changed and fed again. I don’t think she’s sick. You banging doors doesn’t help. Small noises.” Great Grandpa rocks the baby.
In her anger, Becky didn’t hear the old man follow them inside the house. She knows he pretends not to have heard her rant. He and the baby-daddy have guns, but they won’t last with a newborn screaming. Not when they don’t have milk to give at a moment’s notice to mute the kid. Becky cups her chest. She scarcely has the equipment, and no milk.
“She needs her mother,” Chad says.
“That’s not going to happen. And we can’t travel with a noise machine,” the old man says in a soft quiet tone. “We’ve got two strong men with shotguns guarding outside. Let her cry for now.”
“I want her safe, but quiet,” Becky backtracks. “Maybe if her father…”
“He lost his wife. He needs time before he takes up the mantle of father. If the world was normal, I wouldn’t allow him anywhere near a shotgun right now.”
“He has to step up. It’s all about that baby now.” Becky doesn’t remember the old man’s name or the other two men with him. Ethan left so fast after he delivered the pregnant woman’s baby. Decent of him, since she stole their truck and the boat needed to cross the Mississippi River. All for a scientist. No, she knows how false her logic is. All for a family member. He did all he could to bring family into Acheron. Damn it, he built a family.
The older man hands the squiggling baby toward her. “Try.”
“I’m no mom,” Becky protests.
“I’m not asking you to give her a tit, just hold her.”
Becky forces herself to calm down. After a few last huffs through her nose, she settles as she accepts the tiny baby. “She’s so small. Not like on TV.” She adjusts her arm, not sure how to make the crying child comfortable.
“They can’t use newborns as actors, so the babies are weeks older.” The old man adjusts her arms and helps to tuck the baby in close to her chest, so its ear is near Becky’s now racing heart.
“What if I drop her?”
“Rock her.” He never wavers from his soft tone.
Becky jostles the baby a bit before finding a swaying rhythm. “She is beautiful.” Her own voice drops to a lower octave.
“Babies detect your energy, and your anger prevents her from calming.”
“What are you, some kind of hippy?” Becky asks over the crying child.
“Right age, but I did my duty. Didn’t think of it as duty back then, but I couldn’t be a draft dodger. No matter how unacceptable it is to hate, those who fled to Canada were cowards in my book.”
“None of that matters now.”
“No. Only this little angel. Your home really safe?”
If the quake didn’t crack the dam. “Ethan has built a strong community, and nothing undead gets inside. Follow his main rule. Work or you don’t eat.”
The old man nods. “Should have had that rule before the end of the world. Why are you so far from this safe home?”
Becky hesitates. “Rescuing a family member of one of our group. It’s what Ethan does.” She wishes she knew his name. Grandpa will work in a pinch, but she should have listened. Ethan, why didn’t you stay? Becky works her body into a soothing rock. Minutes pass, and the cries have remained constant. “What can we do for her?”
“Thimble full of whisky to help her sleep, because I know of nothing else,” the old man says.
“You can’t give the baby liquor,” Becky snaps. She instinctively jerks her upper body away as if to protect the child.
“Besides, we don’t have any,” Chad says.
“We’re all so tense. She might detect it. None of us are calm,” the old man says.
How can any of us be calm? God. This baby’s cries will attract death. No matter how soft I speak I can’t hide my concern.
“What about the dad?” Chad asks.
“Let him stand watch. He’s not doing well over Sandra’s death. He’s not maternal—better protector. He’s more overwhelmed than we are.” The old man spells it out.
Not possible. Becky perches on the arm of the couch. The baby grabs her index finger with a hand so tiny. She draws the finger to her mouth and suckles. Becky sighs, enjoying the quiet.
The ground trimmer shakes the house enough to jar a framed picture from the wall.
The baby spits out the finger in a wail.
Becky’s glance at the old man screams, “I’m never having kids.”
Searching for answers, he suggests, “She may not like the formula. I don’t think she’s colicky.”
“Maybe she knows,” Chad says.
“Knows what?”
“Her mother’s gone.”
Becky’s eyes dart to him with a “we’re never having sex again” stare.
He raises his arms in surrender.
“We can’t travel with her crying. Not on foot. Could we try and find another vehicle? Is there anything else we can do for her?” Becky asks.
“Different pacifier brand. Other formula. Whisky.” Before Becky protests again, the old man adds, “It’s a last resort, but we do what we have to to survive getting this baby to—”
“North,” Becky snaps before Chad draws a map to Acheron. Not that Acheron is on a map. “To Acheron.”
“The river of woe,” the old man says.
“What?”
“In ancient Greece, Acheron was one of the rivers that flowed into the underworld. You had to pay the ferryman to cross it to get to Hades. Don’t they instruct you children in mythology in school anymore?”
“You sound like Ethan,” Chad says.
“No, they’re too busy teaching useful things like how to diagram a sentence and the Pythagorean Theorem,” Becky says.
“If we’re going to travel, we’ll need more baby supplies. The road we’re taking won’t have many stores along the way,” Chad says.
These people laid a trap and waited for supplies to come to them. “We’ll scavenge. We’re more experienced at it,” Becky says.
“Send Noah.”
Becky hopes Noah isn’t the father’s name. “I’ll go find whatever you think will work, even whisky—if it’s the last viable option.” She hands off the crying baby.
“Get everything. New pacifiers, formula, diapers, maybe cloth. Try some new clothes. Maybe these are washed in something that bothers her. Babies are sensitive at first. They do make a colic remedy—out of ginger, I think. I haven’t had a baby in a long time. If all else fails, get whisky.”
“Why didn’t you gather more baby gear?” Becky shifts a hand to her holstered pistol.
“By the time Sandra discovered she was pregnant, the world was shit. We did set a trap for those traveling through, but most days it was the infected. And no one carried diapers. Shitty, but we did what we did to survive. Not everyone had a safe camp or a leader like Ethan.”
Becky refrains from yelling and considers what Ethan instructed. “The baby’s our concern now.”
“Everything now is about her,” the old man says.
“We agree on that,” Becky says. She fights to keep a calm voice.
“How about a car seat,” Chad suggests. “If we can’t get her to shut up, we’re going to have to drive in order to avoid drawing biters.”
“There was a larger town. We never attempted to go because there seemed to be too many undead. Now, with the quake, they have to have moved on.”
“Most will have. But don’t allow that thinking to lower your guard. There’s always one fucker not behaving like the rest.” Becky dumps her pack to make room for more supplies. “Take care of my gear. Chad and I’ll be back. Then we head north.”
“I don’t want to be a Negative Nancy, but what happens if you don’t come back?”
“Once you reach Missouri, you take Highway 19 north. You take it all the way to the Iowa state line if you have to. It will sort itself out.” Becky hands him Ethan’s folded map.
The old man nods.



With her toes stretched on the bottom metal shelf, flashlight held in her teeth, Becky searches the bottles on the top shelf. She hops down, snatching the light to read the pill bottle. “Nothing for baby coughs.”
Chad stuffs Becky’s pack with clothes. “Baby shoes?”
“Shoes are a waste of space. Babies can’t use their feet. I never understood how people could spend a hundred dollars on baby Nikes. Get the cloth diapers.” She freezes, her hand snapping a closed fist to signal quiet like the way she witnessed the military guys do.
Chad brings his weapon up, finger on the safety. He nods to confirm he heard the same noise.
Becky slides toward the door. The tip of her shoelaces clink on the tile. The echo thunders in the abandoned shop. Chad reaches one hand for the pack. He never heard her footsteps, only the roar of a truck engine.
She eases past a rack of toddler clothes, flipping the snap on her gun’s protective holster strap. As she reaches the window, her hand sweats around the weapon’s handle.
Three trucks park in the center of the street. One cocked to the left of the center and the right vehicle angled to move quick if they need to. Not quite a military maneuver, but the work of some strategically preparing for retreat.
Armed men leap from the three trucks. They don’t move with the trained care Ethan’s scavenging teams do, but they have been facing the undead for a while and don’t run wildly into the buildings. None of them approach any place where an undead could be hidden without sweeping the area first.
It gives Becky a second to prepare.
Chad whispers, “Are they heavily armed?” With a free hand, he jams some cloth into the bag.
“They’ve got more than shotguns. And they haven’t scavenged much. Their trucks have no supplies.” She notes the license plates. Why would anyone go so far for trucks?
“If we sneak out the back...” Chad suggests.
“No.” Becky eases around a shelf to get a better view of the scavengers. “The back exit is a fire door with an alarm.”
“There’s no power.”
“Ethan said they have a backup battery life of three to five years. It’s been ten months if the power shut off the day the plague hit...”
“Got ya. Fire door—last resort. They’ll come in here. It’s a store. Fuck.” Before he places the baby food in the pack, he glances at the label. “This baby formula is full of nutrients.”
“They don’t appear desperate enough for formula.”
“But we could drink it if we had to.”
Becky rolls her eyes.
The men spread out in teams of two. One man sweeps with a rifle while the other focuses on a target. She witnesses a team move to a building. One opens the door, the other scoots inside.
Becky sidesteps from the window. “Move back to the office.”
Chad doesn’t argue. He grabs the bag of baby items. “How many?”
“Enough to give Ethan a challenge. And they’re practiced. Not military, but they’re hardcore.” She moves the desk chair. “Climb onto the desk.”
“Why?”
“I want you to hide in the ceiling. Move. I’ll distract the scavengers. When they’re gone, you get this gear back to the baby.”
“Becky.” Chad’s voice protests, but he steps onto the desk. The tiles slide easily. He checks the crawl space with his flashlight. “They might hurt you.”
“They might hurt you. Remember the bastards in the gun store.”
Chad spends every minute trying to forget it was his ass those men forced their wicks into first. They didn’t even glance at Becky. He slides both bags into the crawl space. “We could both hide up here. They have no reason to search...”
“Get up there.”
Chad squirrels around, dropping his head back through the hole. “Becky, there’s plenty of room up here.”
“Get the supplies back to the baby. Promise me. Ethan said. You know it’s important.”
You better tell her. “Becky, I love you.”
“I know, Chad.” She blows him a kiss. “Ethan would never forgive me if I didn’t take care of the baby,” she mumbles. What concerns me is all three trucks have Missouri license plates. We’re near the state line, so maybe not so strange. Raiders from the Show Me State, but still, they have plenty to raid without venturing south. It stinks.
The bell above the door rings.
Becky darts out the office door. She doesn’t fire on the men, wanting to distract them from Chad’s location.
The two men give chase to a figure they know moves too fast to be undead.
Someone orders no guns and then—wet.
Becky meets with an arm clotheslining across her face. Warm, wet—her blood gushes.
She grabs her face, pinching the bridge of her nose to staunch the flow. She suspects it’s a broken nose from the pain. Her instincts to deal with the blood first allows someone to tear the gun from her hand.
She struggles against the muscular arms lifting her into the air by her pits. Tears cloud her vision, and she has no idea how many more men secure her. Two entered the store, but a third nailed her. From the breeze cooling the blood on her face, she knows they maneuvered her to the street.
Maybe outside will distract them from searching the office. Stupid Chad better protect the baby.
Her back slams against metal. The lowered tailgate forces a puff of air from her lungs. Blood, snot and tears drip down her face, encasing her neck. Her spine burns. They flip her over and position her. With the hard pop across her ass, meant to be playful, she knows what will happen. Forced to witness Chad’s assault at the gun store, she accepts her fate, and she will fight with every fiber to be dead before they rape her.
“Kaleb, man, it’s been a while. We’re in another state. Let us have this one.”
“No. I promised the wife no more rapes. And we will live by our new rules. We protect those who work our fields.” The Bowlin brother whips his right arm behind his back. The tweaking twitches have returned. I promised my brother no more drugs. But I might have to break it. I need a fix worse than a piece of ass.
“We going to take her back with us, Kaleb?” One of the men holding her down asks.
“It’s a lotta work for a skinny cunt. Let’s jack her gear and be gone.”
“She may have friends.”
Kaleb stares off into space. Frozen. His mind explores a distant planet. When the immediate need for a fix quells, he orders, “Find her bag.”
“Kaleb?”
“You idiots. She’s not a lone scavenger. She’s got a camp around here, and gear. You must examine more than her ass. You must check her appearance. She stashed her gear, and I bet she’s got some more guns. Find it,” he orders. The tremor originating inside him knocks his forearm against his back. He’s never gone this long without a fix.
Becky doubts her stay from assault will stand. From the way the men eye her, these men have only recently curtailed their free rein among the survivors they encounter. The wife must have some hold over Kaleb for him to maintain his word. And she would never know what he did to her.
One man binds her wrists with a tie down bungee. She flexes her arms to keep the stretch in the cord. When they release her, she has some wiggle room, but she dares not test how much until no one is lording over her.
She lands hard on the unnatural bend in her arms as one of the men flips her. He paws at her body in the guise of a search. He barely brushes between her legs, instead lingering his hand on her flat chest.
“She ain’t got no place to hide nothing. It’d be like fucking a ten-year-old boy.”
“I thought you liked ten-year-old boys, Mason?”
A callused, dry hand forces itself down the front of her shorts. With no gentleness, he inspects her.
Becky pushes away from him. The asphalt scrapes her knees.
“She’s clean, Kaleb.” Mason sniffs his fingers.
“What are you doing, girl?”
“Scavenging.” Truth. Becky thinks her nose has ceased bleeding, but her eyes remain crusted with dried blood and mucus, despite the tears. She won’t allow these bastards the satisfaction. She twists a leg. It pinches as tendons tear. With her toes under her, she vaults like a swimmer from the block. Deflected off Mason’s solid frame, her resistance earns her a punch to the ear.
“Bitch.”
Becky clamps her teeth into his arm. The salty taste of his skin operates her gag reflex, but she won’t release. Fresh copper flavor soaks her tongue. Hep C will be the last disease to kill her.
Two.
Three punches chip a tooth in the upper left row of teeth.
Acheron has a dentist. She laughs, spitting out chunks of enamel. Ethan saved a fucking dentist. Her torso jostles from the gut laugh. One of the dam technicians has a daughter, and her braces hurt, so Ethan scavenged a dentist.
“What the fuck’s wrong with this girl?” Mason demands.
“You scrambled her brain.”
Becky’s laughter bites her chest, as she lacks the power to halt.
Kaleb grabs her by the hair. “You know these buildings are dangerous after an earthquake?”
“Girl’s got to eat.” Becky giggles. Blood drips from her mouth.
“And fuck. Let’s fuck her, Kaleb. She’s wrong in the head,” Mason says.
“I told you, we don’t rape anymore.”
He’s suppressing the control rape gives these limp-dicks over women. How to use their emasculation for escape? All the muscles in her chest tighten with her last snicker.
Water from a canteen splashes her face. It moistens the blood and mucus but fails to wash any crust away. A heavy hand towels part of the coating away, nearly popping out an eye in the process.
Kaleb waves a paper protected in a plastic folder before her clear eye. With her face swelling, she wonders if it hides her recognition of the face sketched on the page. The etching resembles Ethan.
“I’m not much of an art critic. Didn’t think it is a career choice anymore.” Sarcasm contorts her face away from fear.
“It’s important I find this man.”
Ethan spoke of his missing daughter. Could this guy be like Ethan and risk everything to find the family members of others? He’s not Ethan. Ethan would never toss in with admitted rapists. He castrated Kyle for rape. People search for lost loved ones. No trust. You don’t beat a girl then ask for help for a loved one. The likeness has a photo rendition quality. It must be Ethan. Not everyone could grab photos when the undead attacked. How do I respond?
“We’ve all lost family. My poor mom… How do you know he’s still alive?” A good question. Shouldn’t give too much away.
“He’s alive and heading to Memphis.”
At the city name, her face crinkles in a manner she’s unable to disguise. How the fuck does he know that? Does that mean they have been to Acheron? NO. They would wait at home. Too much risk, and Ethan always returns.
Kaleb notices the eye shift at the word “Memphis.”
“Spread out, you fuckers. Search ever corner of every closet. Then, after you’re sure the buildings are empty, torch them.”
“No. You can’t.” Becky’s protest provides more information than she intended.
“Where is he?” Kaleb demands.
“I don’t know him. I need those buildings. They are full of supplies. Life.” She backpedals. “How can you be on a rescue mission and torch supplies the living are desperate for?”
The damaged nerve endings in her shattered teeth sting against the air. Her gut burbles, and the tendon in her leg pulsates.
Kaleb slaps her hard enough to sting. “Ethan.” He shakes her. “Where is he?”
“I don’t know an Ethan.” But he knows his name. He drove from Missouri after him. Chad and I are fucked.
He leans so close his lips brush her ear. “You give me the correct answers, or I will give you to my men.”
“I don’t know that man you drew,” Becky lies. She has little control over her bruising poker face.
He clamps his hand on her chin and squeezes. “I think you do. Or he helped you. He does like to help people when he’s not killing brothers.”
Bowlin. He’s a Bowlin. Ethan killed two of his brothers. Explains his obsessiveness to travel this far in the apocalypse for anything other than supplies. There was a lot of talk about these Bowlin brothers from those who dealt with them at Fort Wood. Bastards. Got to protect Chad, so he protects the baby. Lie. Make it good, sister. “He helped us. After the quake,” Becky blurts out.
She has Kaleb’s attention. “Where is he?”
Don’t take too long to answer.
“He—”
He open palm slap-punches her shoulder. “Where?”
“A boat,” she whimpers.
“What?”
“After he helped my group escape some biters drawn toward us by the quake, I helped him launch a boat into the Mississippi.” Truth. Most of it. Best way to hide a lie.
“Why?”
“I don’t know. He was trying to get to Memphis. I was told it was full of biters, and I thought the quake would destroy whatever he was searching for.” Reasonable.
“Show me.” He jerks her to her feet. “You want to live, you show me where he entered the river.” Dragging her, he flings her into the cab of his truck.
“You still want us to fire the town?” Mason asks.
“Toss some flares into the buildings. We move. Now!”
Becky droops her head as the shattering of glass and the hiss of road flares fills her ears. Her nose, too clogged to detect the sulfur, drips more pink snot. “Don’t!” She lunges to escape. The window of the baby store crashes from the impact of a rifle butt. If she screams to warn Chad, she risks both their lives, and Ethan’s. Once caught, Chad’s lies about Ethan won’t match hers.
Kaleb raises his fist. He pulls his punch before impact. “I need your pretty mouth to work.” Jerking her by her neck, he sneers. “You’ve been beaten enough. Only the truth will set you free.”



 






 
 
MIKE. MIKE. MIKE. Sergeant Hammerstein!
Mike jars awake blasted by an oven of heat. He draws his fingers through sand. Kandahar? IED? His ears ring. He knows sounds come out of the mouth of the Private. He of all people has the experience to not be caught in an IED blast.
Wait. I was discharged. I was shot. The blast! I was caught in gunfire, and my wound got me discharged—honorable.
The faces of the soldiers around him decompose into moan-howling undead.
Mike reaches for his rifle
Gone.
Your weapon is your life.
He doesn’t wake. It wasn’t a dream. More of a disjointed thought from a house falling on him. What I wouldn’t give to be back facing Insurgents.
His eyes flicker, finding the low light. The building didn’t collapse. It shifted and listed to the side. Like that stack’m up game where you knock the wooden blocks out and hope it doesn’t fall. It sort of laid over.
Assess, soldier. He lifts his right arm, finding the ceiling an inch above his flattened body.
Praise my instincts. Whatever part of my brain knew what the rattle meant saved me. Too bad I didn’t reach the door… Grade school training—being in a doorframe was the safest place to be.
His brain forces him to test the ceiling. Nothing logical would allow him to bench press the building, but he pushes up anyway with all his strength. Might have been better to die by being crushed. I don’t know how I’ll crawl out with the entire upstairs on top of me. Trapped forever in this makeshift crawl space as an undead. One day, some archaeologist will be digging this place out, and they will find my bloated, undead corpse waiting to snap at anyone salvaging the building. It might be a hundred years from now.
Shit.
The girl.
I forgot about the girl.
It was only a few minutes ago, Mike recalls where he was. What he was doing? She was on the sofa. If the building crushed her, then my death might be from a bite instead of a week of no water and starvation. Pushing up on his shoulders, he inches toward the couch. He uses the wiggle room and patience to maneuver. Cramps tomorrow will render his upper body useless. Up, down. Up, down. Inch by quarter inch. He cranes his neck to locate the door, but doesn’t have enough room to move his body to soak in more light.
“Hey. Hey, girl,” he whisper-yells, realizing he’s never said her name. “You alive?”
Nothing.
He’s gotten used to no birds and the lack of dogs barking. But insects have stilled. The whine of pressure of shifting lumber.
Okay, soldier. You need to assess and formulate a plan. Get out of the damn house. There will be aftershocks, and they will crush you.
Weapon?
By the chair. Which is deeper in the house. Foolish to move deeper if I don’t know if I can reach the door.
Your weapon is life.
Light.
Light means there is an opening in the direction of the door.
Moans.
Fuck me running. She’s a DK.
Where’s my M16?
Leave it!
Mike twists his body, worming an inch closer to the light. Poor girl. To live through being burnt to be smashed by a building. He must turn his shoulders for traction. If he uses his feet to push himself, he might offset the delicate balance he knows the house is in.
Get outside. Poor girl can be trapped forever…if she is dead.
Two more inches gained.
Light doesn’t mean the opening’s large enough to exit. If I could only roll over. It’s like being in a CAT scan machine. No wiggle room and no place to go.
Trapped in a tight space—I can’t get out.
Don’t panic. You’re not claustrophobic. I live through this I might be.
Another inch.
Shoulder twist, wiggle forward—BANG.
Mike’s head jars from the impact. His hand whacks the ceiling as he instinctively reaches for the sore spot on top of his head. With not enough room to get his arm above his body, he doesn’t know what impedes his slow crawl to the light. Mike’s lungs suck in the dusty air. He coughs, and his body raises up, unable to convulse freely. He whacks the ceiling, confirming he’s imprisoned in a confined space.
Trapped.
His brain understands he’s entombed—sandwiched between the floor and the ceiling. He must extend his arm out straight, moving it toward his head as he twists akimbo the elbow for his fingers to massage the bump on his head. Wet flesh grabs a finger. The vice hold on the digit again releases his bladder.
“FUCK.”
“I’m. Not. Dead,” she sputters.
The girl. He wet his pants over the girl. What grabbed him was a living girl, and she was not going to chew his finger off. Even if his mind thought so the moment it opened his urethra valve.
“I fought in Iraq. I’ve been shot at by towel-heads. Never once lost control of my body. Now every boogie man makes me piss myself.” Part of Mike’s brain wishes the house would have crushed him—a grown man continually pissing himself.
She draws in a breath, preparing to spew her thought in one breath. “A madman beat and burnt two of my friends to make us confess to our leader’s location. He left us for dead. I had to kill my friends. Now, my betrayal will cost my leader his life and maybe my camp of survivors theirs. To top off my day, a house fell on me as if I were some Kansas witch. I don’t care about your weak bladder.”
“I don’t care to die in my own piss puddle.”
“You don’t have to crawl through it to escape.”
Mike considers if she made a joke. Levity might be what they need. Now they must escape. “Where are you?”
“I rolled off the couch as I saw the ceiling move.”
“How did you land?”
“Painfully.”
“Back or tummy?”
“Tummy.”
“Do you see the light?”
“It’s hazy. Lot of plaster dust, but I see light. I think the door.”
“Good. I need your eyes. I’m stuck on my back. As I move, direct me toward the door.”
“You’re not going to fit,” she says.
“What?”
“The opening is too flat for you to squeeze through. We’ve got more space here. The couch seems to be load bearing. The hole might be too small for me.”
Mike considers her assessment. The couch holds up the roof, and it won’t support it forever. If she’s correct, it will be a waste of my energy to reach the door. At least until I’ve a way to escape. But we can’t remain here long. “Then I’m open for suggestions on how to get out of here.”
“Were you really in Iraq?” she asks.
“Yes.”
“I’ve never left the state. Barely the surrounding counties. I’ve traveled more since the end of the world than before.”
“Are you doing one of those goodbyes? Don’t. You’re not going to die,” Mike says.
“The beating messed up my insides,” she admits. “Cramps—like on my period, but not in the right spot.”
“We didn’t live through the quake to die under a house. Now, there’s enough of a crawl space for me to move, so we’re going to get out of here. But. I need you to help.”
“Kelsey.”
“What?”
“My name is Kelsey. I reside at a camp we christened Acheron. I’m a crack shot. Get us out of here and get me a loaded rifle, and I’ll make sure we make to Acheron.”
“What about warning your leader?”
“I need a doctor.” Her own urine contained red. “My kidneys were used as punching bags. If I die, I can’t warn anyone.”
“We get out of here and I’ll find you a hospital.”
“Acheron has two doctors.”
“Fuck me.”
“We’re well stocked. “
“Where’s this place?” Mike asks.
“Where are we?
“South of Interstate 44. I was heading to Fort Wood. I think I passed Meramec Caverns.”
“We need to head west until we’re sure of our location,” Kelsey says. Shouldn’t approach with the most direct route, must protect the group.
“Aren’t you putting the cart before the horse? We’re stuck in this house,” Mike says. Then he reconsiders; he as well as she, must have a goal—reason to keep going.
“Temporary setback. Maybe if you have room move to your legs, I can squeeze by and out the door. It may take me a while, my legs aren’t following my commands, but I might find a better place for you to crawl out.”
“Do you see my gear?” Mike asks. If I’m going to move out of her way, I might as well move toward it. Get the gear. Who knows when I’ll find more. If the quake dropped this building, it will have damaged others.
“It’s dark, and plaster dust dances in the light beams.”
“Why did you never leave the state?” Mike encourages her to keep speaking. He works around, putting his head toward the light.
She clamps down on her lips, then, with a whine, asks, “Why did you join the military?” She reaches, with her arm pressing her nails into the floor, and pulls. Her right eye closes and her left bugs out in pain as she inches toward the door. Her legs, afire from the blisters she has torn open, force her to halt before she has moved six inches.
“I had no idea what I was going to do with my life. College wasn’t for me. I thought if I decided later to go, Uncle Sam would cover the expense. But, really, it was to avoid flipping burgers.”
Kelsey breathes. “I’m sure I was on my way to five kids, four different daddies and a double wide. But I never left my hometown.” She reaches up with her arm again.
“Overseas trips are out unless you learn to sail, but think of the money you’ll save when you visit a national park now.” Mike hopes she at least smiles at his poor joke.
She drags herself again, pulling herself out of the blanket.
“I’m stuck.” Mike ceases his struggle to fit between the floor and the collapsed roof.
“Maybe I could find a car jack,” Kelsey says more as a joke.
“You need to stay here. Your legs.”
“Your back’s been carved on.”
“Mine is more healed.” At least that much is true. Mike wriggles. Nothing below his chest moves.
“I could pull.”
“At this point, I don’t care how bad it scrapes. I won’t fit. But I’m not sure I’m able to move back.”
“It is a farm. I could attempt to find some grease.”
“If the out building is standing, it might have some for lubing tractor gears, but I don’t know how safe it will be.”
“You know I won’t make it without you. I’m going to have to try something.”
“You can’t walk?” Mike asks, all out of ideas.
“More of a four-legged crawl.”
“I think I would flip my shit. You’ll be gone a long time, and every second, I’d think you’re dead.”
“Then come up with another option, or I’m going,” Kelsey says.
“How did you know I was cut?”
“Your shirt is bloody and sticks in places.”
Kelsey wraps her fingers around the doorframe. It gives her the leverage to move more of her body at once. “I’m at the door.”
“I’m able to turn, but I won’t fit out.”
“Then I’ll save you. You’ll save me.”
“Yes,” Mike screams.
“Promise.”
“Yes. I’ll get you home.”
Kelsey wiggles through the opening.
Mike works around. Even in the low light, he knows his weapon, and after he cleans the dust, she will operate properly. Nothing about her seems damaged. He works back to the door. Shoving out her blankets and his gear to wait. The only the sound for hours, creaks and wood groans, causes prayers for no more aftershocks until he is outside.
Kelsey drops the bucket on the porch. She pants. “It’s heavy.” She slides toward him.
“What is it?”
“Oil.”
Mike cranes his neck. “It’s not an oil bucket.”
“I liberated it from the tractor. It was in the yard. I would never have reached the barn.”
Mike drags it toward him. Scooping out a handful, he smears it on the door jam. He rubs some on his stomach, pushing with his legs to pop a shoulder though the opening.
“It’s going to take more,” she says.
“I know. I was hoping to get by with minimal gunk. I won’t get to shower.” He scoops more. “Did the tractor have keys?”
“Yes.”
Waggling his shoulders up and down, he notes a slight outward movement. “I wonder if the battery has any juice. If I don’t use all the oil, we can drive it to the next farm.”
“Tractors are loud. I won’t be much good in a fight.”
“I thought it might be easier on you than me carrying you a few miles.” Mike’s body gives an inch. Now committed to escaping, the full pressure of the building on his abdomen. If I could get some leverage, I might be able to push myself out.
“It’s getting late. You don’t have enough daylight to secure a new house. And now we have to worry about aftershocks.”
Mike places his hands on the wall and shoves. His body gives an inch. Skin tears. The scabs on his back open. He cries out. Fuck it. No need to impress her with manliness.
She crawls closer. “Can I help?”
“More grease.”
She pours it over his stomach. Mike rubs it in. He pushes and twists, working until he pops free, leaving some of his flesh behind.
Mike strips off his shirt. His stomach and back covered in dozens of cat scratch marks oozing blood. The filleted section of skin bleeds where black oil doesn’t cover.
He rips off the remains of his old dressings. “The undead are going to smell this.” He tears the sheet for a makeshift bandage. Blacking the ends with oily fingerprints.
“We’re both going die from infection.” Kelsey lays over on her side.
“No. I’m going to get you back to your people.”



 






 
 
KAREN POURS WATER from a bucket into a metal mixing bowl. She washes the dirt from her face, keeping her dark hair from the water. She rubs water around her neck.
“Make you miss the showers at home?”
She chucks the towel at Kalvin and mouths, “Shut up,” nodding her head toward the sleeping Grace. She needs to take out the girl’s pigtails and comb out the tangles. A good scrubbing in the tub wouldn’t hurt any of them. She won’t wake the question-queen. Not while she cuddles with her teddy bear. Her deadly teddy.
Karen’s mission priority keeps changing. In Acheron, Grace would have a stable life. No five-year-old should have to sleep with a gun, nor kill to stay alive. Karen refuses to imagine how the next generation must be raised to exist in this brave new world.
Kalvin spreads a blanket near the fire.
“It’s costing me all the labor I do to get wood and your water. I haven’t been able to scout the city.”
“Keep your voice down. We don’t need Grace asking questions, and we don’t need outside ears.”
“Not many are on this side of the city. Most of the religious zealots are gathered in the churches. Original Springfield residents stay being locked doors, and those running security…I’m not sure what they do. But we’ve nothing of value with us.”
Karen voice levels are close to inaudible. “We have everything of value. This city will fall in on itself without proper leadership. Too many groups are grasping for their own piece of the pie. And we can’t support the numbers willing to return to us. Ethan’s plan was successful because we grow as our resources grow. The resources dwindle here.”
“They’re clearing yards and parks for crops.”
“And emptying houses. Anything useless and burnable shipped to the powerplant. Clearing enough lots will allow for more land for crops. No large yields this year.”
“Means winter will thin the herd.”
She tugs at her baggy shirt. “I miss steady meals. I shouldn’t complain about weight loss, but I don’t much care for hunger cramps.”
Kalvin fluffs his pack as a makeshift pillow. “Too bad we don’t have the skills to earn a house. There are plenty vacant.”
“They tossed two vagrants squatting in an empty house in detention. I’m not sure how effective that punishment is since they now have a place inside to sleep,” Karen says. She rolls some of the loose skin around her midsection between her fingers.
“Detention means forced labor. Chain gangs—one step above slavery. They feed them and give them a room indoors, but there are rumors.”
“Why do they have a slave labor force? Most people are willing to work in exchange for the trading chits they’re using as currency. Even if it works more like a company store.”
Kalvin shakes his head. “No one seems to know why. And it’s a taboo subject. I dare not press for information or ask about a train engineer.”
“The first problem is too many groups are attempting to prepare the city for a future existence with their own agenda.”
“Anarchy?”
“Theocracy is winning. Even Ethan works Acheron toward a ruling council over an autocracy.”
“He hasn’t yet.”
Karen eyes her sleeping companion. “All these survivors, someone has to have practical knowledge of the railroad. I get the lack of medical people. Most were wiped out in the first few days from the undead before anyone understood the plague. But cargo supplies were still moving for weeks. Missouri wasn’t even hit like other states.”
“Frank got lucky. He was assigned to a podunk country EMS Station with orders to stay. By the time his crew was called up, they knew what was going on. They did save a few people.”
“Including the Kyle, who raped Sam,” Karen says.
“We never know what any of these people are going to do.”
“Ethan brought him in, so he must have felt he was okay.”
“We’re all okay until the corrupting moment presents itself.”
Kalvin punches the bag. “God, I hope I don’t get used to sleeping on the ground. Frank earns enough for a house. Why don’t we use some of his chits?”
“It would make us less mobile.”
“A good, uninterrupted eight hours before we hit the road. We can’t trust the quake drew away all the undead.”
“You know the tracks head toward KC. We’re going north?”
“There must be a million undead in Kansas City.” Kalvin flips over, snuggling away from the firelight.
“Not if they felt the quake.”
“If they did, we should wait a week before heading out. We don’t want to hike right into the middle of the Million Undead March.”
“For being fresh from the outside, no one seems to integrate us or use us as advisers. We’re sloshed in with the rest of the worker bees. Our experience doesn’t matter,” Karen says. “Except for Frank.”
“Does that bother you? It shouldn’t.” Kalvin flips over again. “If you were in the president’s office, or with the church elders, you’d be watched and never gain any information. No one new is going to march through the gate and instantly assume the role of second in command. No one’s that charismatic. It takes time to build trust. And if they did bring in a strong leader, it would be to placate a large group. They would be a figurehead, not a leader with any real power. Not among these people, anyway.”
“Not quite how it works at home.” Karen slips her bra off and pulls on a clean shirt. Modesty ceased days after the end of the world.
“People fear being placed in prison here. Instead of fortifying and utilizing the structure and the wall, they house inmates. Some of the originals and new ones culled from the refugees flowing in. Most of the people here are good, and help the refugees flooding in, but come winter, they’ll be out of food. We don’t need to be here then,” Kalvin says.
“It’s the outsiders who are pushing the God’s chosen people angle. Are any of them incarcerated?”
“People are tight lipped.”
“After Frank’s report, we need to plot our exit strategy. We got a second mission. Unless you get a lead on an engineer, we’ve learned all we can,” Karen says.
“I don’t know what the city will have to offer us unless the groups come together and manufacture goods for our beef.”
“Only beef?”
“The occupied homes are plowing the yards for vegetables. I hate sleeping on the ground. We need one night in a house with a bed before we go.”
“Karen.” A soft voice drifts on the breeze.
“Frank?”
“Don’t shoot.” He strolls into the circle of light with his hands in the air.
“Took me longer to find you. You changed camps again.” Frank thrusts a burlap bag at Karen.
“There is too much secretive unrest here.”
“Think we should bug out?” Frank asks. “My work at the hospital won’t feed the four of us much longer. We’ll need some supplies to march.”
“Discover a fun fact?” Kalvin asks.
“Lot of sick people. Those that come in from the outside are malnourished and have lot of sprains. Some electrical burns from hot wiring cars. But they allow anyone inside, some close to turning. We had one today. I put it down. Made me a hero. And a new friend.”
“Where are they disposing of the dead?”
“I’m working on that. They don’t like me to leave the hospital. I know they’re not buried,” Frank says.
“South of town they’re loading up useless burnable items from homes,” Karen says.
“It explains how after ten months, they have power.” Kalvin sits up. “The bodies would burn.”
“If the dead are heading east, they’ll run out of fuel soon.”
“We got more dangers. Like I said, I made a new friend today,” Frank says.
“Someone you are able to trust?”
“Maybe. But in the rush to create a functioning system for fifty thousand survivors, they overlook the medical people because we are two. This girl was attending med school when the outbreak struck. She doesn’t want the doc responsibility they’re forcing on her.”
“You want to bring her?” Karen realizes.
“I doubt she’ll want to be a medic for us. Most of the people she works on die,” Frank says.
“Does she know the city?”
“Some. More than what we’ve learned.”
“Bring her.”
“She won’t leave without her sister. And that’s if they allow her to leave the hospital.”
“Did this come up in casual conversation, or did you tell her about us?” Karen punches Frank in the shoulder.
“No. This isn’t my first rodeo. I said I wondered why scavenging teams weren’t being sent to seek survivors, and she said she’d be first to leave the city if they’d let her.”
She detects the pause, as if he learned some dark piece of information. With all we’ve experienced, what could hold his tongue? “There’s more? Frank, we’re a team. Tell me. If we’re able, we’ll bring her along.”
“My little pre-med girl won’t leave without her sister, who followed a different path. She was already in the jail on day one,” Frank says.
“Whoa, this is not in our operation mandate. If she wants to come, fine, but we aren’t going to disrupt this city’s operation and bring them down on us,” Kalvin says.
“Keep your voice down. The wind will carry it further when there’s no ambient noise,” Karen says. “Long-term goal is to build a trading friendship with this city. The militant, the zealots or the citizens will come out on top, and a jailbreak might damage our chances.”
“They won’t know it was us.”
“We have to get out of the city, and the jail is as close to the center as it can be,” Karen says.
“Sounds like she’s sucking his cock,” Kalvin says. “The only person I’m risking anything for outside of our circle is a train driver. I don’t care how good a head job I get.”
“She provided me with information. She insisted I check it.”
“And this is worth us precipitating a jailbreak?” Karen asks. She detects Frank holding back information. He knows, or he suspects, and it will cost him Karen’s consent.
“She’s in the jail and not the federal prison?” Kalvin seeks clarification.
“They keep the men in the federal prison and all the women at the jail,” Frank says.
“What did the sister do?”
“Drug possession.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure she was in county lockup. But I don’t have access to the court records,” Frank says.
“You know there’s a rumor about the jail?” Kalvin gives up on sleep.
“You got information you didn’t share?” Karen says.
“When I got paid, the paymaster quipped I’d never earn enough to visit the jail at this rate. I brushed it off. It felt like a reference everyone understood.” Kalvin sits up on his elbows.
“I was told I earned enough for a few visits if I needed some fun,” Frank says.
“All we need is a train engineer.” Karen rolls her eyes. I demanded this mission.
“This girl’s been in the hospital since the beginning. She’ll be able to answer Ethan’s questions about the city. She proves useful.”
“When did you become some spy expert?”
“I’m no Agent Phelps. We’re on an impossible mission. If my suspicions about what happened to all the medical personnel proves correct, we’ve got to evacuate,” Frank says.



 






 
 
SANCHEZ HITS THE pavement as if ordered to drop and give twenty push-ups. She squirrels around like a crab, inspecting the undercarriage of the tank and two semi-trucks for any space even a mouse could squeeze through. “Put a few men right here. Thin gaps smaller than any person don’t stop biters.”
“The undead won’t care about the ripping of their own flesh as they crawl in. They only care about eating,” Combeth says, finding the need to clarify her reason for the instruction to himself if no one else could.
“Check the front side again!” she orders. Her hand stings from the powder burn.
Private Combeth jumps at her command. “You’d make Sergeant pretty fast if we were still in the military.”
“Nice to think so, but women don’t advance.”
“The dam operators demand clearance from Wanikiya before they open the gates,” Zeke reports. “I can’t raise the front gate on the radio.”
Fuck. Sanchez chews her bottom lip. “Fuck it. We go with the plan. Wanikiya will back us.” I’ll give him no choice.
“You don’t think they’ll climb over the tank the way they got into the dog runs at the main gate?”
“We won’t give them the chance.” Sanchez unbuttons her uniform jacket.
“As much as I enjoy a good striptease, you may want to keep your arms covered,” Combeth says.
She tosses it at him and pulls off her T-shirt, revealing her lavender sports bra.
“You sure stuff those puppies in tight.” Combeth smiles, hoping her offer stands after they secure this gate.
“You’ve seen them flopping around. Mind on your work, soldier.”
“I don’t want it to be the last time.”
She stuffs extra pistol clips into her belt. “I’m going to make sure the undead have something breathing to follow to the base of the dam. You don’t let anyone come over the tank onto the dam road. Ignore the rest. They’re my issue.”
“Insanity run through your family?” Combeth asks, his eyes never shifting off the exposed flesh of her bulging cleavage.
“You know it gallops.” Sanchez unfastens the clasp of her neck chain. She drops the cross into his palm. “I want that back.” She climbs over the tank, dropping onto the road before the sally port. “Open the gate!”
“She’s got some big nuts,” Jada says.
“I don’t want them to get her killed.” Combeth rechecks his ammo supply.
Sanchez draws one leg behind her back as if she were a flamingo stretching her calves before a jog.
Wade swings the innermost gate. He ties it open before scaling the rung ladder welded to the side of the cargo trailer. He jogs to the front. The ocean of undead claw and hiss at him. He pops the forward gate latch. The undead push inside, giving him no time to secure it. The flowing wave of rot keeps the gate pressed open. He wraps his hand around the release of the center gate, glancing at Sanchez for a final confirmation on her crazy scheme.
She nods, drawing her pistol.
He opens the gate.
The undead shuffle through like tweens at a boy band concert. The first biter to step onto Acheron soil meets with a bullet to the skull. Sanchez backs up a step. As biters trail toward the tank, she pops another one, turning them toward her and the service road leading down the hillside to the base of the dam.
She ambles down the road. Keeping a rhythm as she jogs, pops a biter, jogs, pops a biter. Sanchez wishes they would shuffle a little faster. She changes clips, leaving eight rounds unspent.
The floodgate alarm blares.
The warning horn informs anyone along the bank that the gates will open, releasing thousands of gallons of water. The herd chases her like a river of rotten flesh. The flow of the biters remains steady through the gate, and only a straggler or two even approach the tank. Mindless as they are, they move with a hive mentality when in such a large group.
“Shit.” I forgot the chain-link keeping bystanders from reaching the water near the dam. Some of the undead might get stuck along it.
Pain chomps her left foot. The gash, not fully healed, reminds her of her first assigned command…and failure.
Sanchez pops a biter.
Chunks of coagulated brain and skull fragments scatter over five undead. A portion of bone lodges itself in the eye of a biter. The trauma of blood splatter has rendered some of the most John Wayne of human soldiers to crying babies. These creatures shamble on without notice of those which fall around them. Her enlistment did not extend to a combat tour of the end of the world.
Hundreds of feet step on their fallen brethren until a blackened paste stains the asphalt.
Sanchez reaches for the top of her chest, missing the comfort of her cross. God was instilled into her upbringing every day of her childhood. She wonders how a God who professed to love his faithful would force them to face such adversity.
God helps those who help themselves, her grandmother always said.
“He sure does.” She limp-hops, working through the pain. Breathy, she drops to a knee, her back to the giant red sign: WARNING! WHEN HORN SOUNDS WATER WILL RISE FAST.
Even with both hands laced around the pistol handle, her breathing controlled, her arms shake. Looking back, this will be the number one on my list of stupidest life choices. Bumping Tommy Hernandez off the list. And he was unable to appreciate my sacrifice—my virginity—over his hormone-induced insanity for more than forty-five seconds.
Emptying the pistol, she lays it on the ground, slide open and smoking. Unlacing her boot, she slips it off. The throbbing pressure releases. She has no time to appreciate the relief.
Jamming in a new clip, she empties it as fast as her trigger pulls allow, the rapid thunder drowned by the warning horn.
Their guttural vocals crescendo in an orgy frenzy of moan-howls. Untying her second boot, she knots the laces together, flipping them over her shoulders. She vows to scavenge some Odor Eaters. Military grade—comfortable boots won’t be found anymore.
With no land left for her to retreat, the encroaching undead shamble toward their meal, unencumbered.
Sanchez loads her last clip. Simon’s going to be pissed. Four clips—gone. At this range, she could point and click, but she picks each target to give her breathing room and allow more crowding of the bank. The noise no longer matters. All the biters head down the hill. If I lose the gun in the water, I want every round to have counted.
She steps off the bank, expecting to find a bottom. The edge was deeper than anticipated, and she tumbles into the cold—shocking her system.
“Freezing!” Shivers from her lips when she pops up in the chest-deep water.
Fuck. She struggles to find balance in an undertow.
Her hair hangs in her face. She drags the wet, brown stands from her eyes. She empties her pistol, releasing the slide, racking nothing into the chamber before holstering it. Biters tumble into the water. They lack any skills to prevent the mild current from drawing them downstream. The warning horn keeps them stirring, but the splashing of undead brings more to stagger into the Salt River.
Sanchez backs up until the liquid reaches her chin. Her teeth chatter. The sports bra provides no protection. She slaps a boot. Twisting into a freestyle stroke, she swims to the opposite bank.
The biters lack the physical control to find the river bottom and follow in pursuit. More fall in desiring fresh meat.
Finding her rhythm, Sanchez picks up speed. She dips her head under the water, the hair matted to her face slips from her eyes and she spots Combeth. He repels down the quarried rocks dumped to protect the opposite bank from erosion.
She reaches the stones. Panting, she glances back at the horde.
Jogging and swimming are not the same cardio.
Combeth offers his hand.
She locks her fingers through his. He tugs her out of the water.
Exposed, the breeze bites. She grabs her jaw to prevent the mashing of her molars together.
“Cold?” He smiles.
“To freeze balls.” She shivers, imagining her body flailing like a golden retriever fresh from a bath. “I don’t think I can climb up.”
“Simon’s going to be pissed you got the Glock wet. He hates rust.”
Through chattering teeth, she says, “They’re designed to fire underwater.”
“But not recommended.” Combeth puts his full weight on the knotted rope—secure. He wrenches her in front of him and lashes the rope around their makeshift hug. He clicks his CB mic. “Open the floodgate.”
He smiles before locking his lips on hers.
As his tongue slips between her teeth, she prays to control the chomping and detects mint. He found a mint for this moment. Either the most romantic gesture, or I should stab him in the ear.
“Just in case I’m not strong enough to scale back up the rocks with both of us.”
“Are you saying I’m fat?” She places her shaking chin against his shoulder. “We need to move.”
The sluice gates open. Water spills from the reservoir. Even the tiniest drops of mist sting her blue skin as the falling liquid picks up speed.
“Wasn’t sure you could close your burnt hand around the rope.”
“I sure as hell ain’t staying here.” Sanchez cranes her neck. The undead along the bank move toward the deafening crash of razor mist. As the water rises, those shoved in struggle like drowning cats. The water rises faster than the dam’s designers had planned. Biters caught in the flow turn into bobbing floats.
Even if they don’t escape the upcoming flood, her plan will save Acheron. More biters will be swept away, and the stragglers will be easy to pick off.
Water spills into the Salt River, forcing Combeth to quicken his hand-over-fist movement to scale the rope. Sideways, rain pelts them. The sting bothers Sanchez, but the wet on the dry rope hinders Combeth. She closes her eyes and enjoys the quickening of his heart as it thumps against his chest. It soothes her, and if it’s the last sound she hears, it’s pleasant.
The crashing water quells as if the endless buckets being dumped stop.
Chain-link presses into her back.
He grabs the top of the fence. “You’re going to have to climb over.”
Sanchez hates to move her cheek, the one part of her finally warm. She grabs the bar securing the chain-link meant to keep little kids from falling when viewing the dam from this side of the river. She lifts herself up on stiff arms. Water rolls from her boots.
“It may not kill them.” Combeth flips over the fence.
“The Salt empties into the Mississippi. We won’t see them ever again.” Sanchez drops to her butt, still shivering. She needs to scream at him to get her a towel, but even she can’t take her eyes off the rising water. Must do something physical to increase circulation. She tugs at her shoe laces with shaking fingers. “Think they’ll kick me out for this?”
“Why? You saved us.”
“I let them in. I put everyone at risk if I failed.”
“If it makes you feel any better, the walls are an illusion.” Combeth unhooks the rope from the harness he wears.
The lake level lowers. The alarm ceases. As the herd washes downstream, the report of rifle fire echoes.
Jada leads the crew at the tank to eliminate the undead not swept away.
Combeth tosses the climbing gear into the truck bed. He wraps her jacket around her exposed shoulders.
“Thanks.”
“Get in the truck and turn on the heat.”
“It’s June.”
“It’s not a warm June. And you’re so cold your nipples will put out an eye. Let’s prevent hypothermia.” He offers his hand to pull her to her feet.
Too bad I’m freezing and wouldn’t enjoy one remedy for hypothermia. Her shivering quells enough that she’s able to slip her arms through the jacket sleeves. “Time to face whatever stands here for a court-martial.”



 






 
 
MARY CURSES HER dive into the Olympic-sized pool. She holds perfect form until her feet come apart, as her head enters the lagoon blue water. She glides along the bottom without the restrictions of a suit. Surfacing, she kicks her way across the pool. It has yet to warm to a comfortable temperature, despite being June. The cold invigorates her.
As she nears the end of her lap, a voice says, “It’s a beautiful day for a swim.”
She raises on her toes to expose the top of her breasts before clearing the hair hanging in her face. “Surprisingly enough, no one raided pool cleaning supplies. There were plenty available.”
John drops to a knee to dip his fingers in the water. “You should cover yourself. A queen should have modesty. And don’t forget what happened to the Czar when he embellished too much in luxury while the masses starved.”
“Same as in France. Pastor John Milton,” she deadpans.
“We both know each other, Mary. But you’re now wife of our fearless leader.”
“And his brother seeks the throne. Too bad the little shit isn’t interested in me.”
“It has all the makings of a Shakespearean play. And we know how those end.” He flicks the water from his fingers. “Where’s your brother-in-competitiveness?”
“Since Rolla was evacuated first and little homes raided, he’s examining the best locations to construct a wall using some of the homes as part of the barrier.
“It’s all fine and good until winter. Most of those homes don’t have a fireplace or propane tanks.”
“Let Kale figure out how to keep us warm. My palace has propane heat. And with a wall, survivors will come and be safe here.”
“You desire people to come and be your slaves,” he snaps.
“We used to work so well together.” She raises her right eyebrow as she flashes her impish grin.
“We ran cons and never stepped on each other’s toes. But not here. We get found out and we’re dead,” John says.
“We have guns. We offer protection. To pay for protection, people must earn it. Like in the Middle Ages. They’ll be serfs, serving their lords and ladies. The alternative is life outside the wall we build,” Mary says. “It’s already better here. I’ve stopped the assaults.”
“But you had him place trailers for girls to service the men.”
“By choice. And some people will have to earn their keep who won’t be able to work the fields.” She pushes away from the edge, floating on her back, allowing her breasts to bob in the water. “I’m having a second pool filled for the masses. Those two mansions are to become boarding homes for the workers. Everyone will have their own room. I won’t make the mistakes the Czars did.” She flips her foot so water flings onto John’s pants. “Did you come here to splash about my pool, or did you miss seeing me naked?”
“You’re a married woman. At least in the eyes of the camp.”
“If you reveal you’re not a pastor, we both will be killed. Kale wants me gone. I control his brother better than he does.”
“He’s smart. Maybe smarter than both of us. I wish your husband hadn’t run off to Memphis.”
“What!?” Mary drops her legs, landing on the bottom of the pool. “He was checking out Meramec Caverns.” She swims to the edge.
John grabs her towel from the deck chair. “He never made it. He sent a truck back to inform Kale he found part of a group that lives with Kade’s murderer. The man was heading to Memphis.”
“How do you know this?” She takes the towel and bounces over to the stairs.
“I was at the farm when they arrived. I thought you should know. I don’t trust Kale.”
“Nor do I. I assumed his spot.” She pats dry her skin. “I’m in his way of manipulating Kaleb.”
“But the men won’t follow Kale. He has no authority.”
“He’s got brains. Brains we need to build a viable camp. Brains enough I can’t shake my tits at him to get what I demand.” Mary slips into her cotton robe leaving the front open.
“This will be a new challenge for you? Winning over a man without using your...body?”
She throws the wet towel at John. “What could possibly be in Memphis? There are closer cities and much of the countryside to scavenge for supplies long before someone would need to travel so far.”
The mansion shakes. He catches her, but only for a second, as they topple to the concrete patio. Waves of water splash from the pool, soaking them both. A car alarm beeps in the distance. The faint howl of a dog punctures the air.
“What the fuck?”
“Earthquake.” He slides from under Mary.
“We’re not in California and all the fracking in Oklahoma should have stopped ten months ago.” Confused, Mary struggles to keep the exposed parts of flesh from scraping on the concrete.
John steadies himself as he stands. “Missouri has one of the largest fault lines in the world. It doesn’t make the news when it shakes cotton stalks. If we felt it here, it was massive.”
“They grow cotton?”
“You know, if you’re going to roll these hillbillies, maybe you should learn about them first,” John says. “Get dressed. We need to go.”
“I should inspect my people.”
“I had those men Kaleb sent as messengers wait out of sight, but they might panic now.”
She pushes up to her knees. “The quake can be the reason Kaleb never comes back. It might even be legitimate. If they believe Kaleb is alive, I’ll run the kingdom. By the time they learn the truth, I’ll be the established ruler. Take me to those men he sent back.”



Strategically choosing a white dress with the front cut to her navel and deliberately too small so her breasts could pop out at any second allows Mary to keep the attention of the ruffians Kaleb keeps in check. “None of you have spoken to anyone else in the camp?” she asks the men in the truck.
“No one knows we’re back. The pastor didn’t want a panic.”
“Where’s my husband?” she demands.
“He chased after that Ethan guy. We found some of Ethan’s people, and they said he was going to Memphis.”
“Kaleb departed for Memphis?” Mary reaches behind her back. Her chest heaves. All five men stare. Those not interested in her nipples poking through the white sheen stare at her tan, exposed legs.
“Why?” Her tone shifts to a playful five-year-old.
“The man killed two of his brothers, for sure. Maybe three of them.”
“I know, but how do you know this Ethan traveled to Memphis?” Now she asks in her leader voice. The men admire her figure—no notice of her arm akimbo behind her back.
“The way he tortured those people we ran into…they told the truth.”
“He tortured?” She releases daggers from her eyes. “He promised no more.”
“You’d be proud. He wouldn’t allow us to rape the woman. He left her tied to a tree.”
“Not dead?” She relaxes, but quickens her breath so her chest heaves. The men’s eyes remain drawn to her bosom. If they let a woman live, she could pose a problem if we ever encounter them. Or she could come after those who tortured her.
Fools.
The preacher circles around the truck behind the men.
“If she escapes…”
“She’s in no condition to escape. If she does get untied, she won’t travel too fast to warn anyone. She could barely use her legs, and she’ll have to gather supplies before she gets far. If she’s smart, she’ll head to her camp and never leave again.”
Fucking idiots. “And if her camp is well armed? They might pursue Kaleb.”
“We’re following his orders.”
“Fine. What were Kaleb’s instructions?”
“Kale to be in charge while he’s gone. We enforce any order he gives.”
“I’m his wife…and queen.”
“He said Kale’s in charge. Thought maybe we could make one wall all the way to the farms with semi-truck trailers. Weld them together.”
“Brilliant.” Mary jerks her hands from behind her back and fires the snub nose .38. She kills two before anyone moves.
John fires, killing a third. The driver ducks, but Mary shoots into the door. The preacher kills the fourth man.
Mary pops her last round through the truck window. “You need to bury them. Take the truck and get rid of it.”
“How do I do that? You’ve got search parties out scavenging. It will be found.”
“Go out far enough, and light it on fire. No one will recognize it. If they do, they will think something happened to Kaleb.”
“You don’t demand much, do you?”
“You need this to work. We can’t have Kale in charge. He doesn’t trust me.” She flips open the cylinder and drops the empty shells into the truck bed before taking loose shells from her tiny purse.
“Kill him.”
“No. He must get this place up and running before I do him in,” she says.
“What happens when Kaleb returns and his men are gone?”
“They never made it back. People are overrun by the undead every day.” She slides a live round into each empty chamber. “I like this wall idea.”
“Moving that many trailers will make a lot of noise and eat up precious diesel fuel.” He struggles to flip the body that fell out of the truck back into the bed. “They got a lot of gear.”
“Doesn’t matter. Can’t have some favorite knife of one of these fuckers recognized. Burn it all.” Mary plots her next move, more aloud to herself than to John. “But if we weld the trailers together and we have a tunnel on one side, we don’t have to worry about as much with patrols. Could we encircle these mansions and then make a corridor to the farm?”
“You’re talking miles. It will take some hundred and ten trailers to stretch a mile.”
“You’re correct about the noise. But it would be an impenetrable wall around the mansions. Keep out vagrants while I swim.” She flashes him a teasing smile.
“You’re talking about detachable cargo trailers. They’ll be harder to come by.”
“Flip the other kind upside down. I don’t care about pretty. I want safe.”
“Fine. I’ll get rid of the truck and the bodies. You get Kale to surround your palace with trailers. It sounds like a silly, girl idea anyway.”
“But it will work?” She needs his reassurance.
“Yeah. But as smart as he is, he’ll still think wire fence.”
“It doesn’t matter. It will keep him occupied.”
John grabs Mary by the arm. “I miss you.”
“You can’t have me. If Kale finds out, we’re decorations for his crucified undead gate entrance. Preacher, we still can’t be together until after I get rid of Kale. And once my husband returns, you’ll have to stay away.”
“Right here. Now. No one is around.” He chews on her neck.
She shudders from the tickling. “Next to the dead bodies? You’re sick. And even if our people didn’t hear the shots, I promise you the undead did.”
“You’re worth the wait. Maybe I can catch your hubby before he gets back. Then you’ll be mine.”
She pushes him away. “Not until I am a queen. I protect them, and they will follow. They demand a queen. They need someone to tell them what to do. They were going to elect a woman president. They will follow a queen. And I’m no weak woman. I need Kaleb’s men under my control. Right now, they are loyal to him. As we bring more people in, and they trust me while he is gone, I’ll send his men out on more and more risky runs. They’ll get killed, and their replacements will be my people.”
“You’ve thought it through.”
“The moment I met Kaleb on the road, I knew I would be able to control him. I didn’t know he’d run off after his brother’s killer before I had full conservatorship of this organization.”
“From what some of these people say about Kaleb while he was running around the refugee camp on Fort Wood, I can’t believe he didn’t rape you and leave you on the side of the road. The Bowlins acquired what they desired from any girl.”
“I opened my legs. He didn’t know what to do with a woman who was willing. Once I had his attention, I owned him. He’ll do anything I desire. Chances are, he’ll get himself killed going off to Memphis.”
The ground shakes. Mary loses her footing. “What the hell!”
“We’re in for more aftershocks.”
“People are going to panic. You get rid of these bodies. I’m going back to the mansion and then the farm. People need to witness their queen and how she cares about them.”
“You’ve lost your mind.” He pats her bottom.
“No, I’m getting the life I am entitled.”



 






 
 
THERE’S NO ONE
to even kill for proper medical care. Tom snags the release on the dagger sheath he used to split his broken arm. Brilliant splint—the straight, long blade. Never thought I would use it. With the securing clasp, it wouldn’t pop out and cut me.
I need a surgeon to repair the damage Danziger caused. God, had there been no other way to escape those people? No. And there’s no other way to escape these people. The crazies are going to have to be put down like rabid dogs.
More light would be preferable. Tom dances back. He avoids the hole in the ceiling, but won’t step into the dark corners, making the biters impossible to view. His eyes adjust to the blackness, but not fast enough.
Church patrons cheer for his death.
The undead in the basement lack speed. Tom maneuvers further into the shadows now that his eyes have accustomed to little illumination. I won’t give them the pleasure of a show.
A limping corpse has a knife plunged through its scapula. From the bend of the handle, he bets it’s stuck. Tom tucks his blade under his bad arm and grabs the new knife, guiding the walking corpse as a shield to fend off the other undead.
The angry parishioners draw attention away from him, upset they’re unable to witness the demise of an infidel. Backing up with only one arm to steer a failing monster proves difficult, but Tom reaches the wall, safe behind his shield. Moan-howls exacerbate the living upstairs who scream for his death and have no line of sight.
It’s a basement, not a pit they dug. Must be a stairwell leading out. Even if they blocked it off.
How do they release those worthy, not eaten by the undead? This test is like the Salem
witch trials. No way to prove you’re not a witch because no human can pass the test. No person tossed down here is worthy. Fuck. Still, the stairwell would provide protection on three sides. They could only come at me one or two at a time. I should be able to take them out in those numbers. If I can let go of this guy long enough to stab another.
Tom slides around, working toward a corner. The undead fights him every step, and the others reach around the corpse, swiping shriveled hands at the former fireman. He jerks the knife, unbalancing his shield before kicking the still animated corpse at those attacking him. With his only hand now free, Tom draws his blade and jabs it through the skull of an undead. If only I knew how many were down here.
Tom ends another one.
If they had brains, they would stay back, not wanting to be cut. But they don’t care or know pain. They only know hunger. He impales his next attacker in the neck, attempting to hold him at bay as another shield, but this creature’s too heavy to grasp, and the goopy mess spilling from his neck only greases his arm. Covered in ooze, Tom prepares himself to hack and slash.
The undead sniff at him.
They smell the dead blood? Tom admits, I have no understanding of these monsters. They love noise and seem to be able to smell the living.
Thunder booms from inside the church.
The living parishioners scream as the rifle reports draw the now uninterested biters away from him.
Dakota. It must be. I sent him down the highway to scout. He didn’t need to deal with Daniel’s body. Darcy and Dave were tied up as secure as me, so it must be Dakota.
The biters move into the light of the floor hole.
“Tom!” Darcy screams.
Tom stabs an undead as it jerks toward the girl’s voice. If I answer, it may draw their attention back to me.
“Tom!” she yells again. “I’ll feed each of you fuckers to them if he doesn’t answer soon.”
Tom slams another biter from behind. They all move to the light. “Call again,” he says, killing another as it turns to his voice.
“I think I heard a voice.” Darcy shushes the group.
“Tom!” Dave yells.
“Tom!” Darcy calls.
“Fuck this!” Dakota drops a man already bleeding into the hole.
The man lands on his side, fresh blood gushing faster from the hole in his abdomen. The undead rush to him. His screams don’t last long, but the munching of his flesh fills the basement.
Tom brains another. “I’m alive and unbit. Don’t toss any more people down here unless they refuse to tell you how they remove the worthy who pass their little test.”
Darcy fires into the hole, dropping two biters with head shots. “How do we get Tom out of there?” She points the smoking gun at the parishioners.
Another living soul impacts the floor.
Tom uses his seconds of distraction to search his end of the basement for the stairs. He ignores the burbling screams for mercy from the man being bitten, then eaten. He deserves no less. He may not have pushed Tom in, but he did nothing to stop it. Condoning the behavior makes him as guilty. Like there being only two races of people anymore—the dead and the living—there are no spectators, either.
Tom drives his knife into a biter with splintered legs. Shattered bones, still attached, drag behind the creature. I’ve got to get out of here.
“We can’t throw down a rope,” Darcy says.
“There have to be stairs!” Tom hollers. “To check the other side, I’ll have to fight through the biters.”
They finish off the second man.
“Tom. Tom. I’m making them unblock the stairs. It’s at the end behind the pulpit.”
Figures.
“Pop a few biters on the left side,” Tom suggests.
“How about I toss down another one of these bastards?”
Her suggestion brings bellows of protests.
“Because at this moment, we’re better than them,” Tom argues.
Thunder draws the biters.
Tom kills a slow one as he skates past to the far end of the basement. We should strip these people of all supplies and leave them to fend for themselves. Part of me thinks we should march them all into the hole and let the biters deal with them.
Tom twists, scaling the stairs sideways, not trusting the undead in the basement or the living above.
Light floods the stairwell. Tom doesn’t recognize the face of the door opener, but he does recognize the voice giving orders. Get out of this church and far away from these people.
The walls shake. The wall impacts Tom, lighting his broken arm afire with pain. He lands on the stairs, and more pain claws at the damage. In his years as a fireman, they drilled for the possibility of an earthquake.
The light above him dims.
Dust clogs the stairwell.
Screams of the living are quelled as the church wall above the pulpit lays over.
Tom flips to his belly, covering his neck with his free arm. His knife bounces down the stairs.
The seconds of shaking last an eternity, and, when quelled, Tom discovers himself in total blackness.



 






 
 
BLOOD BATHES THE narrow stairwell.
“I’m fucking bleeding. Bitch fucking shot me.” The last words of the man on the stairs as his wails fade to whimpers.
I got one, Emily thinks, as her middle right finger snaps. She suppresses her scream. Opening her jaw pains around the missing flesh on her cheek.
The gun skids across the floor. The one I shot will turn. She flings her arm. The slap has no power. Her arm flops. Get up. Get up, you stupid girl. Fight. Make them break every bone. She sinks her fingernails into Parlan’s neck.
She knows he punches her—twice. Her nervous system, overloaded, shuts down. At least I won’t feel it. God, I’d rather my mind be closed off. No. I’m going to fight. Emily forces her broken hand to slap Parlan.
He laughs of the playful peck.
Her good hand sinks her nails into his neck again. She aimed for the aorta. Breaking skin, she draws blood, but she doesn’t dig deep enough to reach the vital artery.
“She has spirit.” The other man laughs. He catches Parlan’s arm before he punches Emily. “I don’t want to screw a meat popsicle. Do your business and get off her.”
Emily cranes her neck. The tables supporting Dartagnan’s model have been untouched. She doesn’t know why the boy didn’t race in at the first shot. Her brown eyes find her gun.
“I don’t work well under pressure.”
Boom!
Half of Parlan’s face disintegrates into a fine, red mist. The remaining chunk of brains glops onto Emily as the rest decorates the wall with the pattern of buckshot.
Dartagnan swings the double barrel shotgun at the remaining attacker.
The remainder of Parlan’s body collapses on Emily. She struggles to crawl from underneath the weight crushing her. Unable to tell if both barrels smoke, she thinks, Must get to my gun. She pushes up, despite her broken finger, and wiggles.
Frozen like a statue, Dartagnan keeps the shotgun steady.
The remaining man gives his best speaking-to-a-child voice a whirl. “You’ve got a lot of wrist watches, young man. You like knowing the time?”
He waves a finger at Dartagnan and the five watches laced on his forearm.
The boy doesn’t move.
From her trapped angle on the floor, Emily only views the underside of the shotgun. If the man notices both triggers have discharged…I need my gun first.
“I’ve got a watch. You can have it if you let me go. I wasn’t the one going to hurt your friend.” He eases back, only moving a foot half a stride.
Dartagnan remains a statue.
People who kill for the first time sometimes freeze, but not like this.
“Are you a special kid?” His undirected back step brings him close to the miniature version of Acheron on the tables.
Emily’s broken body, and her crawling under the table, changes nothing about Dartagnan’s demeanor, but the stranger inching toward his table causes a tremble in the barrel.
“I’ll go, kid. You blast me, and my blood will ruin your model. You worked hard on this. It’s good. This building looks just like this farmhouse. Bet it’s to scale.” He eases diagonally away from the tables.
Dartagnan’s tremble ceases.
Emily drags her foot from under Parlan. As her left hand grasps her pistol, the man dives for the door.
Click.
Dartagnan did fire both barrels.
She whips around, her left hand shaky and not trained to shoot.
The man grabs the edge of the table, flipping it up and spilling the model to the floor. Before it shatters against the hardwood, Dartagnan drops to his bottom, hugs his knees and rocks.
From the stairwell, the first man Emily shot crawls down the stairs toward them. The remaining living man towers over her. She makes the only viable choice.
The bullet splinters the wooden frame around the stairwell entrance.
The man jerks the gun from her hand. He lurches forward, lacing his fingers around Emily’s throat, wrenching her to her feet, and flings her into Dartagnan’s chair.
This sends the kid into a frantic wail while he rocks. The ear-splitting cadence would put any police siren to shame.
“What’s his problem?”
“He doesn’t like people in his punishment chair.” Emily doesn’t know why she bothered to explain it to her attacker.
“It’s going to be used as a punishment.” He wraps his palm around her broken right finger and squeezes.
She holds in a wail. Unable to control her tears, she won’t give the satisfaction of screaming. Through clenched teeth, she spits, “Fuck you.”
“By the time I am done, you’ll be begging.”



 






 
 
BLACK SMOKE FILLS the crawl space between the roof and the ceiling tiles. Chad knows asphyxiation will occur faster the higher he remains. He scoots forward. Once away from the office, he digs his fingers into the tile, poking a hole.
Flames lap at a rack of clothes. Smoke blackens the windows. The fire jumps to a shelf of cardboard boxed products. Chad throws himself back, kicking loose the tiles in the office. He half-falls, half-drops to the desk and pulls the gear bags along with him.
He lands with cat-like grace only to have his next step be a stumble and send him over the chair to the floor.
Too much noise. He shoulders the bags and draws his weapon.
Peeking out of the office to discover the storefront burning and no people, he tosses his gear at the back door. Panic surges through him, pumping his heart enough to make him sweat. He draws a bandana from his pocket and soaks it with water from his canteen. He ties the wet cloth around his nose and mouth before tearing open a plastic-wrapped baby blanket. Spreading it out on the floor he dumps all the baby clothes, medicine and toys. Anything baby useful. Bundling the four corners together, he drags the blanket to the back door. Fuck the alarm.
It chirps. Dies in a weak high-pitched whine not loud enough to attract a biter. He grabs the bags. Chad drags the supplies out of the reach of the fire as it consumes the building.
The heat radiates for twenty yards as he drags his gear. The next structure catches. He races around the building. He scoots stealthily forward around the edge of the shop to view the street. The trucks are gone, and more buildings are burning across the street.
Why would they snatch and grab Becky? They looted nothing and set fire to the town. Nothing makes sense. How do I find Becky? How do I tell Ethan I lost her?
Racing back to the gear, he picks up his rifle. None of the baby items are useful in tracking. Considering his choices and what those men will do to Becky, phantom pains force him to relive the assault on him at the gun store. Run and hide. No. No hiding. Go on living. No hiding. There
are only two choices. Die in a hole. Get that baby to Acheron.
What would Ethan do?
I hate that answer.



Chad flings open the door of the attached garage converted into a workshop. Someone put a lot of love into the treasure trove of tools—all needing power to operate. He scoops up a coffee can from the counter and flings it across the room. Impacting a metal saucer sled, the lid pops off. The nails inside scatter and rain on the floor.
What would Ethan do?
Never let Becky be taken. He’d have marched right into the street through a hail of bullets and shot all those fuckers. He’s gone. She’s gone. I’m alone. I have to get a baby four hundred miles to safety. I barely graduated high school. How the fuck am I going to protect a baby?
He slams his fist on the counter. I’m so fucking useless.
Chad scoops up a coffee can full of screws. Before he tosses it, the old man enters. He closes the door. “My granddaughter has fallen asleep. You’ll wake her.”
“Sorry. I lost my friend.”
“And you’d rather be tracking her than protecting us. I get it. You have no obligation to us. Your friend did more than is repayable by delivering my grandchild.”
Chad bumbles over several syllables before spitting out, “I want to do both. Ethan gave me an order, and I must see it through. But I want to go save my friend.”
“She your girlfriend?”
“No. But we have sex.”
“No such thing in my day. Unless you count the girls who ‘love you long time.’” The old man smiles.
“From that movie about the war.” Chad laughs.
“Lots of movies about war, kid. But yeah. Only I was there in the bush.”
“Wow. You’re a war hero.”
“No. We were only doing our duty in an unpopular police action. We didn’t even get a war, a parade, or a win.”
“You served your country.”
“I was drafted. But I did my duty because it was expected of me,” the old man says.
“Is this a pep talk to get me to lead you to safety?” Chad asks.
“I never spoke to my son about my time over there. Things I did…it made me ashamed of my uniform. And it was a uniform to be proud of. Those panty-dropping dress blues. But when I was in the bush, we were more savage than the Vietcong.”
The old man rolls his tongue over his bottom lip. “We were out in the jungles, and we had this green kid Lieutenant. He was an Academy graduate and was single-handedly going to win the war. We were sent out into the bush. Our green Lieutenant was quick to lead. Marching along as if he was the grand marshal of a homecoming parade. He even ignored the Gunnery Sergeant’s advice to remove his bars.”
“Bars?” Chad asks.
“The enemy would disrupt the chain of command by popping officers first. And the rank insignia was a bullseye. His behavior was dangerous and cost the third man in line his life. See, the enemy didn’t fire on the point man. Sure, booby traps might get him, but they waited until the group was well in the ambush area, ensuring we were caught in a crossfire. We blasted our way out. We got lucky.”
“And the Lieutenant? He learned his lesson and lead your squad,” Chad searches for the correct word, “properly.” Considering the old man’s words. “I’ll step up and lead. I need a minute.”
“This is no fable with a moral lesson, son. After we covered our brother with his poncho, the Lieutenant ordered us to charge after the men who ambushed us. Right into the jaws of death. As the platoon Sergeant, my duty was to the welfare of my men. I advised, with all respect, the folly of his order. He restated his command to charge, and I shot him in the head.”
Chad grabs the counter to steady himself. “You murdered him?”
“I did what was necessary to protect my family. I’ve never shared that event. My squad, my men, my family never spoke on it. The official report says the Lieutenant was killed by enemy fire, bravely defending his command. I think they even sent his momma a ribbon. I tell this because you, son, are now our Lieutenant, and you must protect my family. You have a mission. And if you don’t step up…well, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my granddaughter.”
Chad closes his mouth. Maybe the old man should lead us. I’ll navigate.
“Now, you take a minute, compose your shit, and let’s move out, Lieutenant.” The old man leaves Chad to his thoughts.
Somewhere in that story, the old man is correct. Ethan would shoot anyone who was going to get him killed. Keep the baby safe. I hate myself. I can’t leave Becky.
He picks up the empty coffee can he chucked. He rubs the metal sled. The can scraped a thin line of paint. Chad flicks the scratch with his thumb nail. He thumps the steel with his middle finger. Lifting the over two-foot diameter object down, he whacks it on the counter.
Nice.
He marches back into the house. In the bedroom, he sifts through the bottom dresser drawer already disheveled from an earlier search. He opens a shoebox once hidden neatly under the blanket. He discards the sex toys for the leather ankle binders.
Halting in the living room. “We should go as soon as I finish. There was a used car lot outside of the town. We find one that runs and move north.”
The old man nods.
Chad measures his forearm. He roughs out the placement of the straps. Using a cordless drill, he punches one hole through the steel before the battery drains. He loads a second battery from a long dead charger. It has enough juice to drill two more holes. From the number of hand tools mounted on peg board, the person who lived here collected for a long time. Chad searches. In a drawer, he finds a hand-cranked drill. He changes bits and completes the fourth hole.
Selecting bolts from a coffee can, he attaches the ankle strap.
Once he has the second strap secure to metal thick enough to prevent bites, he places his shield by the door. He places each tool back in its place. He sweeps up the shavings from the bolt holes and picks up the nails he flung across the room, leaving the shop in the manner he discovered.



Becky taps her thumb against her ring finger. Chad. Chad. Ethan would pick Chad given a choice of who to save right now. Protect Chad to save the baby. My life is second… My life is second to the life of a newborn. WHY? She keeps tapping. Ethan’s logic might help me decide what to do. These guys
must cross the Mississippi River. Then they must find Ethan. I can live with the lie—I don’t know where he went.
Maybe I should try being the victim. “What are you going to do to me?” Becky whimpers.
“I doubt you’re a mouse. No girl scavenging on her own is a victim. Maybe you don’t want to be raped, but you’re no mouse. Don’t pretend.” Kaleb pats her cheek hard before drawing his hand over her head to stroke her hair.
He knows I’m lying… “I must get back to my people. You don’t need me to go across the river. Please. They need supplies.”
“I bet they do.” Kaleb pets her head, tugging at the strands as if grooming her for foreplay. “I met this woman. She’s trying to change me. Most women do after they marry you. Anywho, she asked me not to rape. I had five brothers, and four of us would take what we required from women. Believe it or not, I may have forced more women to do what I wanted before the end of the world. I tell you this, not to control you, but because I’ve found love in a woman and plan to do right by her. Build a world she’ll be protected in. But this Ethan. He killed my brothers, and I can’t let it go. I must end him. Now. I won’t say I’m sorry for the hits or the ones I’ll give you. But you should tell me what I need, so I can get back to my wife.”
“I’ll show where the boat launched…do I get released?”
He pets her head.
Becky slides her foot against the transmission hump between the driver’s seat and the passenger. She flings the door open, launching herself over Kaleb. He prevents her completing a dive, but not her fall. She bounces along the blacktop. The truck behind them slams on the breaks. Becky’s torso meets with the bumper.



 






 
 
BLUE SMOKE BELCHES from the tractor. Without a funnel, Mike spilt the last of the oil pouring it. The engine fires, used to being left in the elements.
Kelsey bounces on a carry-all suspended behind the tractor.
I’ve no idea how she’s alive. Mike pulls the speedy twenty miles an hour into the lane of a farm with a house still on its foundation. The tractor sputters and dies.
“I don’t understand why we haven’t seen a single biter. This green monster should be a magnet,” Kelsey says.
Mike climbs down. “That’s why I parked here. Give us a chance if any roam around the house.”
“You blocked the lane on purpose?”
“Caught me.” He checks his M16. “I assume the undead headed toward the quake center.”
“This house still stands. The last two you passed were leaning,” she says.
“I’ll be careful. If the second floor’s clear—block off the stairs and it will be safe to rest. Good plan.”
“Our leader swears by it. And he spends more time outside our fence than anyone.” Kelsey glances at the sun. It seems redder than normal for this time of year. “We need to be inside before it’s too dark to check.”
He slings his rifle and scoops her up, placing her in the tractor seat. The gentleman in him hates that she’s exposed in the sheet, acting more like a see-through tunic. “You should be safe up here.”
She nods. The sheet falls from her shoulder, exposing her chest. Kelsey doesn’t seem to care. Mike wraps the sheet closed, restoring her dignity.
His military training never leaves him as he approaches the structure. He finds the downstairs windows covered in particle board secured with two-by-fours. Mike raps on the boards. It would take an axe to get in. He notes the bolts in the wall. Someone knew what to do.
“Someone prepared this place,” Mike mumbles to himself. If the tractor didn’t draw biters, it should have aggravated any people inside. He cups his left hand to his mouth. “Hello. Hello! HELLO IN THE HOUSE.”
Nothing.
He circles the house. All the upper windows have been boarded up, except one. Secured to the open window is a rolled-up emergency fire ladder.
He returns to check Kelsey. “It’s a fortress.”
“What’s the catch?”
“They’ve an entrance through an upstairs window, and the ladder is in the ‘up’ position,” he says.
“Dead inside?”
“I didn’t hear one. If they’re all being drawn away by the quake, you’d think they’d be upset they couldn’t get out.”
“Not if they’re trapped where they can’t move,” Kelsey says.
“I’ll be careful.”
“Don’t leave me. Don’t let me turn.”
“I’m not going anywhere. You’re not going to die. I’m going to get you to your friends to warn them.” He carries her to the house.
Near fainting as she leans her head against his chest, Kelsey doesn’t say anything, but she detects wet where her legs brush his side. He bleeds from his wound.
Mike won’t waste the miracle that they both remain alive. Her bruises and burns would have killed stronger men in my platoon. Her sheer will to warn her friends keeps her going. First a safe place to sleep. Water. Food. Antibiotics.
My own cuts require antibiotics. Are there any left? Despite his gentle care, he half drops Kelsey to the ground near the open window.
She whimpers. “I’m in so much pain. You have no idea what they did.”
“Your burns look better,” Mike lies. Some of the blistering, pink skin does appear healthier than yesterday, but she needs water.
Mike checks his flashlight. The beam glows bright. As he flips it off, his face turns quizzical.
“What is it?”
“What are we going to do? I mean, it’s amazing we advanced from carrying torches to flashlights on our phones. And now we’re reverting back to cavemen.”
“Cavemen with automatic weapons. Nature resets. Maybe this time, those of us who live become better people. The next two thousand years won’t be a constant meat grinder,” she says.
Mike hands her a knife. “In case someone comes along while I’m inside.”
“I don’t know how I’m getting up the ladder.”
“Let me clear the house first.”
In the backyard, a long, wooden pole propping up the center of a stretched clothesline sways in the breeze. Mike retrieves it to reach the release latch. The ladder rolls down.
He reaches the window, and the lingering rot smell slaps him. As he allows his eyes to adjust to the dark, he discovers a cleared room except for a desk flipped as a barricade to provide cover and fend off anyone attempting to get upstairs. As he slides inside, the freshly forming scabs break open on his torso from the twisting angle and ducking under the pane.
Spent shotgun shells litter the floor, but the window glass remains intact. No bodies—inside or outside the room.
Mike strains his ear, seeking any noise.
He clears the room before opening the door. The setting sun fails to put enough light in the hall. He flips on his flashlight.
Children’s bedrooms are the hardest to clear. They’re so vibrantly painted, with toys scattered on the floor and crayon drawings on the wall, cute stuffed animals and storybooks. Now, no matter what he finds, he knows this child is dead. He reaches for the closet doorknob. Kids hide in closets. Releasing a breath, he swings it open.
Thank God, no body. Sealed windows prevent the stale rot hanging in the room from escaping.
The bathroom is tight but empty.
It’s the master bedroom where he discovers the first body—male. Vagrant. Mike rolls him over with a kick. He has two shotgun blasts, one to the chest and one to the face. More spent shells litter the floor. The wall around the door is peppered with buckshot holes.
Mike makes no sense of the attack pattern other than the shotgun wielder may have tried to scare this guy off instead of killing. The man didn’t listen. He waves the light beam at the ceiling. Should have checked in the entry room.
Halting at the top of the stairs, he debates retrieving Kelsey or clearing the downstairs.
The first step echoes with a slight creak loud enough to prevent his descent.
Nothing stirs.
Somewhere there must be a shotgun and its owner.
With only the light from outside brightening the upstairs hall, the downstairs remains in blackness.
If I drop the flashlight, I’m out of here. Mike’s mind attempts levity. Every dumb character in a horror movie drops the light down the stairs and continues down the stairs where they know rabid monsters are waiting. Someone spent time preparing for the end. Such a secure home would invite attackers. They would assume a stockpile of food and water.
Mike spots a boot at the base of the stairs.
Each new step he takes down with more care. Sometimes they don’t move. Not until they bite.
He kicks the boot. Nothing. He swings the light around. The immediate area appears clear. He flips the man over. Another shotgun blast to the chest and an icepick through the eye reveals the manner of death.
Someone took these two out and left?
Carpeted in a dry morass, his boot sticks to the layer of blood stretching across the kitchen floor.
A woman still holding the shotgun and three bodies of tweeny-sized people missing faces leave Mike with a story he doesn’t understand. These people attack, and she defeated them only to kill her children and herself?
He checks the rest of the floor. They have boxes of canned goods and milk jugs filled with water. Nothing about this situation has logic to it.
He takes the shotgun and returns upstairs. Dragging the guy to the top of the stairs, he tosses him down. I’ll keep Kelsey upstairs. Bed rest will be best for her.
Mike’s foot kicks a spent shotgun shell.
“What was that?” Kelsey asks as he carries her through the room.
“Empty shells.”
“Police them up. We have reloaders.”
“Your home sounds like an apocalyptic paradise.” Mike lays her on the bed. He rolls the quilt to cover the burns on her legs. In the normal world, she would require multiple skin grafts. He wonders if her magical home and doctors have the ability to repair her. Some of her swelling has subsided and Mike makes out the outline of her face. She was a pretty girl. He draws the quilt around her shoulders. “Comfortable?”
“I don’t have pain. I can’t move much.”
“As the skin heals, I think it tightens. I read something once about burns, but I don’t remember the details. I was never one for reading much past high school.”
“You were a soldier?”
“Yes. But my war was nothing like this.”
She touches his hand. “No one has lived through anything like this. Thank you…for being kind.”
“I do what I can.”
“It shouldn’t wait, but tomorrow we need to wash your wound.”
“I keep breaking it open.” Mike touches her hair. “Sleep.”



Kelsey has no idea how long she slept. A haze hovers in the air from natural light. The table within her reach supports a glass of water covered by a paper towel. She sips it. In a sharpie scrolled on the napkin, she makes out the words “Be Back!”
More sips. She needs water, but not too fast.



Mike places a tray on the end table. From the battery-powered lantern, Kelsey spots steam from a soup bowl.
“These people had tons of camping gear. Got to warn you, it’s hot and expired.”
“I don’t care,” she says as she sits up, dragging her body under the quilt.
Mike doesn’t offer to feed her until her hands, too shaky to hold the liquid on the spoon, spill more soup than she eats. He guides her hand to her mouth.
“I’m full.”
“I couldn’t eat much either. Don’t force it. We can’t be sick,” he says. “When you’re ready, I have a surprise.”
“A tank?”
“Close.” Mike smiles.



Kelsey hobbles three steps across the yard before Mike carries her to the open barn doors. Inside, a rusting El Camino sleeps.
“It’s as close to a tank as I can get.” Mike pets the hood as if the car were a lover.
“A rusty tank.”
“Someone used it to haul big dogs.” He rattles the cage bolted to the bed surrounded by camping gear. “It’s not a glamour chariot, but it awaits my lady.”
“You don’t see dogs much,” Kelsey says.
“There were pens and a dog run out back, but the gates were all open. No corpses.”
“Small favors.”
Mike helps her into the passenger seat.
“I used the tractor battery to jump this baby. And on the dash was one of those sticky calendars with the address of a vet’s office. It’s on a rural route. I thought it might be intact if it was out in the middle of nowhere.”
“You going to be able to locate this place with no GPS?”
Mike opens the glove box. He pulls out a map from on top of the papers. The faded yellow paper tears along the creases as he opens the folds. “It’s of the county. I guess he needed it when he first started servicing the area.”
“Why?”
He takes a breath, but Mike understands the question. “Some people give up.”
“I can’t read this map without knowing where we are.”
“I’ll drive until we find a road sign.”
“You got it figured it out,” Kelsey says.
“We need antibiotics. I’m hoping they have some. If they don’t, we both face infections. Soon,” Mike says.



Mike parks the El Camino angled to escape the parking lot without turning around at the same time. It also allows Kelsey to view the door of the vet’s office.
“You going to be okay?”
“When you go in…sure. Be careful. This place appears untouched. I don’t trust it.”
“Stay on alert,” Mike says.
Kelsey drifts toward sleep before he reaches the door. She closes her heavy eyelids.



“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Mike says.
“It’s got a full tank of gas?” she jokes.
“I wish. I’ll have to locate more. Maybe it’s better.”
A puppy whine followed by nails scratching metal. The cage rattles as Kelsey turns her head. “Oh, my God! You found a dog.” She perks up.
“He was in an open dog run eating from an auto feeder. He was skittish. I trapped him in the pen.” Mike leans against the door.
“Dogs have disappeared. We have three at Acheron, and one so feral we never see it,” Kelsey says.
“After the spread of the plague, they were smarter than people. They know how to avoid the undead,” Mike says.
“Did you grab a leash? I don’t want him to get away.”
He holds up a leather strap. “I did, and there was this.” He hands her a Milky Way bar.
“You found candy?”
“It melted…a little. But the waiting room vending machine had some candy left. I thought we should not pig out on the sugar, but you need it, and I have bags of chips. I even brought microwave popcorn since you said your home has power.”
“Mana.” She bites off the tip, savoring the rush of sugar and the flavor of the milk chocolate followed by caramel.
Mike smiles. “Good?”
“Best. Food. Ever. I’ve never tasted something so grand.”
Mike holds up a bag. “Got plenty. Keep nibbling. None of these drugs are for an upset stomach. However, if you don’t eat with them, they’ll upset your stomach.” He unscrews the cap and spills out a handful of round white pills. “Short story, these are for cats. I’m guessing you can take six to match comparative body weight.”
She slips one pill between her lips. “If I find myself wanting to climb a tree or chase a bird, you’re in trouble.”
“I almost thought we should start with the dog one, but I wasn’t sure how I’d lick my balls.”
Kelsey laughs. “You’d fall off the couch for sure.”
Mike chuckles.
“Where would the dogs go?”
“I think they don’t like the rot smell. Dogs’ noses are sensitive, and the undead stink. This little guy was eating in the veterinarian dog pens. The place still smelt like it had been scrubbed with bleach.”
“After ten months?” Kelsey ponders if bleach would last. “But the clean smell kept him around?”
“And the food. Besides what was left in the auto feeder, there were bags of dog food stacked against the back door as a barricade. With the inner dog pen door open, he could get at it.”
“And he hadn’t eaten it all?” Kelsey asks.
“I’d lay money he was rationing it.” Mike glances at the dog as it lays down in the cage.
“That’s not possible.” She swallows another pill.
“He’s too well fed not to have found food somewhere. Let’s get him safely to your home. He’s earned a place to run and chase rabbits where he’s not in danger.”
“There would be no way to control them, prevent them from running off, but if dogs did avoid biters maybe we could find a way to use them as extra early warning on scavenging runs. Sorry, I’m babbling.”
“You sound tired, but your thought is logical.”
Kelsey shoves the unfolded map at Mike. “I need a state map. I don’t recognize any of these roads to get us to the highway I need.”
“You said north. Can’t I go north?” Mike puts the bags from the vet’s office in the back next to the camping gear, along with two fifty-pound bags of dog food.
“You’ll run into the Missouri River. Which is good. We must cross it, and then I don’t know what roads to take. Well, the one. Danziger was the navigator; I was the crack shot,” Kelsey boasts.
“We need gas. Got to be state maps at a filling station.” Mike climbs into the driver’s seat.
“Head out slow. We haven’t seen a biter. It makes me think you’ll round a corner and crash into a herd.”
Mike twists the ignition.




 






 
 
“NO WAY THEY’LL be able to feed one hundred sixty thousand people through the winter,” Kalvin says. He twists his wrist, checking the balance and weight of the tire iron.
“They have electricity. Melt snow for water as well as several rivers. They’ll survive. Anorexic, but alive,” Karen says.
“Frank makes more than us. We’ll need his coin to make up for not working, and still sticking Grace in daycare.” The pea gravel comprising the alley crunches under his boots. Instinctually, he shifts his stride to hide his approach.
“Some daycare. They sing religious songs all day. Too much of the Good Word and she’ll be indoctrinated like a child in North Korea,” Karen spits.
“Beats child labor or cooking them. I wonder if cannibalism would work?”
“What the fuck’s wrong with you!?”
“People die and turn, but could you eat the meat?” he speculates.
“You’re fucked up.”
“People will get desperate. They’ll do anything to survive,” Kalvin says.
“Don’t let anyone see us,” Karen warns.
“What are they going to do, call the cops?” Kalvin says.
“We don’t need the attention. Or find out whose system of punishment we fall under.” Now Karen hears her own voice turning mother hen.
“We aren’t breaking a rule I know of.”
“These houses seem empty. Why don’t they house everyone?”
From a garage opening into the alley, Frank steps out with a short-haired woman in a medical scrub top and ripped jeans.
“They’re keeping power usage to a minimum, and this grid is off. Think of it as a forbidden zone. Our presence here could get us jailed,” the new woman says.
“Karen, Kalvin, this is Harley,” Frank says.
Kalvin takes up point at the end of the alley. He doesn’t wait to get caught in a forbidden area.
“You work in the hospital?” Karen asks.
“Yeah. And we must get back. I’m on a short leash. I want out of this city. Frank claims you can get me and my…sister out.”
Karen catches the pause. She examines the woman’s body language. Poor girl’s bladder demands release from fear.
“You’ll have to work in our camp. You don’t work, you don’t eat.”
“We’ll work. Frank said we could shovel horse shit to earn a meal. And I’m ready. Being one of the only medically trained people left…I can’t take it anymore. And I can’t even visit my sister in the jail.”
“You’ve got walls here. And no biters inside. You’ve a monetary system and a skill keeping you fed. Why do you want to leave so bad?” Karen asks.
“You weren’t here. Not in the first days.”
“There were no undead here. Springfield was spared,” Karen says.
“It made it worse. You don’t know what they did to the doctors here.” She sucks in a breath. Her lips quiver as if she is ready to blubber over the event. Composing herself, Harley continues, “The local residents are all for helping people, but the refugees believe the virus is God’s punishment. They’re pushing for a cleansing.”
“Whatever the fuck that means.”
“It means the same fucking situation as it did in Germany in the 1930s. And they are taking over. As the disease spread, people sought to blame someone. First were the doctors. There are stories of sinners being punished. One of the nurses and his male lover came across my table, dead. And there was nothing wrong with them. I passed him in the corridors, and he wasn’t sick.”
“It’s got a bad horror movie vibe here, and you know it,” Frank says.
“They want someone to blame for the plague and the rise of the undead,” Harley says.
“They don’t seem to be stopping people if they want to leave.”
“They would stop me. If I’m not on shift on time, they’ll hunt me. And I won’t leave my sister in jail. Guess what they use the female prisoners for? None of them are used on the outside work detail.”
“Much of what we’ve seen here has a logic to it,” Karen says. “They do have a power plant and are giving sections of the city power—for certain hours of the day. They have teams tearing down useless buildings and turning the ground into gardens. I think they’re burning the wood from the houses in the power plant.”
“Wood?” Harley rolls her eyes. “You people have no understanding.”
“I think originally it was a coal burning plant. I don’t see why wood wouldn’t work. It’s not as…whatever makes coal a better choice,” Karen says.
“You’re living in a fantasy, and I’m trying to escape a nightmare. There are no fluffy bunnies here.”
“We’re no strangers to the new frontier of survival. And when no one will speak about life here, it is a major red flag, but only you seem to notice people who are disappearing.”
“Because those in control are slugs. The other group, those proclaimed as God’s worthy, work slower, so by the time they seize power, no one will know to resist,” Harley says.
“Karen, I’ve seen the bodies. The ones coming through the hospital. Many appear to be sick from bad food and other ailments. Without proper testing, they might be being poisoned.”
“You bring this up now,” Karen snaps.
“I knew some of them. They had…alternate lifestyles,” Harley says
“You didn’t know who was listening in at our little outdoor campsites. And I’m medical personnel,” Frank says.
“Several believe they’re shadowed. I want to show you this and get back. If it doesn’t convince you, then I know who will help us,” Harley says.
“We’re not saviors, but we will help you leave. Show me.”



Armed guards stand on the top of dump truck cabs. They monitor men in orange jumpsuits working in tandem to remove undead corpses from the four-lane road. They toss the rotten bodies in the back of a dump truck, where more orange clad men drag the corpses to the front.
The midmorning sun makes the rot drift on the breeze. Karen would hate this task in the middle of the afternoon.
Abandoned cars line the median as a makeshift barrier. It holds back some undead but wouldn’t stop the living. This end of the city has not been secured like the east end with high walls and guards. Chain-link holds back any undead who cross the James River Freeway and get past the line of cars.
“See, no women,” Harley says. “And many of those men aren’t original prison inmates.”
“Frank, take her back. I don’t need you under watch,” Karen says. Not if we are going to flee. Shifting her eyes from the work detail to a staggering undead, it halts as if some invisible force is holding it in place. Flailing its arms, it pushes against the force until black blood sacs in its neck explode. Its head plops like a deflated basketball on the pavement.
Near invisible strands of concertina, pulled tight at neck height, land across the road. As the undead funnel down the four-lane divided highway along the path of least resistance toward the epicenter, they lose their heads.
“They’re using the inmates chained together to clean up the undead bodies.”
“They need to earn their keep,” Karen says.
“It’s not going to be like home anywhere else. This isn’t earning their keep, this is slave labor. In an emergency, no way three men lashed together can effectively escape.”
Karen ignores him. Acheron may never be the same again if Ethan doesn’t return with the Major’s brother. He’ll encounter a shit ton of undead.
More undead shamble down the highway.
The individual biters refocus on Karen. “Notice they stumble but don’t join with each other to form a herd, similar to migrating birds, as we’ve witnessed before.”
“Does it matter? Harley was right about only men working,” Kalvin says.
Karen doesn’t like the answer gnawing at the pit of her stomach. She checks out each orange clad living body. The weakest appearing of the trio carries a broom handle with a metal spike to spear any heads still animated, with his chain longer to reach any approaching biters. The other two are chained with enough room to carry the bodies to the dump truck. She wonders how many hours of practice allowed them to move and work together without being bit.
“Slave labor.” Kalvin forces his hypothesis.
“Why bother with the undead outside the fence at all?” Karen wonders.
“They would build up. If not for the aftershocks, they would gather at the fence until enough of them pushed it down. Ethan has a team cleaning them on the east side of the fence to prevent that at home. Uses vagrants he wouldn’t allow inside, but feeds.”
“Springfield’s federal prison housed some of the most violent and dangerous offenders in the country. I don’t know if I’d let them out of their cells alive. Why would they cooperate?”
“Besides the shotguns,” Kalvin says.
“Fuck that. If they charge the guards, a few will be shot, but the rest will escape. At any time, they could be locked in their cells and left to die. I’d risk the shotgun. Die on my feet.”
“You think so?”
Kalvin and Karen freeze at the unknown voice.
“Citizens aren’t allowed out here.”
Turning to face the armed men, Karen places her hands on her hips, ready to pounce.
Three men in summer camo vests aim shotguns from behind a cowboy figure, complete with a brown Stetson and a forty-five in a quick draw leather holster on his hip.
Busted, Karen keeps her no-fear stance. “You don’t want them learning how you’re using the inmates?”
“The city council voted to put them to work to justify continuing to feed them. Not that I need to explain anything to lawbreakers.” His finger gyrates above his gun, impatient for anyone to draw on him.
“And they cooperate for food?” Karen squints her right eye to get a better view at the man standing with the sun behind his back.
“They cooperate for a chance at being released.”
“Some of those men were murderers and you’d let them go?” Kalvin protests.
“Murderers, thieves, rapists.” He rubs his bewhiskered chin. “It’s old-world thinking. You telling me in the last year you’ve never killed?”
“Only biters,” Kalvin says.
Karen doesn’t interject. It was a week ago she may have had to kill a five-year-old with a derringer hidden in her teddy bear.
“Where are you disposing of the bodies of the undead?” Kalvin asks.
“That’s classified. But you’ll find out. I’m adding you to the chain gang. We’ll take the little lady to the jail. We don’t allow women to work outside the fence.” The cowboy would spit if he had chew.
“For uncovering something you said your counsel approved?” Kalvin protests.
“For trespassing in a secure area. We must enforce our rules, and the chain gangs have thinned. Most of the original federal prisoners are gone. We’ve moved residents to the county jail.”
“What happens when you run out of inmates? How will you collect fuel for the power plant?” Karen asks.
“What?” Kalvin seems shocked by her question.
“You’re smart. We need smart people. Don’t make me hurt you.”
Don’t make me hurt you. “We’re not here to stay. I came to Springfield to retrieve my sister. Then we head back to Grandpa’s cabin,” Karen lies.
“You’re not safe in some cabin compared to here,” the cowboy says.
“I’m Karen.” Rapport, we need a rapport.
“I don’t care who you are. People leaving draws the rotters.”
“You’re using them for fuel. I would think you’d required more.”
The cowboy ignores her logic. “How do you know your sister is still here?”
“She was in the jail. Drug charge. We take her away and that’s one less mouth to feed.”
“One less mouth to fuck,” squeals one of the men.
The cowboy jerks the shotgun from the man’s hands. “You shut your fool mouth.”
“I’ll take my turn right now,” the second shotgun wielder smirks.
Karen draws Grace’s derringer. Before she fires, the cowboy points the barrel of his .45 and splatters brains over the overgrown grass.
The cylinder of the .45 breaks the nose of the man on his right. He blows a hole in the chest of the third.
Kalvin moves in low, but before he tackles the cowboy, he comes face to face with the barrel of the smoking gun.
“You think I was going to hand this girl over to you and let you march out?” The cowboy unsheathes a Bowie knife and imbeds it in the man whose nose he broke.
“You’ve no idea what’s going on here. You really have a cabin?” the cowboy asks.
Karen keeps the derringer trained on his face. “You ask me now?”
“You wouldn’t speak the truth unless you trust me. And if you didn’t, I’d kill you and claim everyone else bought it in a firefight. I’d be a hero.” He lowers his gun. “I want to go with you. There are problems brewing here. Civil revolt, if I had to give it a label.”
He killed three. If he left a partner, his motives might be questionable, but all three? No trust…not yet.
“The good residents here are going to get screwed. They keep letting the fanatics in, and they’re taking over. They’re preparing witch hunts. There’s a following of those who believe the undead are the end of days pestilence spoken of in Revelations and those not bitten are God’s chosen people.”
“Witch hunts?”
“Any of those men out there collecting fuel are considered homos.”
“Can’t your counsel control them?” Karen asks.
“They’re barely keeping the lights on. And they sure as fuck don’t know what we’re using instead of coal. I’m Alec, and do you have a cabin?”
“Yes. It’s not close. But I’m not going anywhere without my sister.”
“You better kill him.” Kalvin points to the undead rising with the chest wound.
Alec shatters its skull. “You sure she’s in the jail?” He wipes the bloody knife on the dead man’s pants. He chucks Kalvin a shotgun.
Trust. “Yes. I can’t promise you’ll do any better out there with us,” Karen says.
“If I get your sister, you’ll trust me enough to bring me along?”
“It would earn you a ticket. If you follow my orders,” Karen says.
“As long as you don’t hold what they’ve done to your sister against me.”



I never jumped into the sack with a guy I just met before the end of the world. I never found one guy I trusted enough to expose myself after a few hours. Not a literal exposure, I have a few plastic beads behind some lace panties in my apartment. But sex, it’s private. Meant to be performed as a special act between lovers—not two passing ships.
Placing trust in Alec…difficult, even harder for me to trust moving as fast as he is. He offered the perfect setup to convince me his sales pitch was genuine. It was too spur of the moment not to be genuine. Why does he wish to flee? What does he know? The Queen City appears safe. Fuck. He’s in a position of mild authority. Those people never run until they must.
No one in Springfield knows who we are or about Acheron. Do they? No. Frank and Kalvin wouldn’t blab, and Grace, despite her many questions, doesn’t. No one has a reason to infiltrate our ka-tet. They could imprison us until we squealed, if they did. Alec jumped ship quickly—a sign on just how bad it is here. The loaded shotguns were a welcome addition since my weapons are buried outside the main gate.
Karen asks her next burning question. “How will you explain those dead men? Won’t you have to check in with your command, shift change report, a boss?”
“Not as such. I’ve a free reign to run people out of that section. Sort of on a multiple day shift,” Alec says.
“Do you interact with many people?”
“Last week, we had a Cotillion…no, lady. Not much of a time, but on occasion to shoot the shit around a campfire, and maybe have a liberated beer if we find one in an unsearched house.”
“Too bad.” I was hoping he might know a train engineer. She covers her thought. “It might improve your manners.”
“Manners, little lady, are in short supply when any second a chomper attempts to eat you.” Alec raises his arm and closes his fist.
Karen wonders if he picked up the hand signal or if he was once in the military. No, if he was, they kicked him out.
He hands her binoculars and points. “You’ll understand why out’s a necessity. But I need someplace to go first.”
Better the devil you know. She eases through trees and low shrubs running along a navel-high chain-link fence. She doesn’t need the magnifying power to spot the people loading a dump truck. Crouching to hide her body behind the greenery, Karen examines the workers through the lens.
She lowers her binoculars to dab at her eyes with a red bandana before peering back through. People load the truck bed with dozens of science textbooks. The school tomes stand out, being brightly colored and identical. Boxes of other books marked with library tags on the spine are dumped in on top.
It takes little speculation as to what these people intend—a biblical cleansing of knowledge. Encountering fanatics, the past few months spoke of the worthy. Now it would seem those fortifying themselves within Springfield intend to enforce religious fanaticism.
If it was winter, and they lacked fuel, this wouldn’t be a concern, but…I’ve used a few cheap romances to build a fire in the cold. Desperate times. Fuck me. These people intend to destroy past knowledge, fearing science brought about the plague of undead.
She punches Alec in the gut with the binoculars. “You’re burning bodies for fuel. You don’t need to destroy books. Put a stop to it.”
“The trucks drop their load into rail cars once full of coal. I’ve never been inside the power plant, but those working in the plant don’t check through what’s being burnt. That’s our job before it’s sent over,” Alec says.
“Right now, no one cares. As long as there’s electricity,” Kalvin says. He has remained back as rear guard.
“From what I’ve seen, the more religious citizens won’t stand for prostitution much longer. They’re campaigning for a theocracy lead council. And doing this shit in secret.”
“Do we set up a trade route with fanatics?” Kalvin ponders.
Karen punches him in the arm. Kalvin grunts. Her eyes beam at him. I should cut off a toe for your mistake.
“Trade? What would a few people in a cabin have to trade?” Alec asks.
Pissed at Kalvin for turning over her whole card, she says, “Plenty to scavenge outside the wall to trade for items. Electricity alone would be worth a trade to charge a jumpstart, batteries…”
He cuts her off, “Even after the world ends, you women still need your size D draining toys.”
A sex toy joke. What an ass. “All the men who measured up are rotten.” And I don’t mean dead. Go for broke, girl.
“We’re scouts for a small community. We’re here to learn if it’s viable to set up a trading relationship with other survivors.”
“No sister?”
“Not mine. Our leader prides himself on locating lost relatives. He had better luck in the first few months, but we still seek them out.”
“Noble,” Alec says.
“It keeps our community tight.”
“Is this when you say, if you don’t return, they come after you?” Alec asks.
“I’m sure they would, but they would be no threat against these numbers.” Karen bites her thumb. “You’re not the only person who desires to leave.”
“Too many residents evacuating will be noticed,” Alec says.
“We leave with you and two others. Makes seven. I won’t stay if they’re burning books. Next is not suffering a witch among them.” Karen scoffs. “I’m like you, I want gone.”
“Who’s the jail bird?” Alec asks.
“Paola.”
Alec’s face melts. “Fuck me running.”
Karen notes to play poker with him. He’s all tell.
“She’s mental,” he says.
“We all are.”
“I’m just saying I warned you. You better be willing to end her outside. She crazy enough to give you up to the rotters.”
“Get her and meet us,” Karen orders. Ethan’s lecture to her on her first time out rings in her ears. “East toward Joplin.”
“I won’t be able to get her until after dark. I’ll meet you where I caught you.”
“You bring enough water for the two of you.” Karen considers her travel ruse. “Three days. We should find some before the end of day four. Bring ammo for your own gun.”
Alec nods. “Got plenty. We shouldn’t leave the city just before first light.”
“There is a lot of trust being played here,” she says.
“We’re in the shit now, sister.”
Once Alec has left them, Karen says, “We get our gear and Grace. Have Frank meet us. We go. If Harley backs out, or Alec doesn’t get Paola, we go.”
“You trust him?” Kalvin asks.
“The only people I trust are at Acheron.”
Kalvin says, “I only trust you.”



 






 
 
“THE LORD WOULD want you to.” John’s lies reel in weak-minded believers. His pastor con always paid off better in skin than in money.
Gooseflesh covers her skin. “I-I…I just. I’ve never even kissed a boy.” The light brown-haired girl’s nervous mutter has a ‘I have desire, but I don’t want to disappoint you’ protest.
He pats the back of her hand, wishing he recalled her name. Knowing her name and using it over and over would endear her to him. “I don’t expect you to know everything. God’s happy you have kept yourself for me.”
“I’m scared. My mother would not want me to.” She flashes a shy smile.
Why can’t I recall her name? She’d be bouncing on me if I could say her name. “Your mother would need you to carry on. You care about the environment, don’t you?” His hand touches her creamy white thigh just above the knee.
She has bright red arms but has kept her lower limbs covered while laboring in the sun. He brushes over bits of peach fuzz covering her leg, reminding him of how young she is. An older, experienced woman would be embarrassed if a new man touched her unshaven legs. Maybe she’s never shaved. “We have a duty to humanity. We have to repopulate the planet.”
“I’m fifteen.”
“Much of human history found women to be married off at that age.”
“You want to marry me?”
Magic word. “If we make love, we are married, in the eyes of God.” He leans in and puts his lips on hers. No tongue—the loving touch of outer skin. She doesn’t pull away, but she has no response to the pressure on her face.
The doorjamb splinters as it flings open. Wood chunks clatter on the floor, and the bulk of the door falls away.
Two men have the preacher against the wall as Kale pulls the girl from the bed to escort her to the door. “You run along and play. You’re not in trouble.”
“Yes, Kale.”
He waits for her footfalls to be out of earshot. “Even if you had her consent, I won’t condone the abuse of a child. Even my brother never touched little kids.” He nods.
His men jerk off the preacher’s pants.
“No. Don’t,” he whines.
“I won’t have this. But I wish to be known for mercy. We’ll take your left nut. Let you keep one as a reminder you still have more to lose.”
The steel shrivels his body as the blade draws blood from the wrinkled skin under his flaccid shaft.
“Your brother’s dead!”
Kale halts his cut. The blade remains against the scrotum. “I’ve no time for your lies. Nothing you say will spare you. We won’t harvest children here.”
“I’ll show you.” His tear flow matches the blood trickle down the crevasse between his legs, wetting the sheets.
“Show me what?”



The preacher limps, his pants wet from blood. The small drilling cut must have nicked a vein. A few seconds before the blade crossed his balls, most of his blood was flowing to his crotch. John has no idea how he’d walk normal again if Kale finished the cut. The little runt, compared to his brothers, may have brains over muscle, but he doesn’t fail in knife skills either. It was close to surgical.
He staggers down the trail, too well-worn to be used by wild game, to a cave behind a spring-fed pond. John rounds a cleft of granite rock, leaning against the cold stone, wishing for an ice pack. Rocks hang out, creating a low-lying ledge. He picks a tuft of hair from a crack in the rock.
Cattle. They must drink here.
“Move.”
A rifle butt slaps his ass. Pain radiates, numbing his leg and his stride.
After a few good rains, the broken, muddy earth would return to normal, and no one would ever find the tire tracks of the truck parked there.
I wish I’d had the good sense to bash in their faces when I knocked holes in their skulls.
“What happened to them?” Kale demands.
“They were sent back by to report. Kaleb left for Memphis after the man who killed your other brothers.”
“How do you know he’s dead?” Kale asks.
“I don’t, but needed your attention to keep my balls.”
Kale points at the truck. “Who killed them?”
John draws in a breath.
“If I ask again, I cut.”
Before the apocalypse, John might have conned his way out, but in this new world, his grift won’t work on the rubes. “Mary shot them. She had me hide the bodies.”
“Chances are Kaleb encountered the herd marching on the Boot Heel. If it doesn’t kill him, it will be a long journey to avoid them. Why does Mary trust you?”
“I knew her before the plague.”
Kale nods. “You’ve played this game before. She’s ingratiated herself with many of my workers, and those loyal to Kaleb. So I can’t kill her.”
“She’s good at that.”
“How well did you know her?” Kale demands. He pokes his knife toward John.
“Before the end, she and I were once lovers,” John says.
“You’re such a dedicated man of the cloth.”
“I’m not. It was a means to eat. People sought every favor they could from God, including feeding a pastor, just in case.”
Kale contemplates how to turn his information to his advantage.
“Does this mean she’s not married to Kaleb?” one of the flunkies asks.
Kale jabs the knife into the man’s face. Before the second reacts, he meets with a bullet. “Both were loyal to my brother more than me. I must get rid of her, and if you enjoy breathing, tell me everything about Mary. Starting with her real name.”



 






 
 
“THERE’S NO MORE
government, sweetheart.” Kade Bowlin flings open the kitchen drawer, rattling all the metal utensils inside. He draws out a butcher knife. “And even if there was, no one will ever find out what I’m going to do to you.” He slams Lindsey’s torso against the kitchen table. “After I’ve satisfied my urges, I’ll put a bullet in your brain and burn your body.”
Useless—all her training as a federal agent fails to provide her an escape against this man’s strength and power, even if her hands weren’t secure in her own cuffs. His vice grip clamped around her ankles proves she’s no match. He cuffs each of her limbs to the table legs.
“The nice thing about this is I don’t have to restrain myself on you like I have to with those girls at Fort Wood.” He spears the dull knife through the fabric of her jacket, cutting and tugging until the threads rip.
He drives the blade into the wooden table, grips the ends of the jacket, and pulls, shredding the material. It scares Lindsey into screams.
“I haven’t cut you yet.”
Lindsey panics. She knows the edge will sting. The anticipation of the cut frightens her more than the blood it will draw. “You don’t have to do this. I’ll do whatever you say. Please let me go.”
He draws the cold steel over her flesh. Bits of thin hair flake away. “You’ll be my masterpiece.”
Even if I succumb to his sick desires, he will still kill me. It gets him off—the torture. She struggles against the cuffs, but his hand presses her against the table.
“This is what I desire.”
Lindsey scuffles.
Kade slides a hand up to caress her left shoulder. It gives her a tingle because it is the touch of a gentle lover. For a second, she enjoys the hint of tenderness. Had the cold metal not cut into her wrists and ankles, she would relish the soft touch with such power behind it. Instead, she mentally searches for an escape. It will mean killing her attacker. It won’t be a problem on her conscience.
“Such soft, supple skin with a nice muscular build. I like a woman who takes care of herself.” He palpates the muscles attached to the scapula. “Bet you thought working out, toning, would allow you to defeat any man.”
Any thought of his power over her being attractive dissipates as the rough, dry lips snag against her skin.
“You excite me.”
His groin grows against her rump as his weight hangs on her.
The steel punctures her epidermis. It sinks through the skin to her deltoid muscle. Warm, gooey wet coats her back. Her breath quickens. A low rumble of “Oh!” escapes, almost with a tone of pleasure, until she bites down on her lip. Don’t give him the satisfaction. She recalls a moment from a lecture at Quantico, a chapter on profiling serial killers and how, for some, it was the screaming that stimulated them.
The hurt releases her teeth from her lip. A cat-in-heat howl escapes. Had she been able to hold it in, he might not become physically aroused.
He slashes the knife against her. He slaps the exposed skin, leaving behind red handprints.
The knife twists deeper.
Lindsey ceases her struggle, but not the screams.



Lindsey’s dream scream carries into a waking terror of sweat and tears. Her mind won’t release the trauma of her assault by the eldest Bowlin brother. She would guess the Agency would have her on leave until she recovered, but no PTSD specialist exists anymore. No one to help her recover but herself. Robbed of any revenge, it will hinder her recovery.
Reaching for her canteen parked next to the .22 pistol, her body aches. Not moving hurts, sleeping hurts and the first stretch after she does sleep cramps muscles she never worked in the gym. Reaching down between her legs, hoping she only peed herself, she pulls her fingers out and clicks her flashlight on. The crimson tips hide the rotten soot stains covering her arms.
I’m bleeding again.
Too soon to be menstrual. Too frequent to be from penetration damage from Kade’s constant assaults.
Fucker could have left me with an STD. It’s close enough to bright red not to be an internal bleed. I’d like to find a doctor. They can’t all be walking corpses.
Strike two—got to move, girl. Your night terrors lasted for God knows how long, and predators sniff out a bleeding animal miles away.
She fishes through her knapsack.
“Fuck.”
She unwraps the last pad. Should be able to find more in a quick search of a house. Not the old farm houses. Those still smell of old lady. People scavenge for food and ammo and not feminine hygiene products.
Lindsey curls back into a fetal ball. She spent weeks in the position, and it leaves her comfortable on the cold linoleum floor. The bathroom door was the easiest to secure for a safe night’s sleep.
She contemplates her travel plan. Mary instructed me to head south, but south is a death sentence. South of Rolla is nothing but large areas of trees and no major cities to gather supplies. It does mean a lack of undead, but I need equipment. First a map.
I should go back to the farm. Kade’s dead, so no revenge. Fort Leonard Wood was destroyed, and from what conversations I picked up, the military base was demolished because the government’s gone.
She breaks from her fetal comfort and pulls on her shoes. It takes seven tries to get her shaky fingers to twist, giving them rabbit ears. I need sugar. She fishes out the protein bar and takes a bite. Regretting the second chomp, she chews the bite thirty times. I planned to make the bar last. One bite, one meal, twice a day. She crumbles the wrapper over the bar and tucks it away in her pack.
Lindsey considers how her team never received any follow-up information after the virus spread. Report to the FEMA station and wait. No communication. Which means even if I find a working GPS, there has been no one to adjust the satellite’s orbit for ten months, and other tracking systems won’t function correctly. Her brain won’t allow her to return to sleep. No idea what time it is, but it is pitch dark outside. Night is night again. Without electricity, the world basks in darkness. I had no idea how much ambient light was in the world before the end.
The end.
Maybe I’d have been better off if Kade killed me. Her gashes throb. Without proper cleaning and medical dressing, I’ve no way of starving out any infections.
I’m a trained FBI agent. I have skills. She secures her pack. None of which are in wilderness survival. Hell, I’m in Missouri. I should be able to find some hillbilly to help me.
Long term. You always thought long term, girl. Set a goal—immediate ones. Living until tomorrow night is long term. Pads, water and a loaded gun. Plenty of farms to get all three.
Might be able to return to sleep if I flesh out a real plan. Avoiding Kade’s group is key, so north is out for a while. Maybe south. Then west. Nothing was reported about Springfield having the infected.
I’ll need a paper map. A highway south of here goes all the way to Springfield. I don’t remember which one. A map. I’ll head toward the city. It seems the least worst idea. Maybe I’ll find some decent people along the way. Keep my wounds clean.



Lindsey drops her gear bag on the creek bank. She struggles to lift her shirt over her head, keeping her movements slow to prevent any of her wounds from opening and limit her discomfort. She drops the clothes in a pile. The water sends gooseflesh up her legs. She slips the bar of soap from a plastic bag.
She lathers up her calf along the scratches. Then she works the soot staining her arms. She wishes she could rid herself of the ash that was once her coworkers’. Mary forced me—made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I gave up valuable supplies to escape. If I died, no one would ever get the benefit of food, water and gas. Even if it was the wrong group of survivors to turn them over to, it bought my life. I’ll use each breath now to help people and keep them away from the Bowlin farm. Those barbarians won’t ration the goods. They’ll burn through it before they use it to harm anyone innocent.
She works the lather onto her arm. She needs the gray skin reminder of her own ignorance as to what was going on in the world gone. I should’ve done something before Kade even arrived at the FEMA farm. With more wounds to care for, she ceases rubbing her forearm raw. Some of the gray washes away, but most remains as a strange, horrific tattoo.
Spreading out a towel on the bank, she allows her body to air dry. Lindsey peels off the bandage and loops an ACE wrap around her to protect the wound on her back. She secures it as tight as possible to protect the knife hole now being allowed to properly heal.
Her feet have swollen, so she must replace the shoes. Instead of lacing them, she eats a whole protein bar. As she chews, she considers the dead person’s house she stole from. A woman young enough to need pads.
I wonder about surviving autumn. Lindsey refocuses on her current needs. Too long term, girl.
Recruited in college into a government agency designated to assist people during a disaster. It’s what I always said my life goal was in job interviews—to help people. The job offered chances for travel and to help people. People who needed it. After a tornado, people needed help. And I was there. Didn’t any of those good deeds earn me a reprieve now?



Lindsey makes another pass through the house she spent the night in. It had been picked over. So close to the road, I’m not surprised, but it was getting late, and I was tired. Bet it took me all day to hike five miles.
So weak. Weak from the beatings and the cuts. Maybe even the lack of nutrition for the past few weeks.
She collapses into the stiff high-back chair in the living room. Who knew I ate so well when only three FEMA agents had years’ worth of stores on a farm with a hidden supply depo.
Recalling her mandate to provide support for any agents investigating the outbreak in the area, only the outbreak spread faster than any encountered before. It wasn’t even the disease’s swiftness, it was the fact it reanimated the carriers after death.
The last message…no sane person would believe the last government communications—reanimated corpses. It took one of my team being bit. He contracted a fever and died. He bit the second member before anyone had any idea. A third. Hell.
Her knife wound burns. Itches. Burns. Itching means it’s healing. I need the mobility to swing the tire iron. The .22 was dry and no bullets in the house. Who has a gun and no bullets?
She exits the house, following the single lane blacktop turned gravel road. I hope the homes further off the main road weren’t picked clean of supplies. Her unsecured laces clack against the warming road surface.



Halfway across the yard, the far side of the house fills Lindsey’s view. Five undead mill around the grass—lost. Even when they get a whiff of her, they stagger around—drunk. Stumbling over their feet with no equilibrium.
She evaluates her tactical plan. Spread out far enough apart she should have no issue dispatching the undead singularly.
Lindsey sinks the metal rod into the closest undead. It stumbles back, but not dead. She has lost her power from lack of food. Her swift attack turns into a lengthy bludgeoning, giving the other four undead a chance to advance.
She slaps the next one with the tire iron. It’s mandible cracks and hangs suspended by tendons turned elastic. The jaw bobs and flails as its guttural snarls turn to a wheezing hack.
She pushes the creature. It tumbles to the grass, giving her a clean shot at the third. It paws at her. The second impact to the arm shatters the bone. It takes her four blows to beat in the skull enough to damage the brain and kill the creature.
I’m so weak.
Weak means dead. Only the strong survive in this new world.
I marched away from the FEMA farm as if I were a goddess. I had to, or I’d never escape. I need medical care, protein and a safe place to recover. None of which I’ll earn unless I find the energy to kill three more undead. Pray, girl, there are no more in the house.
She spears the fourth through the eye—mistake.
The beveled end of the tire iron sticks in the bone. The creature collapses dead but takes her defense with it.
She moves toward the porch and snags a flower pot of some once living plant. Chucking the clay vessel as hard as she’s capable, it shatters against the undead. It glances at the smashing noise occurring at its feet. Lindsey flings another pot. It splits open the monster’s face. She drives the next pot against the skull. It causes the creature to fall into a convulsive flop before it ceases movement.
She puts a foot in the chest of the undead impaled with her tire iron. Her foot sinks into the goopy flesh. She uses both hands to grip the metal and jerk it free. She clubs the fallen undead to make sure it’s lifeless before facing the final creature.
Climbing the steps to the porch, she reaches for the front door handle. Before she grips the knob, Lindsey shifts to the front window.
Inside, a headless man rests in his recliner, shotgun at his feet and his brains staining the wall.
God. Please let there be a full box of shells. I need the shotgun. She reaches for the doorknob again, preparing for the intolerable death smell trapped inside.
Locked.
She whacks the window with the bend of the tire iron, slipping her hand inside to reach the lock. Rotten meat smell wafts through the hole. Please let it mean no one has scavenged the house.
She drops the tire iron, recovering the shotgun. She racks a fresh shell into the chamber. Needs oil. It takes all her strength to hold the weapon in her arms. She leans against the porch wall by the door. The blast disintegrates the head of the final undead. If the mule-kick recoil of the rifle didn’t dislocate her shoulder, swelling argued different.
That’s going to leave a mark. She wonders how long before the contusion manifests. My online profile said “athletic build.” She rubs the tender spot where her arm connects to her torso. Won’t be able to update it to “broken and beaten.”
Fuck you. You’re anything but beaten.
My mental state is crazy. I’m arguing with myself.
This self is all you got to keeping you going. Now what do you see in the yard?
Two of the vectors were women, maybe they lived here. Maybe one of them had a stash of pads.
She places the weapon inside the door before securing the front door.
Hunger propels her over a search of the bathroom.
Jackpot.
Take inventory. A cabinet full of canned goods. Two boxes of shotgun shells. A shotgun. And the daughter’s room has a lock on the door, and the window is high enough no one outside can reach in.
Sleep without worry. I need a full night without an attack. If I reach REM sleep without dreaming of Kade...
Somehow raw chicken noodle soup should be nasty, but it tastes better than any medium-well steak she ever enjoyed. Lindsey lays on the bed, shotgun pointed at the locked door. I hate you, Kade. I need to restore the control he stole from me. Empowerment? How? No revenge on the dead.
As Lindsey drifts toward sleep, her mind considers…
Validation.
I need a purpose in life. Surviving’s not enough. I need a reason to survive.
I’ve got to have PTSD. I’m not going to get any justice from the legal system or monetary compensation. No recognition for surviving.
Suck it up, girl, and go on. The only justice you get is by living. Find a group of survivors and survive. Protect them so no one like Kade ever does that to anyone again. The undead should bring humanity together. A common enemy should build unity.
I’ll become a protector. No one will harm anyone under my care.
As her eyelids close, she thinks, Tomorrow, I work my way west. Find a map and offer to assist anyone who needs it.



 






 
 
“YOU STILL COLD?” Combeth asks, flipping the temperature knob to the widest red on the control board.
“Better, but I do need out of these wet clothes.”
“I’ll get you to the farm once the sally port’s secure. We can’t abandon our posts.” Combeth pulls next to the semi parked on the dam behind the tanks. The makeshift barricade held. “For what it’s worth, your plan was crazy. Glad it worked, because it was the only card we had to play.”
Sanchez smiles. Before she reminds him of her offer, he slides from the truck and closes the door to hold in the warmth. She slips off her sports bra and wrings as much water out of the material as possible. As she struggles to put it back on, she notes how her normal caramel skin tone has turned blue.
Combeth climbs onto the tank.
A few staggering undead remain outside Acheron. They mill around the hillside; most stagger toward the roaring river water only to be blocked by rock and a metal fence.
“Your girl did good,” Jada says.
“I’m trying to keep her from becoming hypothermic.”
“Then we should strip down and hug her. Allow our natural body heat to warm her naturally,” Jada says.
“I like your plan, but I have priority orders to secure the sally port.” Combeth waves.
Wade acknowledges the signal.
“We ready to close the gate?”
“We’re out of water. This trick won’t work again until the reservoir refills,” Jada says. “We should be able to hold the fence now. All the noise should have brought any stragglers.”
“Agreed.” Combeth hops down. He pops a biter.
Wade scales down the side of the cargo trailer.
Jada follows suit and leaps from the tank. She fires.
An undead falls.
Wade unties the gate, allowing him to swing it closed.
Zeke joins them. Got to recover. Got to impress this woman. He smiles at Jada. She gives him an obligatory nod. He marches down the hill.
Dozens of undead not swept away by the water mill along the bank. He pops a few biters confused between approaching the roaring water or the thunder booms of Barretta reports.
Combeth pops undead through the chain-link. “Leave the tanks until we have this entry point secure and all these vectors disposed of.”
“Where do we burn?”
“Outside. Away from the water. But we don’t have the crew for that.” Combeth climbs over the tank.
Sanchez leans against the guard rail of the dam, glancing at the lake. “When you report to Wanikiya, they should send teams to patrol the lake edge. The water level has dropped, exposing God knows what.”
He grabs a blanket from the semi cab, wrapping it over the other blanket covering her shoulders.
“Thanks.”
“When you report. He put you in charge.” Combeth takes her right hand and places her necklace into her palm.
“We’re both Privates,” she says.
“You don’t listen to me. I told you to remain in the heat. Wanikiya charged you with this mission, and I sure as hell ain’t taking responsibility for letting in a few thousand undead.”
“I don’t think it was that many. If another wave arrives, the gate guards should be able to handle it.” She hooks the clasp on her necklace and scrolls the chain so it is at the back of her neck. “It was my plan, and I’ll accept the consequences of my decision.”
“I’ll testify at your court-martial. It was a brilliant plan. And you know it was the only way to save the gate.” He loads his pistol clips with loose rounds.
The report of a rifle. Then quiet. A different weapon fires.
Good plan to take turns
popping them. Sanchez says as she draws the blanket around her, “I can’t shake being cold.”
“I’m going to assist in the cleanup. Get back in the truck.” He opens the door for her. The oven blast of air sends her body into shivers.
Combeth closes the door.
Sanchez trembles as the heat rises.
The lightbulb clicks for her. She grabs the radio. I need to complete my leadership responsibly. Clicking the mic, “North gate to Wanikiya, over.”
“Private Sanchez, report.”
“I need you to send an armed contingent to the bridge over the lake before the dam and block it off, over.”
Highway J heading south past the Visitor’s Center over the bridge, necessary even if there was no lake. The height and the water prevent any undead from scaling the rock side. I know the orders to bring people across that bridge as a secondary fallback point and blow it in the event of a southern successful invasion. It was now a third plan, as some cave fortress has the first level of construction completed. It’s some big secret. The bridge creates a chokepoint and the perfect location to hold a temporary gate. Now it will allow my team to be inspected for bites before they return to the community.
The warm air dries any loose water from her skin. She touches her sports bra, still soaking wet and ice-cold to the touch.
She loses sight of Jada, Zeke and Combeth as they head down the hillside, popping biters. Wade’s head remains in her view. He operates as backup for the team, clearing any straggling undead to protect the camp.
Ten minutes pass.
Her shiver has quelled enough that she slides to the driver’s seat and fires up the pickup. Inching the vehicle backward like an old lady, she’s unable to move her arms with speed.
Reaching the turn off for the Visitor’s Center, she turns the truck around and shifts into forward. Sanchez places weight and wet socks on the accelerator to a quick fifteen miles an hour. Reaching the bridge, she crosses the center line, so any approaching vehicle would have to ram her.
Three trucks slow, blocking the bridge on the south end.
The freezing air sends her body to quivering. Despite chattering teeth, she raises her arm for them to remain across the bridge.
She drops the towel and marches toward them, stepping out of her pants. She steps on the toes of her left sock and pulls her leg up, leaving the wet clothes on the road. She drops her panties, and never has she been so warm while naked. She raises her arms out and turns around so everyone in the trucks know she has no bites. She’s dropped trou in front of plenty of people. It’s a staple for going in and out of the camp. Still, inside the sally port checkpoint isn’t the same as being on display on the highway.
Wanikiya slips his tomahawk from his belt. “You can dress.”
Not back into the wet clothes. She remains exposed to all the men. “I opened the gate. Nothing got through. You must secure the bridge and check everyone for bites.”
Wanikiya inspects her visually. “Are there biters left?”
“No. No one was bitten. I was the only one in danger if my plans went FUBAR. They’re cleaning up stragglers now. Enforce the entry rules here. Ensure the camp’s integrity.”
Wanikiya takes a dry blanket from the truck. He spreads it out more like a towel in his arms. He wraps it around Sanchez. Giving her a quick, prideful, fatherly squeeze. “She’s clean.” He chews the inside of his right cheek. “It worked?”
“Sir?”
“Your plan. It worked. I’m not sure what else to say. Some will scold you. But it worked. And we’re safe. You adapted, improvised and overcame.”
“That’s the Marines, Sir. But I did what I had to with what I had to work with. I’d do it again if it keeps us safe.”
He gathers her clothes. “Let’s get you back to the farm house and dry.”
“No, Sir. Not until this gate is secure.”
“We’ll secure it now. I don’t need you sick.” He pats her shoulder with a hand as large as her head. “You’re a good soldier, Sanchez.”
“I had a good team, Sir.”
“And they trusted you. This could have gone sideways.”
“It was all sideways, Sir. It worked. I didn’t want to lose the gate.”
“And I don’t want to lose you. Now report to your quarters and get warm.”



 






 
 
DUST.
Tom recalls the training video after 9/11. Dust as thick as water covered everything. People were left with permanent lung damage from the coating of concrete powder.
He clamps his hand over his nose and mouth, holding back as much dirt as possible and still allowing in oxygen. The compressed space has no place for all the particles to go.
Breathe. You must find clean air. Even if he could open his eyes, the stairwell had little light before the quake, now it has none. Why bother? No one to dig me out. Tom breathes through his nose. His arm throbs. The intense pain dulls.
Tom has no idea how long he was out, but the touch of a hand jerks him awake. The dust flakes have thinned.
“Tom.”
He knows the female voice.
“Darcy?”
“We’re not alone,” she warns.
Tom pushes himself up, his back to the wall. The pitch darkness means he’s on equal footing with the living. “Undead?”
“No.”
A new voice. Tom knows it belongs to one of the church fanatics. He has no idea how to proceed.
None of them speak.
After long minutes, Tom says, “You stay back.”
“I saved the girl.”
“He did drag me down the hole with him as the wall crashed,” Darcy says.
“No one’s going to dig us out.” Tom says it aloud. More for himself. It had to be admitted—accepted. They could die in this hole.
“What about the basement?”
“When the building fell in, the church’s main floor collapsed into the basement,” Tom says.
“Air?” Darcy asks.
“We might be lucky. Air can seep through the rubble.” If we got lucky. Better we get crushed than suffocate. I’d end it with a bullet before I asphyxiate. “But we lack water and food and no place to put the rubble if we could move some and dig our way up.”
“Why did you people do this to us?” Darcy demands.
“Not all of us. But there was safety, and no one sought to challenge the preacher. His house was safe if you believed. You’ve been out there. We were afraid.”
“Don’t fake it now. You drank the Kool-Aid, and you live with what you did.” Tom might strangle the man if he could see him. He might strangle him to conserve air. He fumbles his fingers around the cold metal being pressed into his hand.
“Dakota,” she whispers.
Tom pieces together the upstairs confrontation. Dakota burst in and gave his team guns. Poor Dakota and Dave. The last of the Ds. Five young people who allowed me to join them after I separated from Danziger. All five had D names. They turned to me, and under my leadership, they all died. Maybe I can do right by Darcy.
“I’m not faking.”
A light blinds them.
Tom’s pupils seal as the light illuminates the room.
“I’ve a light. We can find an escape.”
Tom points the gun at the man.
“Wait! You need me. You don’t think they’ll dig you out. They will a true believer.”
“They’re dead. And you’re sucking up my air.” Tom slides his index finger over the trigger.
“You said air would seep through the rubble.”
“It will, but three people will use it faster than it might refill. Put your fingers in your ears.”
Darcy complies.
Tom fires. The thundering echo deafens him as the man’s face caves in and blows out the back of his skull.
“Maybe we should have saved him. Kept him fresh in case we have to eat something,” Darcy says.
Tom knows she said something, but his eardrums throb. He places the gun on a step and rubs his right ear with the meat of his palm. The ringing remains.
Darcy snags the flashlight. She examines the rubble at the base of the stairs. The gaps between splintered lumber and smashed bricks would allow a small child to crawl in but not get far.
Tom taps her shoulder, holding out his hand for the light. He’d ask, but he’d bet it would have been as a shout. He shines the light at the rubble over the stairwell. It seems to be a solid brick wall laying over. It wasn’t until the center of the church it broke up and filled the basement.
No way to push it up. Tom hands her the flashlight. He works the gun slide and spots the shiny brass in the chamber. At least one round. Won’t let Darcy suffer. How long do we futilely wait for death? God, what if there is only one bullet? I dare not check. Better not to know. Better I end her. How long? Days? We’ll last days if the air holds out. When she can’t take the confinement anymore, I’ll do it. God, I hope I’ve a second bullet. 



 






 
 
MIKE KEEPS THE El Camino’s pace around fifteen miles an hour to preserve his limited gas. Even with a clear road ahead, he dares not risk performing a high-speed maneuver. An undead would tangle in the wheel well. Even on obscure roads, people abandoned cars. The impact would end their trip.
The sun heats the inside of the cab. He doesn’t test the air conditioning, but if it does work, considering the age of the car, will cost more fuel than the comfort it brings. He won’t roll down the windows. Up creates an illusion of safety.
“I’m warm,” Kelsey says.
He cracks his window an inch, but the slow speed doesn’t provide any cooler air.
Kelsey snorts. Her hoarse breathing means her lungs are bruised.
He glances over. Now the button up shirt gaps, and the side of her breast shows through teasingly. He shifts his eyes back to the road. She’s been naked most of the time he’s known her. When he rescued her, he nearly shot her naked, dirty like an undead. He cleaned her wounds and dressed her.
He reaches over without ceremony and closes the gap in her shirt.
“No fucking way!” Mike brakes. He rubs his eyes with both fists to clear his vision. Gripping the wheel tight, he presses on the gas. His brain recalls the exact voice of Tattoo. He tries his awful impression anyway. “Da plane! Da plane!” He doesn’t know Kelsey’s age but understands fast she’s too young to know the reference.
He points. “Do you see what I see?”
It hurts her to twist her body to gander out the windshield, but she does spot the white, single engine plane. “I’m in too much pain to believe what I see.”
“You said the county map had farms marked. Was there an airport?” Excited, he presses on the accelerator to match speeds with the plane. Mike transforms into a ten-year-old. “It’s a plane.”
“You can’t chase a plane. Head north. I want to go home.”
Mike sniggers with derision. “My God. You’ve a home to go to. I almost thought that would never happen again.”
“Forget about the plane,” she pleads.
“But it’s a major task to maintain an airplane and an airfield. It would take a well-equipped team. Maybe medical supplies.”
“You’ve nothing for trade. Even if they’re decent people, they may not share for free. I know I should be impressed about a plane, but it’s a noise maker. How long does airplane fuel last? Car gas must be reaching the limits of its shelf life,” Kelsey says.
“I poured this stuff through a sheet, kept out as much rust flakes as I could. It appeared decent. I don’t know if gas has a smell when it goes bad. This stuff smelled like gas.” Mike speeds up to keep the plane in his view. “Watch the road.”
“It’s not worth it. We’ll top a hill and hit a stalled car.”
“It’s an airplane.” Mike presses the accelerator, keeping the car parallel to the plane visible through the tree branches.
“It’s not important. Not if we crash,” she pleads.
“There has to be an airfield.”
“It can use a long stretch of clear highways,” Kelsey says, desperate for him to slow down.
“Most don’t have that much distance without an abandoned car.”
“All the more reason for you to slow down!” Kelsey raises her voice, but it lacks authority.
Mike weaves around a stalled pickup.
“Eyes on the road.” Kelsey pulls herself up in the seat to lean against the window. “I’ll watch the plane.”
“Team work.”
“Remember the scared dog in the back. You’ll destroy his trust, and he had so little of people.”
Mike moves the rearview. The dog’s nose points into the swift moving air flowing around the car.
“Please don’t chase the plane. It’s too great a risk with no gains. I promise my place has doctors and hot showers and walls to keep out all the biters.”
Mike backs off the gas. The road curves at a right angle away from the direction the airplane travels. “The risk could be worth it. They have to be well stocked to maintain a plane.”
“Or they’re desperate. Remember the group that saved you from the cannibal girl, then turned you out,” she says, still not ready to speak fully about her own assault.
“I was strangling her to death,” Mike reminds her.
“She was trying to eat you.”
“They didn’t know. It was the correct choice on their part. Still, they seemed like good people. Not many of those left,” Mike says.
“My people are good. And you’re bringing back a dog.” She smiles.
Mike says, “It sure works the imagination. It’s been ten months, and someone still pilots a plane.”
“It sets my radar off. And I’m going to listen to it from now on. I should’ve shot those men as they approached my team. I might be dead now if I had, but so would some of them. And I wouldn’t have to have been the one—”
“Don’t do that. Don’t second guess it.” Pain, as if cued, radiates from his own cuts.
She notices his wincing and asks, “You okay?”
“Wounds hurt. Do you know where we’re at on that county map?”
“About.”
“Mark it. Your people might care where we saw a plane.”
“I don’t know why, but Ethan might be able to use it.” Kelsey pokes a small hole in the map. “They have to land for fuel. How long does it take to fuel a plane?” she asks.
“I don’t know much about aircraft. Tanks maybe, but not planes. I’d say hours. If the airfield has fuel in the tanks.”
“Maybe they are attempting to reach a safe haven. You could fly across the country in a day.”
“Fort Wood fell. There are no places left that are safe.”
“My home.”
“You got an airport?”
“No.” She finds their location on the map. “There’s one in Vichy. I know we’re in this area, but I don’t know what road we’re on to get over there. And that’s if.” She scans the map. “It must be a big one to be marked. The airport near my hometown isn’t on this map.”
“As soon as we see a road sign, we move toward Vichy. If it’s not there, then we head to your compound. You think plane fuel works in a car?”
“Not at all. Be a great source of gas, but I think it’s special. It doesn’t freeze up where the air’s thinner.”
“You know more than me. But unless this guy knows about the local airfields, he’d use a map like this, so let’s find Vichy.”
Meaty chunks of flesh and a radial bone bounce across the windshield. A mucus red goop and a coagulated, black oil covers the glass. Already decelerating before the impact, Mike mashes on the brake. Like a squirrel, the undead staggers onto the road out of nowhere.
The wipers do nothing but smear, pasting bits of the once person to the glass.
Kelsey has the decency to only give him an “I told you so” glance.
Offbeat thumping on the hood.
The growls, whines, then a fit of snarled barking.
“There’s more,” Kelsey warns.
Mike scowls, flinging open the door to block anything close. He swings his M16 more instinctually with all his combat training. God, don’t let me piss myself in front of her. He pops an undead. He fires across the dog cage, ending three. The mutt drops to the crate floor, cowering in whimpers.
The muffled thunder fascinates two more from the ditch. Mike draws in a breath and exhales as he squeezes off two rounds.
Even if he wanted to case the plane, it’s gone now. This pause cost him his visual.
He unscrews the cap on a bottled water from the farm house. Pouring it on the windshield, he clears enough gunk to see. Before he clears a viewport, dozens of undead stagger from the tree line.
Mike slams the car door and adjusts his weapon. And twists the key. The engine sputters.
“BUZZ,” screams from the dash as all the warning symbols light up.



 






 
 
ALEC UNHOOKS THE clasp on his gun belt and places it on the inactive metal detector conveyor belt. “Sense any more quakes?”
“I never felt the big one.” The plump man laughs. His shirt buttons stretch to capacity to hold in his rolls of flesh in a uniform never intended for him.
“I did. Scary shit,” Alec says.
“It’s the aftershocks that will get you,” the second guard says. His tattered, light blue shirt marks him as a CO. “You’d never make it over here, Alec.” He loops an identification tag to the gun and hands a claim check to Alec.
“Working the fence gets stressful, Bob.” These fuckers always have a name like Bob.
“We’ve got plenty of ways to relieve stress around here. And it won’t cost you any of your hard-earned beer.” The fat one jostles.
“Liquor will be the first thing those fanatics get rid of.” Alec tests the man.
“Then who we fuck?” Bob laughs before lowering his voice. “You know, you could round up a few of their women, and we can re-educate some of them here. We do need more men on the cleanup crew. They won’t be so high and mighty scooping up cadavers.” He places a key in Alec’s hand. Before letting go, he adds, “A nice, perky-titted blonde. One who broke a rule. She was for a special night that got canceled. Hate to waste all the prep time on her. You always do me right.” He smiles. Alec thought he had a few more teeth the last time.
“I’ll see what I can do about getting you some fresh gash. I catch a few alone, and I’m sure it will lead to an infraction. Going to have to work a few over soon. Put them in their place. Before they shut you guys down,” Alec says.
“No way, man. My uncle’s on the city council and enjoys a few nights here,” the fat man says.
Alec knows how he got his job. Poor girls who he…maybe they get lucky and he can’t find his dick. He slips a brown paper bag into Bob’s palm. “I was desiring something particular.”
“This one’s my best. She’s fresh and a tight body. What more do you want?”
Alec palms the key. “I heard about…” He lowers his voice so only Bob hears. “Paola.”
Bob raises his eyebrows. “She’s a fighter.”
Alec smiles.
“Oh...I get it.” Bob peeks in the bag. “You can have her all night. We can’t give her snatch away.”
Alec steps away from the lifeless metal detectors.
“Do me a favor, try and not bruise her face. It seems to turn some people off. When we do have to use her.”
Alec touches the tip of his Stetson in a half-hearted salute.



Alec slides into a cell with four beds. Three women sit up. They don’t bother with modesty. Even in the dim light, Alec detects the fading bruises on their skin.
“Paola.”
Three women point at the short-haired, dirty-blonde refusing to rise. None of them hide their faces and the relief they have it will not be one of them tonight.
Part of Alec wonders how this works. How three women remain in a room while the fourth is assaulted. They could fight back. Take the guy out while he… he can’t have any of them believing he’s here for anything other than a fuck. They’d snitch him out for any reprieve.
“I want Paola.”
This cues the other women, and they roll over, facing the wall.
The pit of his stomach burns. Suspecting what occurred in here isn’t the same as knowing.
He laces his fingers in her hair and jerks her to her feet.
Alec drags her down the hall. Instead of pulling her into an interrogation room, he uses the key to open the fire escape. Jerking her inside, he pins her to the wall with his forearm to the throat.
She struggles out of instinct.
He gives her his best calm, non-threatening voice as his arm cuts off her air. “I know you don’t trust me. You’ve no reason to, and I’m sure every guard to pull you out of bed in the middle of the night uses you. I’m here to free you.” He releases the pressure on her neck.
“Fuck you.”
“I’ve killed. But I don’t force myself on women.”
She belts him in the side.
The impact stings. Instinct balls his own fist. “I’m going to leave you in the stairwell.”
“This some game? Fuck you.”
“No game. No rules. If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t need the ‘shot while attempting to escape’ excuse. I’d blow your brains out, and let that fat fuck downstairs squeegee you up.”
She laughs. “That fucker. I’m not sure it’s assault if he only got a thimble to push inside you. Fuck, I was more scared he’d roll wrong and crush me.”
Alec laughs.
She lifts a knee. He bats it away before she drives it into his crotch.
“Easy, girl. I’m trying to get out of the city, and I need you to buy my passage. Your sister needs you and won’t leave Springfield without you.” Convince her with the truth.
“You can’t leave the city anymore?”
“Leave, yes, but where do I go? These people have a safe place. I want out. And I know you do. This is not what I signed on for.”
“I can’t trust you,” Paola says.
“Other than not raping you, I don’t know what do. Go down the stairs and exit. I have to go out the front door, or it’ll raise the alarm.”
Paola stares at him—no trust in her eyes.
“I could leave you here. You go on down the stairs. I don’t know about guards. Don’t kill anyone. Get across the street and move behind the building, head a block east. I’ll meet you and take you to your sister.”
Alec fondles the second key in his hand. She’s fresh, echoes in his ears. He reaches for the door handle. “There was another girl I had a room key for. They offered her first before I paid extra to get you.”
“I cost extra? I thought after the last guy whose ear I bit through I would be free.”
“It’s risky, but I’ll bring her, too. You wait here. Don’t screw me.”
“I guess if you were going to rape me, you’d do it. I’ve no trust for you. But it’s been a dull evening. If she’s new, they keep a few VIP suites. Private.”



Alec checks the cell door numbers with the one on the key, seeking a match. He slips the key in the lock.
Tied with a leather belt to the end of a four-poster bed is a young girl in a see-through teddy. She’s clean, washed and done up in makeup. He’s unable to avoid checking out her breasts after Bob’s remark.
“You want to get out of here?” Alec asks.
“And become some in-house whore servicing you instead of a slut here?”
“You get a lot of offers?”
“Fuck you, cowboy.”
He uncinches the belt. “I’m here for another girl. We’re leaving the city.”
“And if I blow you, you’ll bring me along.”
“If you shut the fuck up, I’ll bring you. Do you have shoes?”
She points her toes at a pair of six-inch heels in the corner.
“You’re better off barefoot.”



Finding Paola in the stairwell surprises him.
“You increased your trust factor by one percent, cowboy,” Paola says.
“What does that put me up to?” Alec realizes Paola has no shoes either.
“One percent.”
“One block east and wait. I’ll have to find you girls some shoes before we meet up with your sister.”
“And maybe some clothes for us,” Paola adds.
“It’s freezing,” chatters the girl in the teddy.
“Do you have a name?” Paola asks
“Sonya.”
“How did you end up here?” Alec asks.
“I was a freshman at MSU,” she says.
“I think he meant in jail,” Paola clarifies.
Sonya shakes her head. “Some pot-bellied politician asked me to work in his office. I said I thought I could be more effective helping people on the streets, and the next day, I was arrested.”



“Are you sure he’s bringing my sister?” Harley asks.
“I hope Paola plays along.” Karen checks her shotgun. It’s been months, and she has yet to get used to how dark night is without the constant glow of city lights.
“A few months ago, when I did a wellness check on the inmates, we agreed that would be how we knew I found a way to get her out. Plus, sister was safer. The fanatics don’t care for gays.”
“You did a wellness check on the inmates in the prison?” Kalvin says.
“They needed blood work and STD checks. But that was months ago. They haven’t let anyone into the prison. Only the jail. And they only have me check certain girls they bring to me.”
“And no one has asked about the inmates?” Karen asks.
“Too much going on for people to care about the inmates. Most have forgotten they exist. I only push for the welfare of those in jail to visit my sister. And then not too often.”
“Karen, I’m sleepy.” Grace hugs her teddy bear.
“I know, sweetheart, but we’re leaving soon. We need to head to my home where you’ll be safe.”
“And no more shaking?”
“I hope not.”
“When we sleep on the ground, it shakes all night.”
“I haven’t noticed,” Kalvin says.
“You’ve had rough nights sleeping on the ground since we got here,” Karen says.
“Some people are more sensitive than others to the ground shifts. Babies have the worst of it,” Harley says.
Karen hugs the little redhead girl. “I know this much—my home has a real bed and no biters have ever been inside the walls.”
“What about bad men?”
“Ethan protects us from them.” Karen hugs her tighter. “He keeps the monsters out.”
“Teddy keeps the monsters away.”
“Cute,” Harley says.
“Not so much.” Frank adds, “The little girl’s packing.”
“You let a five-year-old carry a gun?” Aghast, Harley slides behind Frank.
“It’s her gun,” Karen says.
“How is your place safer than here if you allow in children with guns?” Harley demands.
“People at our home must be certified to carry a gun,” Kalvin says.
“The only person to assault a woman at home was punished.”
“They punish rapists, and they get out and rape again,” Harley says.
“Not without a dick,” Karen says.
Harley loses any motivation to argue.
“I know you’re worried about Paola. Alec’s retrieving her.”
“What if he doesn’t?”
“Then I’ll go get her. Frank will escort you out of here, and we’ll catch up in Joplin. Now’s the time to move. The biters have been drawn southeast.”
“I was thinking about that. What about those from KC?”
“We should miss them in the direction we travel.” Karen won’t give away her destination. I’m sure there’ll be stragglers, but by the time we head north and turn, we should be behind them. It’s Ethan who I worry about.



 






 
 
SANCHEZ SHIVERS, EVEN under two wool quilts and between the two shirtless men on either side of her in the tuck. They were decent enough to flip the heat on full high. She doesn’t blame them for stripping off their tees in the makeshift sauna, her wet uniform drying on the bed. Somehow, the trip was not the way any porn director would have fantasized it.
They reach the farm house. Ethan’s first fenced-in home. Once secure, it allowed the original Acheron residents to build a community. With her bedroom in the same house as their leader, she knows rumors abound. Rumors, to her dismay, with no grain of truth to them. Ethan’s presence excited her, but he never would indulge with those living behind the fence. Whatever woman broke his heart must have been a goddess.
“You going to be okay, Amie...Private Sanchez?” asks the driver.
She doesn’t recall his name. He smells of manly sweat and gunpowder. Better since you brought Combeth home with me. Hell, you two boys are willing. Must be the adrenaline to fuel my urges. Combeth would be discrete, and you two would turn me into the camp tart everyone already thinks I am with Ethan. Better to make coffee and soak in a steamy tub.
“Thanks for the ride.” She slides out of the seat.
Combeth leaps from the back of the truck bed. “I’ll have to give you guys five stars on Uber.”
“Funny, Private.” The shirtless guy holds the passenger door open for Sanchez.
Combeth almost jumps the guy for his slurring of her rank, but considering the day, he says, “Thanks for the ride.” He takes Sanchez’s clothes, neatly folded, from the truck bed. “This baby’s going to need a scrubbing.” He tilts the stack of clothes, displaying her undergarments like a trophy, and nods at the man.
The truck backs from the driveway.
“I need a scrub,” Sanchez says.
“Your offer still stand?” Combeth asks.
“As long as we start in the shower. I taste nothing but gunpowder, even after my swim.”
“Anyplace you want.” Combeth reaches out and honks Amie’s breast through the blanket.
“We’ll have to work on your technique.” She reaches her hand and touches his face. “You have to work your way down—and slow.” She leans in, closes her eyes, parting her lips for a kiss—
Dartagnan’s screams shatter her moment.
In the second before her legs propel her to the porch, her brown eyes flutter the “can’t we catch a break” glare.
Combeth drops her clothes, unslinging his rifle. He checks the magazine on the run.
Sanchez reaches the door, blankets trailing behind her.
A dirty man repeatedly slams Emily’s skull into the floor.
Dartagnan, fetal, screams, his model creation shattered on the floor.
Combeth tosses her the rifle. She catches the weapon, unbothered by losing the towel. Her finger secures the trigger as she takes aim. Before the man slams Emily’s bloody mass of a head against the wood again, Sanchez sends a bullet through his throat.
Little blood flows from the hole as he chokes on his own fluids.
Combeth unsheathes his knife.
“Let him suffer.”
“Not a good way to go.” Combeth accepts his rifle.
Sanchez kneels to check Emily’s pulse. “Get a medical team.”



Combeth closes the toilet lid to place his towel.
Sanchez adjusts the water temp in the shower. “I hope you don’t mind scalding.”
Steam fogs the mirror.
“Do women take showers any other way?”
Her eyes flicker as if she were peering over the top of invisible glasses, coming off playful instead of annoyed. “What are you doing over there?”
“I thought I’d watch you lather up.”
“Your smile is missing the pedo-stash.”
He rubs the emerging whiskers on his chin.
“I need to fuck, not give you a show.” She slides her arm under the pulsating streams of water.
“I’ve got some ones.”
“Funny.” She steps under the water. “So you like to watch.”
“I’ve seen those things bounce inside your uniform forever. Now I yearn for you to soap them.”
Amie’s nipples harden as she works the lathering bar into her palms. “I’ve never done this for any man.”
“A woman?”
“No.” She extends her middle finger. “No interest in it. I like a stiff cock.” She brushes the soap over her coffee-colored areolas. She twists so the water doesn’t wash away the foam.
“You’re going to get one if you keep rubbing yourself like that.”
“I noticed. Impressive for a white boy.”
“I’ll give you impressive.” She allows his firm grip on her hips to turn her to face the wall. He slaps her ass, which releases a playful whine. Combeth presses against her, shoving himself inside her. Sanchez yelps, not ready for the pressure.
“Slow down, cowboy! I need you to last.”
“If I don’t, I promise I’ll be ready to do it again—quick.”
“Don’t pop off inside me.”



Amie lounges on the bed, not bothering to cover herself. Any hint of hypothermia was worked out during her 5K with Combeth. All Acheron citizens have changed clothes in the sally port. She exposed herself in the middle of the road to prove she was not bitten. Combeth and her have changed clothes in front of each other a dozen times. But in the sally port, they’re professional.
She’s never noticed much ogling after the first time. A casual glance is to be expected. It’s normal, but no perverted eyeballs. Nudity quickly became no issue among the survivors. A year ago, the whole country shut down over which bathroom people used. In the military, on a hike, you popped a squat. Now, seeing a naked person has no bearing on life issues.
Combeth sits on the edge of the bed. “I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did.”
“It was what I needed.” She draws her big toe down the bumps of his spine.
“Needed? Does that make me your piece of ass?” he asks.
“I needed to be with someone who comprehends what I went through. No one else will ever appreciate today, other than someone who was there.”
“I didn’t think screwing you would bring up emotions. You don’t…it’s not that…I don’t need to cuddle, but…I think we should be causal. I don’t want a girlfriend.”
“You wish to play the field?” She teases, not mentioning how he behaves more like she did after the first few guys she slept with. “I’m flattered you find me attractive. It doesn’t matter if you don’t want to date. I wouldn’t mind us fooling around for a while.”
“Until you get a better offer. Or until Ethan gets back?” Combeth says.
That was a punch in the tit. “Maybe we should have this conversation tomorrow. After today, we don’t have clear heads,” she says.
“Not to be emotional. When we’re outside the fence, love makes a person weak.”
Amie’s sure her mouth hangs open. I didn’t want to marry. But maybe have sex on a regular basis.
She rubs her big toe against the side of his calf. “You satisfied me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Would there be any doubts?” Macho bravado consumes his smile. “I’ve desired to fuck you.” His admission melts into insecurity. “That day at Orscheln’s. And you were bleeding.” He touches her leg scar. “I thought you were bit. I thought, ‘please, God, don’t force me. I can’t shoot her.’ I can’t shoot you, Amie.”
“I don’t need you to shoot me.”
“See, that’s it. We must be able to. If we’re outside the fence, you must be ready to shoot. No hesitation. You cause me to hesitate,” he says.
“That might be one of the sweetest things a man has ever said to me,” she says.
“But it will get us killed.”
“We lived through tens of thousands of undead and a few humans who got over the fence. They would have killed Emily. Hell, I swam the river to escape a herd. And I thought I do a damn good job in the sack.”
“I didn’t want to get off you, but I can’t shoot you. I mean, isn’t that what we’ve become? Teammates, friends, lovers—executioners.”
God. Ethan’s reason for never committing, because he worked outside the fence. Does he feel this same way? Is this why he refused to take a lover? Say something. I mean, I care about Ethan. But I did desire a pounding. Living through all that, I needed it. No wonder Ethan said no pregnancies. Wow! I never thought… “Feelings aren’t an issue. I’ve no problem popping you.”
“Today. But what if we keep fucking? Will you always be able to? If we live together?”
“If we live together, we won’t be allowed on the same outside work teams. Hell, I might be put on the high road for allowing the undead inside.”
“Now you’re moving too fast. I’m not ready to live with a girl. I was just saying—”
“Wow. You know I should be mad, but I can’t. The rules of relationships are nothing and never will be again like before.”
“It’s a weird conversation for me, too.” He slides his hand toward the inside of her upper thigh.



 






 
 
EMILY’S EYELIDS TEAR through the gathering sleep boogers crusting in the corners.
“God,” Emily muffles around the tube crammed down her throat. Even though she knows, she jerks her left hand anyway to find the cold metal of the securing handcuff. Camp policy. Anyone in the hospital must be cuffed. Keeps the dead from getting far. At least I know I’m not dead.
The hospital ward was once a classroom at the elementary school Ethan commandeered as a community living space. They eat, store weapons, have comradery and live until housing’s available for people in this building. A second home and her job—operating the library. A newfound career she never thought possible. Without cable television, books have returned as a staple entertainment.
She shifts her body to face away from the window. Pain radiates from her toes to her brain, where her vision swims. Emily grabs at her head where a dagger must be sticking to cause such pain. The plaster arm cast prevents her follow-through.
She closes her eyes. The throbbing decreases. How bad was I? They didn’t shoot me. Amie could have. Ended our competition for Ethan. No one would have known. How is Dar? Those screams. Poor kid. No way an apology will fix the damage.
Spikes of pain dig into her brain.
The left side of her head tingles.
She tugs and twists her left arm to reach the nurse call button. It shouldn’t take them long to respond. Most days the medical staff has nothing to do. If invasion of undead went poorly, they still won’t have many patients. A bite means death. Other wounds are still possible.
An EMT peeks his head through the door. Emily wonders were Kayla went. As head nurse, she always works days. The painful sunlight illuminated the room when she first opened her eyes.
“You’re awake. Doc Baker said it could be days.” Victor tugs at the tape securing the plastic in her mouth. “This part will suck. It’s a long tube.”
The ruined taste of plastic remains after the tube leaves her esophagus. I’ll never use a straw again.
“Where is Kayla?”
“I should wait for the doctor.”
“To tell me where a nurse is?”
“I don’t have much of a bedside manner. Fix them and fly them was what I did. You nearly had to have a decompressive craniectomy,” Victor says. “You got lucky they were able to perform a ventriculostomy.”
“I need to touch my head,” Emily demands.
“They were able to cut a small hole in your skull and insert a drain tube.” Victor unlocks the metal bracelet. “When I let you go, don’t tug at the tube. Doc Baker will have to remove it once he’s determined enough cerebrospinal fluid has drained and you have no more pressure on your brain.”
“A traumatic brain injury and I wouldn’t have turned if I died.”
“Possibly. It’s why we find dead bodies sealed in cars with no apparent cause of death. People hit the windshield. Damaged the brain.”
“It was a risk to try and save me.”
“Sanchez insisted.” Taking her hand gently, he guides it to the bandages around her head. “I don’t know how important your hair was to you, but they shaved part of it off in order to perform the procedure.” He releases her hand. “You’ll look like Natalie Dormer in that one dystopia hunting movie.”
“I should freak out. But part of me’s thankful no one capped me.”
“Sanchez said we should do all we could, first. You might be the only person to calm Dartagnan down since Ethan is weeks from returning.”
“I...I’m grateful.” She presses on her head, and the throbbing increases.
“We’re quick to end those who will turn. We have to be.”
“Am I going to be okay?” Emily asks.
“You’re a teenage girl. Is there a cure for that?”
“If I wanted abuse about my age, I’d ask for Ethan. Is he up?”
“I’m going to get Doc Baker. He can explain. You were out a long time.” He won’t speculate on what her memory loss means and just says, “Ethan’s fine, he’s out seeking more survivors.”
“What does Dr. Baker have to explain that you can’t?” Emily asks.
“It’s more he has a degree and why insurance bills you so much.”
“There’s no more insurance or bills.”
“I don’t know, I’m pretty sure the student loan people are more relentless than the undead.”
“You have student loans?”
“A few. I’ll get the doc. I uncuffed you. Don’t die on me.”
“I won’t.” I should have asked for a mirror. The undercut look was coming into fashion when the world ended.
“You shouldn’t mess with the bandages yet.” Dr. Baker picks up Emily’s chart as he approaches the bed. “And you should remain handcuffed. You suffered a severe head trauma. It might leave you with memory loss. What do you recall before waking up?”
Emily’s eyes roll up, exposing the white as she searches her memory. What’s the last thing I remember?
Dar’s screams.
“Where’s Dartagnan?”
“I have sedated him. He’s physically unharmed, but between you being hurt in the attack and his model project being destroyed, he has yet to fully calm down.”
“Destroyed? It was a few trees. I made Victor apologize.”
Dr. Baker releases a long breath. “There’s no easy way to speak to you, Emily. I’ll have Ulyana come in and spend some time with you.”
“Why do I need a psychiatrist?” Emily’s head throbs from raising her voice.
“There was an earthquake. It caused the undead to migrate south, and we stood in their way. The wall’s held. During the conflict, some outsiders scaled the fence. They attacked the farm house. You killed two of them before the third beat your head against the floor. Private Sanchez shot him.”
“No.” I don’t remember. She fishes out an eye booger along with a tear.
“Victor, why don’t you get Ulyana,” Dr. Baker says.
The EMT nods.
“Where’s Dartagnan?”
“I sedated him. The invaders destroyed his work. They hurt you. You killed two of them.”
“You said that.”
“Your short-term memory seems to be working. You may have lost pieces of the last few weeks,” Dr. Baker says. “You may never get them back.”
Emily stares at the doctor. “My head hurts.”
“It will. You have swelling. I’ve never seen anyone wake up this fast.”
“And Nurse Kayla?”
“The rescued man, Levin, murdered her as he escaped. He was a serial killer known as The Blonde Teen Slasher.”
“Oh, God. I brought him books.”
“He’s dead. Kayla’s dead. Don’t dwell on what could have happened. You must focus on healing.”



Emily slides each foot on the floor. The grippy socks the nurse put on her keep her from tumbling. She wonders how many pairs they have in storage. She doubts Ethan gathered them over bandages. Maybe a scavenging group looted everything from a clinic.
She eases toward a mirror mounted to the wall. She doesn’t touch the wrap around her skull. Half of her face remains covered in bandages. The bloom of blood seeping through informs her it’s still fresh. All too real. Not sure if she has lost the taste for blood or if she’s used to it. She had no idea how much pain teeth induce.
The man was so dirty. And rancid breath. God, I thought he was a biter. After the biting, he tore at my pants to rape me. How sick have I become? I’d rather be raped over being bit. I’ll recover from an assault. His bite won’t turn me. I’d have done anything to keep from being bit.
God, I hate Ethan. Why didn’t he take me? I told him I needed... I wanted to give myself, before I was taken. She peels at the bandage exposing a section of her face wound. Now what man would desire me? Teeth marks ring the crater that was her cheek.
Without the convenience of a plastic surgeon, I’ll have a permanent face scar. I was never a runway model, but I had a cute little girl face.
Maybe that’s why Ethan wouldn’t touch me.
Emily peels back more of the bandage. The bite doesn’t go through her cheek, but she’s missing a massive chunk of skin. No plastic surgeon will be able to fix me. I was never beautiful, but now I’ll never get Ethan to desire me. Maybe in the dark. No boy will ever want me. She tosses the bloody gauze in the trash.
She crawls back into bed, spooning her blanket in the fetal position. Tears form in the corner of her left eye.
No.
NO. I won’t cry anymore. I’m done crying. There’s no place for it anymore. And in this world, no one cares. She sits up. If I was a better shot, I’d get a job guarding a scavenging patrol. No, I’m done being a little girl. No more crying.
Victor comes in. “You’re going to get your wound infected.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll always have a scar.”
“Not forever. When the world goes back to the way it was, you’ll find a doctor to restore your face,” he says.
“I didn’t know anyone still alive believed such shit. The world’s never going to be the way it was. Never again will anyone be able to grow old and die.”
“Rumor has it Ethan traveled to Memphis because Major Ellsberg’s brother had a cure.”
Don’t cry, Emily snaps at herself. “We can’t hold onto such a pipe dream. This is our life now. We’ll forever beware the undead and be afraid of the living.”



 






 
 
IF LINDSEY WERE to bet, she’d win money. Her back wound opens when she lands in the brush. Leaping from the road to hide from the approaching vehicle wasn’t her brightest move. The tall grass stalks hide her, but not her trail. She mashed them down along the way, allowing a trail any blind man could follow. The spasms contort her into flops like a fish landing on the bank. Each wrong twist of her body resonates pain, thwarting her movement.
The next jarring motion doesn’t originate from her body but from the ground.
Aftershock…
Before her thought finishes, a tree crashes across the road and against her abdomen.
Tires screech.
The crack of branches and the fluff of leaves slapping against the blacktop echo.
Car doors open.
Pressure pushes on her spine from the weight of the tree trunk. Lindsey bites her forearm. Dangerous. Someone might think I’m bitten. Her own teeth marks her arm to prevent a scream. Let them pass.
The whine of a baby reaches her ears.
They’re heading toward Bowlin’s people. God, they have a baby. I must stop them. She pushes against the tree trunk as leverage to scoot out from underneath, ignoring the pain demanding she cease.
Before she does, her body betrays her and convulses again. She howls.
The spasm ceases. No pain, as if nothing was ever wrong with her. Lindsey remains still, listening to the voices.
“No way it was a planned ambush. The quake brought down the trees,” an older man’s voice reasons.
“And some poor soul was waiting in the woods at the same moment.”
She would bet that was some arrogant older teen, young and headstrong—knows everything.
Lindsey hedges her bet or she’ll become an undead forever trapped under a fallen tree. She calls out, “I hid from your approaching car and now a tree fell on me!”
Nothing.
Stupid.
Chad waves a shotgun in her face. “Where’re your friends?”
“I’m alone,” Lindsey says. I was close. Still a kid, even close to twenty.
“Where’re your weapons?” Chad demands.
“I don’t know where my shotgun landed when I dove down here. I’ve got a pistol. I’m alone.” How much do I say? I must get them to trust me and not go north. And dig me out. “I escaped from a camp north of here.” She stretches out her arms.
“Escaped?”
“Terrible men. They forced weaker survivors to work in their camp.” Mostly true.
“If you move toward a weapon, I’ll shoot you.”
Chad leaves her view. Move where? Dumb kid. Lindsey listens.
Even muffled in the truck cab, the baby’s wails reach her.
“She seems alone, hurt and trapped. Warns of a slave camp ahead.”
“Do we help her?” the older man asks.
Yes. Be decent people. I heard a baby. People with a baby must be decent.
“She’s trapped under the tree. Stay here. Alert.”
Check the trees, kid. Make sure I’m truthful. Establish trust and then don’t go north.
When he returns, he’s sporting her shotgun. “I can’t find anyone else. Reach for your other gun and use two fingers like in the movies.”
Without orders, Lindsey moves slow. She draws the gun and tosses it out of reach.
Chad scoops up the gun. “You got any more?” He notes the empty clip.
“A knife.”
“Keep it. I won’t leave you defenseless, but if I don’t trust you, I’ll fire.” Chad eases closer. “I should fire anyway. You’re as dirty as a biter and smell worse.”
“Fuck you.” Lindsey needs assistance, but not abuse.
“They don’t speak, so you’re human.” He disappears from her view again.
Listening, she hears him explain to his others, “Someone did a number on her. I don’t know how she’s moving.”
The old man asks, “Do you want to assist her?
“She’s alone, best I can tell. We’d have to winch the tree off her. If we mess up the truck, we’ll have to march miles with a crying baby.”
Lindsey screams, “You don’t want to go north this way!”
The old man hovers over her. “You got a name, lady?”
“Lindsey. Whatever you do, don’t go north this way. Bad, bad people. I barely escaped.”
Tracking time seems impossible. If they had left, she’d have heard the truck, but she hasn’t heard them speak in minutes.
“I’m Walter, and this young man’s Chad.”
Chad fishes the winch cable around the tree truck.
“How did you escape?” Walter asks.
“I was a FEMA agent. We have emergency supplies stationed at a farm for Midwest disaster relief. My team dwindled since the dead raised, and the last few of us were killed by rednecks. I traded our stash of supplies to be released.”
“I don’t think I could have made that up,” Walter says.
Chad secures the hook. “I don’t know if this’ll work. I may crush you when I pull the tree, but I think if I move it a hair, you’ll have enough space for Grandpa to drag you out. “
“You ever do anything like this before?”
“Nope. Some kind of crane to lift it up would be best, but we do with what we have,” Chad says.
“We crush you or we get you free. Not much else,” Walter says.
“Promise you won’t let me become one of those things.”
“We won’t,” Chad and Walter answer together.



Chad folds his roadmap and slips it back into the clear plastic travel sleeve. “We’re on Highway 72. We drag this tree more and drive around and take this FF road to Highway 68.”
“You said 19. Ethan said to Cuba.”
“Last Ethan knew, Rolla was devoid of people and undead,” Chad says. “I broke his rules. We stayed on the road and in a truck way too long. But with the quake drawing the undead southeast, I thought it was worth the risk to get the baby to Acheron quicker.” He draws his finger along a highway. “We go across country. Go here, to Meramec Springs Fish Hatchery. I like the direction and the idea of catching fish.”
“You ever been to a hatchery, son?”
“Not really,” Chad says.
“Someone has to feed those fish, or they die,” Walter says.
“I’d be more concerned people who have moved in will protect the food source,” Lindsey says.
“It’s the best direction. We’ll scout the hatchery. If there are too many living, we go around and we’re back on path. Loop down here and we’re back on 19. Ethan will find us at that point.”
“He’s got an army between him and us. More undead than anyone’s ever seen.”
“He received a beating from twelve men and killed them all. You’ve no idea what he has done. No undead horde stands a chance against him.”
Walter doesn’t argue with the childish enamoring.
“We’re low on gas. Any chance we’ll cross by a QT?” Noah asks as he pours the last contents of a red gas can into the tank.
“It’s a country road. Have to be some cars with the fuel not all stale or burnt up,” Chad says.
Lindsey leans against the rear truck tire. “What kind of outfit are you guys?” She sips from a plastic water bottle.
“Survivors helping each other.” Chad lifts his snow shield from the truck bed and takes point, inspecting the area beyond the trees.
“With a baby, that’s brave.”
“My granddaughter is who this young man is mandated to protect.”
“He seems all heart,” Lindsey says.
“He is,” Walter says. “Noah gave you the water. The baby-daddy’s in the truck. You’ll forgive him. He’s been in shock, but he’s finally holding his daughter.”
“And the little girl’s name?”
“Sandra was her mother. She died giving birth. Haven’t settled on a name.”
Lindsey sips from the bottle, fighting the urge to gulp it all down. “I’m glad I talked you out of this road. Those people—”
“Where were you heading?”
“Thought about south until I found the highway going straight to Springfield,” she says.
“I hear it was untouched,” Walter says.
“Then why head north with Captain America over there?” Lindsey asks.
Chad waves Noah over. He stands guard while Noah loops the wench around the tree.
“Chad’s home’s safe.”
“Where is it?”
“North. It’s all I know and all I need to. If there are more people out there like those who hurt you, then I don’t want to risk my granddaughter’s life. I ask that if you wish to travel with us, you promise to protect her.”
“It will be my mission.”
Walter offers his hand to help Lindsey to her feet.
Under where she sat, a puddle of blood rests on the blacktop.
“You’re hurt.” Walter knows blood will draw undead.
“No. Time to change my pad.”
Then, as nonchalantly as any old married man could be, “The only privacy you’ll get is behind the truck bed, and I’ll turn my back.”
“Chivalry isn’t lost on you.” Lindsey fishes through her pack for the pads. Glad Walter didn’t ask any follow up questions. Likely he figures I’m ragging. Someone his age would call it that. Lindsey hobbles behind the truck.
Noah activates the winch as the cable reels in the tree branches, clearing a section of the road wide enough for the truck to traverse.
“Breaktime’s over.” Chad puts his shield in the bed of the extended cab. “We’re ready to travel.”
“What about her?” Walter asks.
Chad glances to the woman adjusting herself behind the truck. “Ethan would bring her along, with…” He marches to her. “You’re welcome to accompany us, but the first time you put my group in danger,” Chad says, “I put a bullet in you. No second chances.”
She raises her arm, offering a handshake. “I accept. And I promise my life for that baby.”
Chad grips it as tight as he would any male and pumps. He keeps his grasp, and helps Lindsey into the truck bed, ignoring the blood-soaked feminine pad peeking out from under the truck. “I’ll keep your gun for a while. You’ve your knife for defense.” He considers what Ethan would say. “This way, we build some trust.”
“As long as if we run into…biters, I get it back.”
“If there are enough undead I can’t handle them myself. We’ll see how well you shoot.”
“You know, your shield is a great idea. Armor should make a fashionable and functional comeback,” she says.
“Leather’s the way to go. And so far, the approaching summer has not had many hot temperatures, so it won’t overheat the body. You don’t know how to tan leather, do you?” Chad asks.
“I was a FEMA agent. And no, that was never a training course.”
“We eat a lot of beef and waste the cow hides.”
“Tanner might be a career choice of the future, but I’m not qualified,” Lindsey says.
Chad pats the side of the truck. “What about trains?”



 






 
 
WANIKIYA SHAKES THE metal dog bowl, jostling the dry food.
“Still won’t come out?” Simon asks.
“No. I would venture a guess the dog still detects the aftershocks, even if we cannot.” He places the bowl outside the door to his kitchen in the community center.
“Right after the first reports were…well, believable, I noticed all our four-legged friends disappeared. Poof. Undead. No more dogs.”
“I was trapped in my office, and when I did escape, noticing pets was not a concern.”
“I don’t see you as a desk jockey,” Simon remarks.
“I was attending to student meetings where I taught at university,” Wanikiya says.
“None of those kids made it.”
“We must attend to Private Sanchez now that she’s in no danger of hypothermia. And we must get teams to reload the spent shells. We’ll become defenseless without ammo reserves,” Wanikiya says.
“I have Nick preparing the brass. It’s not the issue.”
Wanikiya finishes Simon’s thought, “We don’t have the gunpowder to restore our numbers.”
“Affirmative.”
“It’s the one item on everyone’s scavenging list. Are they in the library?”
“All but Emily.”



Wanikiya address the three people in the library. “This meeting will play on many ‘what ifs’ and assumptions. First, I want Acheron run by a committee. It’s Ethan’s plan…”
“You believe he isn’t coming back,” Dr. Baker says.
“If anyone can brave all the undead attracted to the Boot Heel, it’s Ethan. But I don’t expect him to return soon. And a command structure must be in place if something happens to me.”
“We should have a command structure,” Major Ellsberg says.
“We’re not the military,” Dr. Baker says.
“Emily was to be a part of this council. And will be if she recovers. A military rep. Medical and others as the community grows,” Wanikiya says.
“Odd numbers, so no deadlocks on decisions,” Dr. Baker says.
Simon interjects, “Make it a farmer. One of the more common people.”
“Emily is as common as they come.”
“She’s up. I’ve never heard of anyone recovering so quick from that kind of head trauma,” Dr. Baker says. “She needs rest, and I worry if she relapses, she won’t recover.”
“She represents the younger age group, as many survivors are younger.”
“Bring Jada in. She’s respected.”
“I’ll speak with her,” Wanikiya says. “For now, Major, you and Dr. Baker will function equally in the command structure if something happens to me.”
“Ethan’s still our leader,” Major Ellsberg says.
“Until he turns his command over to the council,” Wanikiya says.
“I’m worried. Even if Ethan has yet to reach Memphis, he’s in the general area, and all the undead are heading in his direction. We must explore the option he won’t return,” Dr. Baker says.
“We give him time. We say nothing other than he will return. Some people will panic without him. We deal with current issues. Dartagnan says we need six hundred thirty-seven people to build to the railroad tracks.”
“Four hundred more people?”
“His calculations involve maintaining other camp operations. We’ll need more people to raise more food to feed more people. And that will require a dictator or a ruling council,” Wanikiya says.
The group glances at each other in turn.
“The only resident capable of ruling with an iron fist and not sparking a revolution has always planned to turn Acheron over to a small group of equal leaders,” Major Ellsberg says.
“We can’t put four hundred people in the gym, and growth plans don’t include many houses.”
“If we get that many all at once, we’ll have to shift to some of the homes.”
“What are we going to do for transportation? That’s a twenty-mile stretch of fence, and gas is staling. How do people get work? They can’t hike that far.”
“More horses. They’re out there. Back to our priority.” Wanikiya glances at Simon. “Chief.”
“Our recent defense cut our ammo reserves to nothing. We suffered no casualties at the teeth of the vectors. If we get hit again, we’ll have to use knives, and then there’s the chance of a fence breach. We must use what ammo is left to protect the cleanup crew burying the undead. It will take days, with Nick’s assistance, to have any reloads.”
“I’ll give you as many people as you request,” Wanikiya says.
“It’s not the number, it’s the equipment. We collected all the brass. All of it. I have enough supplies to reload a fourth of what was spent, which should give us enough rounds to forage for more. But this will wipe out our reserve of quality gunpowder.”
“That must stay among this group,” Dr. Baker says. “It will cause panic. It makes me panic.”
“What does it mean for our scavenging?” Wanikiya asks.
Dr. Baker interrupts, “What if another wave hits?”
Major Ellsberg uses his full commander voice. “They’ll head south and get caught up in the Missouri River. I don’t believe we’ll see another mass herd. Even once they tire of chasing the earthquake noise, we thinned them out enough we can pick off any interested in the gates.”
“We make guns and ammo a priority. It’s Missouri. It’s a prideful hunting state. There must be guns. Farm houses have to be full of them,” Simon adds.
“Those people also ran off for the hills—with their guns,” Dr. Baker says.
“As many homes as we’ve checked, I confirm your assessment,” Major Ellsberg says.
“It still won’t hurt to search. We know the biters are attracted south. Ethan had teams avoid the bigger towns. Now we’ve a window to scout cities.”
“Mexico,” Simon says.
“A little farther south than I wanted to go.” Wanikiya chews the end of his nail on his right middle finger, a nervous habit he quit in his teens.
“Mexico, Missouri. And the train tracks run through it. Might be the engines and cars we need are there,” Major Ellsberg says. “We send trucks.”
“The noise brings the undead. Sanchez’s first mission failed,” Simon reminds the group.
“Food and ammo. This will demand our timetable in preparing for winter.”
“It’s the end of May.”
“June and we’re not warming up. If you’d have asked me even a week ago, I’d say planning for the winter was crazy. How do we make long-term plans in this world? But now I think this place will survive.”
“Too bad we don’t know how many undead are in the area. It would be nice to have a count.”
“We don’t even know how many people have turned. I don’t think Dartagnan could even do the math with those variables.”
“I doubt we keep our loss of ammo a secret.”
“We won’t discuss it,” Wanikiya says.
“Then a team must go now to Mexico, before the aftershocks cease and the undead turn around,” Major Ellsberg says.
“Who do we send?”
“A military contingent. Only because they’ve been trained to concentrate fire and not expend rounds needlessly,” the Major says.
“Agreed,” Wanikiya says. “Which brings me to my next issue. What do we do with Private Amie Sanchez?”



“Reporting as ordered, Major,” Sanchez speaks at full attention, holding her salute at the committee.
“For a soldier whose first mission was a clusterfuck, you may have saved this compound,” Major Ellsberg says.
“Totally against our standing procedures,” Wanikiya adds.
“Permission to speak, Sir?”
“Considering the gravity of your offense, I’d like to know the Private’s mind,” Wanikiya says.
“It was the only way to keep the gate intact and prevent the undead from entering the compound, Sir.”
“By letting them inside?” Major Ellsberg snaps. “What kind of tactic was opening the door and allowing the enemy to march in?”
“I used the tank to block the bridge, gunmen to pick off any undead who found a way around the tank. I was the only person at risk of being bitten, Sir.”
“You opened up the camp to invasion,” the Major accuses.
“What I did, I did to control the incursion. After the river swept away most of the herd, we cleaned up the stragglers. We didn’t move the tank until everyone involved stripped and was checked for bites.”
“We have but one option.”
“I agree with the Major,” Wanikiya says.
“Private Amie Sanchez, there hasn’t been a battlefield promotion since Vietnam, but the end of the world must allow for extenuating circumstances. I explain this because once we rejoin with the US Military, my recommendations may not stand, as I’m not the approving rank of General,” Ellsberg says.
“I understand, Major. But I’m confused, Sir.”
“I’ll prepare a document and my justification for your battlefield promotion to Corporal. You’ve demonstrated you have leadership skills in the face of this new world. I don’t know if any promotions I make will stick, and I won’t make you a Sergeant.”
“Sir. Thank you, Sir. Are we going to be court-martialed upon our reintegration into the service?”
“We were given orders by Colonel Travis. Someone had to distract the civilians, or none of the helicopters evacuating troops would have been safe.”
“You’ve a hard sell. We don’t leave our fellow soldiers behind,” Simon says.
“We know the truth. Travis sent soldiers here in preparation for protecting his daughter. He read the writing on the wall. He sent Privates so no officers would attempt to take over.”
“The military left us to fend for ourselves, and in the eyes of a legitimate government, those might be illegal orders,” Wanikiya says.
“There’s no reason to debate this. We’re here now, and we’re doing what must happen to keep this community thriving,” Dr. Baker says.
“There have to be new rules to cover this new enemy. This council is the legitimate government, and with their authority, I’m justified in reinstating battlefield promotions when they are necessary or earned. You’ve earned your new rank, Sanchez. I need a Sergeant, but I won’t overstep to that level of promotion. Some of the men, and mean men, still have issues with females in command.”
“I’ll make sure I earn their respect, Sir.” Sanchez drops her arm, completing her salute.



Corporal Nick Jameson picks an empty brass case from a bucket full of spent shells. He inspects each one in turn.
Hannah twists her blonde hair into a bun. “You need help?”
“I won’t tell you no.” Nick drops the brass into a tumbler full of silicone sand. He selects another round. “I’ve got people separating the spent casings outside. These are all nine-millimeter.”
She picks one up. “What am I supposed to notice?”
“Discard any with cracks or excessive dents. No bulges and if they have deformed primers. We don’t reload those; they could blow up on someone.”
She selects a casing. “No pressure.”
“I thought you were on patrol?”
“Don’t you desire my company?” she asks with a fluttering of her eyelashes.
“I want the perimeter secure. And to finish what was going on in the horse barn before the earthquake.”
“Me, too. The horses are still spooked. We came back to eat and take out a Jeep. Thought I’d spend my break with you.”
“Thanks. I should go with you. Your father did entrust your safety to me.”
“And he’d kill you for where your hands were on me when we were in the barn.”
“You didn’t complain.”
Hannah kisses him on the check. “We get Acheron secure, we’ll finish. I’m ready for you.”



 






 
 
MARY SLIDES OUT of her white top and tosses it on the bed. She admires her naked breasts in the mirror before reaching for a bottle of baby oil on the vanity.
“Don’t bother.”
She spins to face the voice, leaving herself exposed. “Kale, your brother would not approve of you being in our bridal chamber.”
“He won’t approve of much, Regina. But your attempt to rule here is at an end,” Kale says.
“These people don’t trust you the way they did your brother. They won’t follow you.”
“They will when they see what you did to Kaleb’s men.”
“Milton betrayed me.” It wasn’t a question. It’s the only way Kale would know my birth name.
“I caught him with a young girl. Guess you were occupied, and to protect his balls, he sold you out, Regina.”
“She couldn’t have been too young. He’s not into children.”
“She was a teen. You’re deflecting, and it doesn’t matter. It gave me a reason to gain the information I required. You two had an unnatural chemistry. Kaleb was too enamored of you to notice. No girl ever rejected him the way you did.”
“And you don’t desire these.” She squeezes her breasts, sliding her hand to pinch the nipple in a teasing display.
“I have no desire to procreate with you.”
“You a homo?” she asks.
“No. I don’t bow to my baser desires. Knowledge is my lover.”
“Then you’re smart enough to know you don’t have the charisma to bring Kaleb’s men to your side, even if you do have evidence against me. If you could win them over, you wouldn’t be here now. You’d drag me before the community and expose me.”
“It would upset what I’m building here. The quake has destabilized everyone’s calm.”
“And overturning me would cause panic,” she says.
“I don’t know all the variables.” He tosses a backpack before Mary. “I want you to leave.”
“No.”
“Then I’ll expose you.” Kale points out the window.
Mary slides to glance out.
John drives a post hole digger into the ground. Armed men witness his struggle as he scraps at the hard pan some four feet down.
Mary avoids glancing at the sweat soaked man. “And digging a grave is your form of punishment?”
“It’s not a grave. It’s a hole. People are a resource and one we can’t afford to spend fruitlessly. I’m installing a whipping post.”
“I don’t approve of such barbaric…”
Kale shuts her down. “Regina, I don’t care what you approve of.”
“I’m not Regina,” she snaps. “I’m the wife of your brother and in his stead—”
“Regina—”
He chews on her given name in the same manner as her mother did before she would blister her ass.
“Dress in boots and jeans. I would select a flannel shirt, for the nights are still cold. You’re leaving,” he orders.
“And the good preacher?”
“Why worry about him? You convinced my brother the camp would have no more assaults on women. Our good pastor here was caught with an underage girl. And I doubt the proles would approve,” Kale says.
“You going to put me out without a gun?”
Kale nudges the pack with his boot. “I packed you a week’s worth of food and water and everything you need to survive. Even a gun. And a box of fifty rounds. Don’t get any ideas. It’s disassembled. You’ll have to put it together.”
“Generous of you.”
“Get dressed.”



“Smart, driving me yourself,” Mary says.
“I figured you’d seduce any men accompanying you, Regina.” Kale keeps both hands on the steering wheel.
“I love your brother.” She twists her wrists, but the leather strap binding them has no give.
“I doubt you’re in love. You’ve succeeded in bewitching him. You only desire control over him.”
“As do you. You need him to run the men. We both desire the same thing. Why not work together?” she asks.
“We both would accomplish nothing. We know at some point the other would find an opportunity to backstab.”
“It’s essential for me to be a queen. Make it happen, and you have nothing to worry about. It’s the same arrangement with your brother. You’d never be ruler, just the power behind his throne.” She works her pinky nail into the leather thong binding her wrists together. With time, she might weaken the strap.
“It’ll be difficult at first, but under my system, we shall rebuild a utopia. Live as humans should live. There’s no place for a queen.”
Mary recognizes Kale, genius he is, has the same insanity of the brother she slept with. His mind operates on a grander scale. “We can build whatever you want. Don’t send me away. I have the ear of many of the men.”
“I made sure those in your trust buried the bodies of those you murdered. You lost control.”
“Then kill me.”
“My brother might find a way to return, but revenge clouds the mind. I’d rather say you ran in fear when I discovered what you did. He might even find your body. You might find a group and survive. By then, the spell you had over him will have dissipated.”
Mary digs her feet against the door panel and lunges. She forgoes fighting with Kale and reaches for the wheel. The jerk counterclockwise sends the truck reeling off the left side of the road. The center cable catcher deflects the truck back onto the road.
Kale releases the wheel to shove Mary off him, but without guidance, the tires turn on their own.
The truck slides down the highway on its side.



 






 
 
MIKE SLAMS HIS back against the seat in an adult temper tantrum when he accepts the engine has flooded or there are enough human guts clogging the air intake. The scabbing skin breaks, and he knows the bandage will soak up the fresh blood.
“Mike. I need you calm,” Kelsey says. “We wait them out.”
“We still need a working car. I think they smell our blood. And the dog.”
She touches his arm above the elbow. “What would the plane mean?”
The thumbing tattoo of hands on metal rattles the El Camino.
“What? You’re now worried about the plane?” He checks his ammo. He slips loose rounds from his pack to top off the magazine.
“What does it mean? It wasn’t military.”
“I think it means a well-supplied and established group,” he says. “A plane isn’t like a car. You can jump-start a car and go. But an aircraft requires regular maintenance.”
The vehicle rocks.
“Couldn’t the pilot do that?”
Mike brings up his M16. He points at the biters pawing at his door window. “No. Not always. And I don’t know what kind of plane, but it could be a two-seater or a four. So you have a few men and room for light cargo. Maybe half a dozen people to keep it flying.”
“Airports aren’t in the usual thought when it comes to supplies. Even if they aren’t picked over, the passengers would have to travel miles to scavenge.”
Mike tracks the barrel from one undead face to another as they thump against the glass.
“Advanced scouts. They fly low over a town and check for viability, and then send out a crew in trucks to clean out supplies.”
“Sounds like a group size of dozens,” Kelsey says. Or larger than my group. If they’re raiders I’ve got to warn…
“Put your fingers in your ears,” Mike orders. He flips the safety.
The glass shatters. Biters fall as bullets shred their skulls.
Mike kicks the door back using it as a shield while he exits.
Kelsey reaches for the ignition. She twists the keys. The engine sputters.
Mike keeps his back against the doorframe.
She twists the key again as she reaches down and mashes a hand on the gas. The car bucks as the engine fires.
Mike falls inside, jerking the gear shift. The El Camino speeds backward. He gets his leg on the brake, and Kelsey pulls herself into her seat. Mike revs the engine and drops the transmission into forward. He rams through the undead.
“No sleeping in the car now.” He adjusts the rearview mirror to check on the dog still cowering in the cage.



The needle on the temperature gauge spikes into the red. Mike pulls into a driveway as the engine hisses. “The car’s shot.”
“No immediate neighbors. Might get lucky and no biters.”
“I hope the fence encompasses the whole backyard, so the dog can run free and not get away.”
“I don’t blame him for running,” Kelsey says.
“I hope he trusts us enough to stay in the next car. This antique has crapped out.” Mike checks his rounds. “You need anything from the house?”
“Pain meds.” She adds, “Maybe some better shoes. And a dress. I hate them, but the loose fabric helps with the burns.”
If she has pain, then her legs aren’t as badly burnt as they appear. But I’m no medic. Mike disappears through the gate into the backyard. He returns and carries Kelsey to a suspended bench swing before retrieving the dog. “Watch the mutt. He needs to potty. I’m going inside.”
He inspects each drawer and cabinet in the kitchen and bathroom. Ibuprofen and canned peaches are all that’s worth pilfering. Kelsey’s body will welcome the sugar water.
He grabs some clean sheets form the linen closet and uses a pillowcase to gather all the women’s shoes from a bedroom. He picks a couple of dresses clearly fashionable for a grandmother in the sixties.
Mike plops on the swing. His back presses against the slats, and pain shoots through him. Biting his lower lip to hold in expressing the discomfort, he pops the pull tab on the can and spears a peach slice with a fork. He savors the sugar-coated fruit before handing Kelsey the tin. “It’s expired but tastes delicious.”
She accepts the can and takes a dainty bite from a peach quarter.
“I had no idea what you thought was comfortable.” He fishes through the pillowcase pulling out orthopedic shoes.
“These are all old lady shoes.”
“The dresses aren’t any better.”
She half-hugs him. “Thanks for trying.”
The dog sits before the bench, out of reach, eyeing the can of peaches. Kelsey flings the last peach quarter at the dog. It snatches the morsel out of the air.
“Such a good boy.” She waves her hand, wanting to pet the dog.
“He’s not ready to trust us. What do you think about sleeping outside tonight? With this high fence, I could build a small fire. We could camp out.”
“Sounds romantic. Mr. Mike, are you trying to seduce me?”
Mike smiles. Levity is good. Her face restored some of the beauty it had before it was scared. True beauty—the kind gained from understanding someone’s soul and not their appearance.
“I doubt I’ve the skills to win over a girl like you unless she desired it. I doubt someone your age would be interested in an honorably discharged soldier who pisses himself every time the undead attack.” Never mentioning her face, he pats her shoulder.
She touches his arm. “Every time?”
“Close. I was under fire from Insurgents in the Middle East and nary a drop of urine, but the first herd I encounter—it’s time for Depends.”
“I could live with that.” She smiles. “A warm fire would be nice.” She addresses the dog. “Don’t you agree, boy?”
The dog remains out of arm’s reach.
“He trusts us enough. I’ll bring in his food. You select a dress while I scout the area. Scrounge up a car. I can use the battery in ours to jump-start the next one.”



Mike pokes the fire with a long stick. The dry wood crackles.
Between the dying sunlight and flickering flames, Kelsey’s face glows an orange. “I think I should fear the flames after what those bastards did, but I don’t. I enjoy the dance as it consumes the wood.”
Mike holds out his hand with a pile of food pellets piled in it. The dog cocks his head but won’t approach. “He let me lead him into here, lock him in a cage, but he sure won’t allow me to pet him.”
“We don’t have many dogs at Acheron,” Kelsey says, as she opens a bag of snack machine crunchy potato chips.
“It’s why I caught him. Thought we could protect him. I wonder where all the dogs went?”
She crunches on a chip—stale, but edible. “I don’t remember. The pain, I guess.” She concentrates on not scratching or touching the backs of her calves. Her whole body radiates with a throb of sticking pins into her flesh.
“Your doctors will help.” Maybe they can do something where that tart cut away my skin.
“I told you we had doctors.” She stresses her disappointment in the use of the plural. “I shouldn’t have communicated so much. We invite people, but we don’t give away too much in case scavengers get bold. We must protect what we have, or we won’t be able to help anyone.”
“I get you may not trust me, but I’ve done nothing but keep you alive,” Mike reminds her.
“And I’m ungrateful. Sorry.” She tosses a chip to the dog.
“Don’t apologize. I was attempting to be funny. When you’re ready, I welcome your trust. I do get it. From the way you talk, your home’s a paradise. I wouldn’t want marauders learning of it.”
“It’s our job to bring in survivors.”
“And those men who attacked you.”
“They wanted our leader. He killed their rapist brother.”
“Did he kill him because he was a rapist?”
“He was a bad man. We have a work-or-you-don’t-eat rule, but Ethan cut off the dick of a rapist in our camp.”
“Any other crimes I should be made aware of?”
“People get docked rations for lack of work, but normally only once. The only other criminal punishment I know they enforced was the rape.” She leaves out the death of Levin.
Mike notes how she repeats her facts and seems to have some other memory issues.
“Everyone pulls together. Since we don’t have a lot of material goods, there’s no theft.”
“I’ll work.” He reaches toward her forehead with the back of his hand.
Before she protests, he says, “You’re warm.”
“I’m cold. And my legs are prickly. I thought burns didn’t hurt when they were this bad?”
Mike shakes his head. “Above my pay grade.”
“You were a soldier. If you still shoot well, you can get a guard post.”
“Guard was never a reward. It was usually given to lower enlisted when it wasn’t a punishment. We were in teams of two armed with weapons, MREs and best of all, we fought to stay awake. I’m betting you don’t have too many former military jumping at the duty,” Mike says.
Kelsey considers his answer. “No, we’re all crack shots but were civilians before.”
“And you don’t want to be the one on guard if some bad shit happens.”
“Depending on your skills, you could work with protecting scavenging teams. You’re still a guard, but you won’t be bored. Not with all the undead on the prowl.”
“It worries me we haven’t seen any since the road.”
“The earthquake pulled them away,” she says.
“Yes, but there have to be more stragglers, and those farther out who haven’t reached us yet.”
“The biters are easily distracted.”
“No reason to drop our guard.”
The dog races around the fenced yard. It plays, then sniffs for territory to mark.
“You going to name the dog?” she asks.
“Thought you might like to do it.”
“We have three in Acheron. Wild as hell. I never saw many after the undead.”
“A few cats, but not many dogs. They might be smart enough to avoid both the living and the dead. Dog meat will serve if you’re hungry,” Mike says. He tears open a silver candy bar wrapper.
“You’ve eaten dog?”
“In South Korea. I had a layover and I tried it. You wouldn’t know it wasn’t pork.”
“If I weren’t in Acheron, I bet dog would be one of the better things I would have eaten to survive.”



Mike zips his fly. He concentrates on not scratching his back side where the girl flayed him like a fish. She desired to eat him—slow. She would have intended to finish his liver last with some mushrooms. He shudders.
“You okay?” Kelsey asks.
“My side itches.”
“Doesn’t that mean it’s healing?” she asks.
“I hope so. If it gets much worse, I may have to handcuff my hands. I want to scratch.”
The dog snarls.
Mike snags his rifle. “She smells something.”
“Not a biter.” Kelsey’s fingers fidget for her gun. “Aftershock?”
Mike agrees with her assessment. If it was undead, the dog would have a fit. “Likely. I noticed my sleep was wracked with them. The ground growled as I slept. I swear it did.”
“Some people are sensitive to nature.”
The dog growls.
Growling means something living. The question is what? He whispers, “Can you handle it while I sneak into the tree line?” He hands her a pistol.
She raises the Ruger, nods and smiles as best she can.
This girl is something else. He says a quick prayer for her recovery.
Mike closes the gate. He circled the house last night but didn’t venture into the tree line so close to sunset.
His footfall breaks twigs. After three steps, his silent movement ability restores in him. Half an acre and the trees give way to a hillside overlooking several buildings. He uses the cheap dime store kid’s binoculars he found the first night with Kelsey, and they magnify the abandoned farms. He laughs in spite of himself, as almost all buildings are now abandoned.
At the edge of the tiny lenses’ ability to magnify, he spots a single engine plane.
The cluck of a chicken waters his mouth. Kelsey said they eat a lot of eggs at Acheron. Catching one means we’ll have fresh protein. We both need it to heal better. I’m sure it will be gamey. For ten months, it hasn’t been corn fed. Mike scans the buildings. Or maybe it has. Several chickens scratch and peck in the area around a grain silo. One white hen has a green strip spray painted across her back.
He marches down the hill. Reaching the bottom, Mike unslings his M16. He props it against a tree. He scrapes his hands on his pants to make sure they are dry. Someone should film this. It’d make a fortune on America’s Funniest People. If anyone had a television to watch it. He prepares to leap from the tree line.
Before he chases the bird, two children dart for the green-striped chicken. Both dirty, the girl must be about eight and the boy, clearly her brother, a few years older. They snag the poultry and the little girl twists its neck until it pops.
“No eggs and you’re next, girls,” she scolds the other hens.
The chickens ignore her, returning to their scratching for the corn the little boy tosses to them.
Mike freezes at the bluntness of the child. His stomach growls. He eases back, lifting his rifle by the barrel.
I won’t take the food source from children. Maybe they want to come with, but why trust me? Kelsey might have better luck. I’ll need a vehicle first. He backs up, not wanting to alert the kids, or any adults, to his presence. But, somehow, he thinks they’re alone.
The little girl plucks the feathers.



Mike leans the M16 against the leg of the swing frame. “Do you think you can walk?”
“What did you find?” she asks.
“Little kids. Living off chickens.”
“No way.”
“A little boy and girl. I thought I might scare them.”
“And my hunched back and burns won’t?”
“I also saw an airplane in a field a few miles away.”
“The one we spotted?”
“Not sure. It was too far, and my stomach screams KFC.”
“How young?”
“Below ten.” Mike packs their supplies into the pillowcase turned into a sack.
“They have to have had an adult to reason with to last ten months.”
“The little girl knew to kill and eat the hen when it stopped laying eggs. They even marked her.”
“Will the car make the trip?” She slips the dress over her head.
“It was overheating. It might get us around. Maybe they’ve a farm truck we can trade it in for. Neither one of them are tall enough to reach the pedals.”



Stabbing pains sear his right pec muscle. Mike grabs the boy. Warm blood pours from the shallow knife wound.
“Let me go, you fucking pervert!” the boy screams, unable to break the grip on his arm.
Mike stumbles from the farm house, still holding onto the boy while the girl follows him out. She swings a broom and whacks the filleted section of his back.
Kelsey crawls from the passenger side of the El Camino. “What the hell!?”
Mike bear hugs the boy to restrain him with one arm, allowing him to jerk the broom from the little girl’s hands. “The kid stabbed me!”
“I won’t let you touch my sister!” The boy kicks.
Kelsey raises her Ruger. Mike has cared for her, but she doesn’t know him.
“I have not touched her,” Mike protests.
It takes all his strength to hold onto the struggling boy as blood spills from his pec muscle.
“Girl, did Mike touch you?” Kelsey demands. I need Mike. I’ve never traveled alone.
The boy’s flailing limbs contact Mike’s filleted section of skin. The painful grunt informs the boy of a weak spot. In a repeat of slamming fists, Mike falls to a knee, unable to take the pain.
Water clouds his eyes.
The little girl shakes her head no. “But he will,” she blurts.
The boy increases his struggle. “Some men stopped before. They ate some of our chickens.” He goes limp, and in tears says, “In the middle of the night, they did things to us. To my sister. I won’t let you touch her.”
Mike releases the boy. “I never touch…any…child…girl.” He slumps over.
Mike drifts off. Kelsey keeps watch. He needs some sleep to drive in the morning. His eyelids droop. He fights to stay awake.
“Fuck.” Kelsey falls from the car. She keeps the gun on the boy as she uses the door to support herself. “Get something to put pressure on the wound,” she orders the boy.
“He’ll hurt us!”
Kelsey swings the barrel at the little girl. “If he dies, we all die. I need him to get to my home.”
The little girl grabs a towel and races to Mike. The boy struggles to roll a full-grown man over.
“Lady, take him to the plane!” the girl screams.
The boy gets Mike onto his back.
“Pressure on the wound,” Kelsey orders. “What about the plane?”
The boy lets go of Mike. “The men who fly the plane. They give us candy to pick rocks out of the airfield.”
“Put your weight on the chest wound!” Kelsey pulls herself into the El Camino. She must put the gun down to use both hands to put one leg in the car.



Mike’s chin falls to his chest. The pain shoots him awake. Kelsey presses on the gas pedal with the broom handle.
“How do you feel?” she asks.
“I never touched those kids,” Mike mumbles.
“I know.”
“Where are they?”
She doesn’t answer as she steers the El Camino.
“Kelsey, where are the kids?” Mike touches the spot where the knife penetrated. The towel, duct taped, soaked with blood.
“I did what I had to, Mike,” she says.
“You left them?” I hope she left them. They were doing fine on their own, and might do this to someone else, but they are kids.
“No. I gave them mercy.”
“They were kids.”
“And the girl who tried to eat you?” Kelsey steers toward the airfield.
“She was older.”
“They turned on me. I had no choice,” she says.
Mike fights to stay awake. “I don’t envy what you had to do. Poor kids.” No one is a kid anymore.
“The last adults tried to take away their chickens. They raped them both. The boy said after they finished with him, they attacked his sister. They made them slaves. The kids cooked them eggs with rat poison. He was able to stab them while they were sick.”
“He told you?”
“Then he ran at me with the knife. I didn’t have the strength to fight. I shot him. She jumped me.” Kelsey unbuttons the shirt. The top of her neck and chest are covered in scratches. “I had to shoot one of my family after they turned. I could never shoot a child. My God! This world. I don’t want to live anymore.”
“All you’ve been through, don’t give up on me now, Kelsey,” Mike pleads. “I need you to find Acheron. Won’t I need you to get in?”
“No, but they’ll make you strip down and ask a lot of questions about where they cut away some of your skin. I’d bet they’d keep you chained to a bed until they’re sure you won’t die.”
“I need you to want to live.”
“I need you to live. The boy said they work for the plane pilot. He pays them in candy to keep the airfield free of rocks.”
Spike strips shred the tires.
The broom slips from her hand in a jarring bump. Kelsey’s limited leg control won’t allow her to reach the brake. The car slides to a stop, wheel rims gouging ruts into the blacktop.
Ten men in tactical gear and automatic weapons surround the El Camino.



 






 
 
“I’M HUNGRY.” GRACE tugs at Karen’s pant leg.
She scoops up the little girl. “If I give you a treat, you promise to be quiet? People can’t know we’re here.”
“The dead men aren’t here,” Grace protests.
“Not everyone in this city is nice.” Karen slips an MRE from her pack and tosses it to Kalvin.
“Why aren’t they nice? They’re safe. People who are safe should be nice,” Grace says.
“It’s not the native Springfield people as much as those who keep pouring in. They’re zealots. They think anyone not bitten are chosen by God, and this rise of undead is the end of days spoken of in Revelations,” Kalvin says. He hands Grace the cookies from the MRE.
“Really?” Karen snaps at him.
“She’ll keep asking unless you explain it to her.” Kalvin seals the open MRE in a Ziploc bag. “A better question is what about our stash?”
“You’re welcome to retrieve it,” Karen snaps.
“In the dark?”
“You scared?” Grace munches on her cookie with slow nibbles.
“Not if you’re here to protect me,” Kalvin says.
“Maybe we should send the little girl in,” Harley says.
“You miss your coffee,” Frank says.
“I miss coffee,” Kalvin says.
“You had coffee?” Karen asks.
“The hospital had a stash,” Harley says. “It was a perk.”
“You have it good here,” Karen says.
“No. This place is going to hell. They use the Bible as a rule book,” Harley says.
“How does that work?” Kalvin asks.
“What do you mean?” Karen says.
“Have you ever read it? It contradicts itself. God’s rules state no killing, but his followers never follow it and kill in God’s name.” Harley’s voice raises in register.
“You never struck me as atheists,” Frank says.
“Keep it lower. We don’t want to attract attention,” Karen says.
“Work a call where some father has abused his daughter and corn-holed his five-year-old son, and you ask why a loving God would allow this to happen to children who have no choices. Life flight an infant with cancer and you’ll ask where He is. Where is He now?” Harley breaks down, tears covering her cheeks. Frank grabs her shoulder.
“What’s taking Alec so long?”



Alec peers behind a dumpster. Where are those girls? I know they don’t trust me, but one is nearly naked and neither have shoes.
He hangs in the shadow along the right side of the street as he tracks east.
A trash can rattles as a cat meows and races across the street and up a tree.
Damn girls, where are you? I’m so fucked. If I leave, Karen won’t take me out, and if the girls are caught, then I am screwed in my position here. No talking my way out of here. He whisper-yells, “Paola…Sonya.”
A broken chair leg meets with his shoulder.
It knocks Alec off balance. He flings his leg wide to recover his stance over dropping to a knee. His gun slides from its holster.
“Easy.”
“You take it easy, cowboy. I have no trust in you.” Paola sneers. She raises the chair leg, prepared to brain him.
“Wait.” Sonya clicks the hammer. “I’ve got him covered.”
“Take me to my sister,” Paola orders. She lowers the makeshift club.
“It’s the plan.” Alec raises his arms. “Keep the gun, but you don’t have to point it at me.”
“You demand a lot of trust, cowboy.”
“I’ve got a bag for you. We need to get off the street and find Sonya some clothes.”
“This nighty has no protection,” she agrees.
“Move, cowboy,” Paola orders.
Alec shuffles forward. The girls trail behind, smart enough to remain out of his reach if he decided to lunge for one of them. He cuts down an alley, whispering, “The police station is the next street. We’re better off not being seen.” He pulls a backpack from beneath a dumpster, leaving it as he marches on. “It’s your clothes and gear.”
Paola unzips the pack. She pulls out a college sweatshirt. She hugs it, burying her face in it and drawing in a deep breath through her nose to soak in the fragrance. “Harley.” She strips off her prison top, replacing it. “I smell Harley.”
She drops to the pavement and takes out jeans and hiking boots. The mild trust Alec gained wanes. “These aren’t mine.”
“Your sister said they would fit, and you’ll need them.”
Paola changes in the middle of the alley. She tosses the scrub-like prison garb to Sonya. “Those will help until we get you something better.” She shoulders the pack.
Alec peeks around a building. He waves to Paola. “When I signal, run across the street. Head behind the building and wait.”
Paola grabs Sonya by the wrist, and when Alec drops his arm, they run.
Alec leads them through the backyards of dark houses. As they approach a lit street, he leads them into an alley. “I’ve got a truck parked here. This next section of town has people and power.”
“What about clothes for Sonya?”
“We’re on a timetable to get out of the center of town. Get in the truck.”
Paola climbs in, putting herself between Alec and the gun Sonya holds.
“Be prepared to duck.” Alec drives at a slow speed. “There’s a curfew.”
“Why don’t you have to obey it?” Sonya asks.
“Part of my job. West of Kansas Expressway has been cleared of people to keep power consumption at a minimum. I patrol it.”
“Why would you want to leave if you have a position of authority here?”
“Because I’ve seen the snake in this paradise.” Alec turns down a street and behind a strip mall. He parks the truck by a back door of one of the shops. “Try and find comfortable boots. They shouldn’t be snug. Your feet will swell the more you walk.”
“You want her to go in and shop?” Paola protests.
“We’re on a timetable. I had no plans to help her. Nothing will happen to her,” Alec says.
Paola slides from the truck. “Give me the gun. I’ll guard you while you get some clothes. Bastard man.”
Sonya hands over the weapon.
“Get a single change of clothes and extra socks. Remember, they shoot looters.”



“Harley, did you ever speak with your patients about what jobs they held?” Karen asks.
“Not much small talk was allowed.”
“I thought some might mention what they did before the outbreak,” Karen says.
“People were grateful the virus didn’t spread here. And those who did speak about it mentioned how it seemed to happen in cities across the country at the same time. Viruses don’t function in such a manner. I tuned most of it out. Lots of tears over dead loved ones. Hearing how they had to put down a child like a rabid dog leaves you cold.”
Frank checks his watch. His glance at Karen expresses how late Alec is.
“Kalvin, you want to scout our path west.”
He knows Karen wasn’t asking. He takes his rifle and marches deeper into the trees.
“We won’t leave without her?” Harley asks.
“No. I told you I’d go after her. But in…” She flashes her eyes at Frank.
“Seven minutes.”
“They’ll miss you, and they will search for you,” Karen says.
“Why did you people come here?” Harley asks.
“I explained—”
“To establish trade…you’re here for more.”
“We were hoping to locate someone who understands trains,” Karen says.
“Brilliant!” Harley glows. “How safe would you be on a constantly moving train? What happens if you don’t find an engineer?”
“Nothing like on-the-job training,” Frank says.
“Had you told me, Frank, I could’ve investigated. They were compiling a list of job skills,” she says.
“No one had train engineer on the list. I checked. No risk for you, Harley. We hadn’t established trust between us yet.”
The hum of a car engine tenses the group. Karen raises the shotgun.
After it shuts off, two doors open and close.
Frank waves his hand, extending three fingers.
Karen pushes Grace and Harley behind her. Frank raises his shotgun.
“Karen,” Alec speaks clear, but not loud.
She raises a hand for Frank to wait. They don’t know who the other two people are with him.
Harley doesn’t wait. She flings herself at Paola in a bear hug. They kiss.
“Oweee. They kiss like Mommy and Daddy,” Grace whines.
Karen holds her weapon on the strange girl.
“This is Sonya. I pulled her out before…well she was about…” Alec stumbles over explaining.
“I get it,” Karen spares him. “Does she know what she’s signed on for?”
Alec drops two backpacks. Frank grabs one. From the weight, he knows it’s full of water bottles. He doesn’t bring up the extra mouth they’ll have to quench.
“Anything’s better than what they were going to do to me in the jail,” Sonya says.
“Where we’re going, that won’t happen. You up for following orders?” Karen asks.
Sonya nods.
“Then we move.” When whatever giant wakes to discover Karen absconded with both his goose and harp, she must be well beyond the city border. 



 






 
 
YELLING OVER THE diesel engines of two Caterpillar bulldozers, Barlock inquires of the towering Sioux, “When was the last time you slept?”
Wanikiya blinks his eyes until moisture softens his gaze. “There are still ground tremors, and I worry about the dam.”
Teams of people pull the undead bodies from the dog run at the main gate, tossing them on a flatbed, gooseneck trailer. Others stack the cadavers like cordwood as high as possible.
“I’m no expert, but didn’t Sanchez save us twice? She rid the north gate of biters and released pressure on the dam.”
“The engineers assure me there’s no structural damage.”
“Trust them and get some sleep,” Barlock says.
The two Caterpillar bulldozers dig a pit from the corner of the highways converging on the entrance to Acheron. They push away trees, creating a no man’s land.
“How many of our people are outside the fence?”
“Fifty.”
“Too many. And no way to bring them all in under our guidelines for inspection in case of an emergency. We do not have ammo reserves, and we’re making as much noise as an AC/DC concert. I’ll sleep when they’re inside safe,” Wanikiya says.
“Fifty working. I sent a team to scout. If we attract biters, they’re to radio and we move the workers inside.” He pats a flare gun. “I only had a single red or three green. Green flare means go inside.”
Chainsaws roar. A new team chews through the fallen tree trunks.
“We’re asking for attack,” Wanikiya says.
“There are thousands of corpses outside the gate. I don’t know why they don’t rot when they’re shambling around, but once the brain goes, they turn toxic like any decomposing body.”
“There are too many for a mass grave; burn as many as possible. Then cover over the firepit.”
“Clearing out those trees will increase security,” Barlock says.
A Jeep parks before the truck where Wanikiya and Barlock confer.
“We should be out there guarding.” Hannah drops from the Jeep, her legs not long enough to reach the ground. She swings her rifle over her shoulder. “We inspected the fence again. No damage. No holes.”
Bert joins her, followed by the redheaded Jessica. “We’re secure. Unless a massive aftershock occurs.”
“Earthquakes don’t always dissipate, and the first one’s not always the largest. Sometimes it’s a precursor to an even larger one,” Wanikiya says.
“Then we keep patrolling, but until the horses have calmed, we’re burning fuel,” Bert says.
“Cut back your patrols. Unless we have another massive tremor,” Wanikiya says.
“Even as frequent as we check, we can’t ride every inch of the fence at once,” Jessica says.
“What we have will make us a target. The people who hurt Emily are dead. Two at her hand, and nothing anyone could have done would have prevented the assault. The gate was property over anyone’s life.” Wanikiya wonders if his Star Trek logic will be misconstrued as some ancient Sioux wisdom.
“I’ve no idea how to inspect building foundations, so give me a job. We could spell the guards outside,” Hannah offers.
“No. Your father…” Wanikiya stops his chastisement. “Your duty’s the inside fence patrols.”
“We’ve pulled too many off their jobs for cleanup,” Barlock says. “The lake levels have dropped. No telling what might be along the new bank.”
“Fine.” Followed by a typical teenage “meh.” Hannah knows they won’t allow her outside.
“When you report back to the community center first, check on Emily,” Wanikiya orders.
“The librarian?”
“She’s in the infirmary. The men who scaled the fence damaged her. She might need an ear close to her own age.”



Nick carries a table with crayon-shaped legs into the library.
Hannah follows him in. “What are you doing?”
“Making room for Dartagnan’s next project. He’s calm—finally. Dr. Baker sent him back to the farm. But they don’t want him to stay alone until Ethan returns.”
“Isn’t there anyone else to move furniture?”
“Most of the staff are cleaning up the undead. I had to take a break from brass inspection. I don’t want to miss a blemish. I was seeing every brass piece as deformed.”
“After you get the kid situated, are you off duty?”
“You want to grab dinner?”
Hannah hugs Nick. She runs her hand down the outside of his pants. “I was thinking more, like, dessert.”
Nick drops the table, freeing his hands. As he lifts her into the air with his embrace, Hannah kisses his neck. She turns her head and spits. “You taste like gunpowder.”
“It’s the flavor of a working man.”
“And a man who provides is sexy, but not flavorful. You shower. I have to visit the infirmary and check on Emily.”
“I didn’t know you were friends,” Nick says.
“Wanikiya asked me to speak with her.”
“Prepare yourself.” Nick places her on her feet.
“What do you mean?”
“They fucked her up. Head trauma,” Nick says. He kisses Hannah’s forehead. “Be kind.”
“I will. You shower.”



Giggles.
Giggles between two veteran lovers experiencing a new partner.
Giggles between two people making love because they’re still alive.
Hidden under the sheets, the couple squirms, contorts and even wrestles into amicable positions of pleasure.
Gentle moans twist into grunts as Combeth flips Sanchez over onto her stomach. Amie uses both hands to rub her bulbous rump. She arches her back toward him, presenting herself. He slides his hands around, gripping her breasts and not having enough to cover her mounds. Grinding and twerking her pelvis, she works his stiffness inside her.
His quick thrusts break her thought. Amie’s eyes roll back into her head, leaving a demonic glaze of pleasure. If Combeth was able to stare into her eyes as he pounded her, it might ruin the moment. He moves too fast and then slows down, demanding this event last and to satisfy her enough for many repeat performances.
He loses count of the thrusts it takes to bring Amie into releasing pleasure moans.
She must force penetrating thoughts from her brain such as, What if Dartagnan hears?
Emily would take great pleasure in knowing I’m sleeping with someone other than Ethan. This might restore hope in her. I’m not an obstacle in her way to have the man who saved her. After all, I did bid for Ethan’s affections, too. Ethan’s gone. The earthquake. Ethan was near the epi…cen…ter. Ethan. Not. Dead. Ethan. I—
“Ethan!”
Amie’s body reaches climax. Her body collapses in a state of limpness, and her mind realizes the focus of her thoughts right before the moment.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuckkkkkkkkkkkkkk!
Combeth. He was inside me, and I called out another man’s name.
Afraid to move as he leaves the bed, she hears the rattle of his belt as he retrieves his pants. I wouldn’t blame him if he slapped me for the hurt I know I caused him. Amie keeps her face buried in the pillow. What do I say? What do I say that doesn’t make it worse?
Not saying anything must be making it worse.
You need to say something, before he grabs his boots and reaches the door. You invited him for sex. Never say names, girl. She reaches her hand between her breasts. She rescues the silver cross trapped there. God. Call only to Him. No mistakes then.
The worst of it is, I wasn’t even thinking about Ethan in a sexy way. That won’t make Combeth feel better, but he did bring me to climax.
As you were thinking of Ethan.
Amie sits up, making no effort to cover herself, as if she expects—prays—exposed boobs will fix the problem she caused between them.
She fumbles over her own words. “I was really into it, and I was so into it, I was going to get louder, and then some part of my brain reminded me Dartagnan might hear. Then I didn’t want him to tell Ethan he heard me and—”
“At what point do you think you’re making any of this any better?” Combeth grabs his boots.
Amie chews her bottom lip. “I’m sorry.”
“Pouting like a white girl—never your style, Sanchez.” He snaps on his heels so fast the legs of his pants slap the door as he marches out.
Why try again? We should’ve had the one moment after the river. Now I outrank him. Why do I care? I want sex.
Jilted out of the mood, she discovers her own clothes scattered like breadcrumbs to the bathroom. She sniffs at her wet shirt. Heavy with the perfume of gunpowder and her own sweat, she tosses it at the hamper. Retrieving a clean one from the drawer, she ponders what she’ll do when she wears out her only other real bra. Not that I shopped at Victoria’s Secret before the end of the world; they didn’t cater to girls of my stature, but now there are no shops for me to get new undergarments. Lack of comfortable fitting bras will take a back seat when there are no longer tampons. The men worry about all the bullets they’ve expended when they’ve defended the camp from the waves of undead, never stopping to consider other, more personal survival issues will grip us as well.
The drawer catches on the slide back in. Sanchez pushes, then tugs, and the drawer remains stuck. She shakes it hard enough to rattle against the wall, knocking down a framed picture. The three unknown girls who used to live here. She picks up the largest chunk of shattered glass, careful not to scratch the picture.
“You have no pants on.” Dartagnan’s surgical observation should leave her embarrassed or, at the least, uncomfortable, but the boy’s casual, as if a naked woman is commonplace in his everyday world.
“I was getting dressed and the drawer stuck.” She searches the room for a quick covering, but Dartagnan ignores her exposed lower half as he adjusts the drawer, sliding it with ease back into place.
“All fixed.” He shifts subjects without any segue. “Ethan’s been gone for…” He touches one of the five watches on his arm. “Eleven days. I’m out of paint. So much to repair. So much to repair.”
His constant, diligent work on the model of Acheron keeps his savant mind busy when he isn’t calculating the necessary needed supplies of the camp.
“I’ll see if any of the other scavenging teams located any paint. Do you mind stepping out while I finish dressing?”
“My mother had breasts. Why do women find it uncomfortable to display them? They’re for attracting a mate. Why not show them all the time to utilize them to their effective purpose?”
Oh, my God! No way in hell am I having The Talk. “Dartagnan, many cultures have an expectation of modesty.”
“Seems a waste of resources when greater problems persist across the planet.”
“You want the short answer? If they aren’t properly secured, they hurt when they bounce around.” She closes her eyes. “And please don’t ever ask me about this again.” Same problem I’m going to have when I use up my sports bras.
When she opens her eyes, Dartagnan has gone.
In the horror of the moment, she realizes and calls after the boy who functions on a literal level, “It’s not polite to speak to any girl about her boobs.” Why is he back at the farm? I thought they sedated him.
She must wash her BDUs as they’re coated in gunpowder residue as well. As she pulls on her jeans, she mumbles to herself, “Of all the problems at the end of the world, I would never bet on this. Sad, I think the special kid gets it better than most normal adult men I’ve met.”



“Emily.” Hannah knocks on the door to the classroom sectioned off with curtains to be the medical ward.
“Hannah?” Emily presses the button, raising the hospital bed up.
Even prepared, Hannah did not expect as many blood-stained bandages. “I’ve patrolled the fence so many times since the quake. I…I’m sorry.”
“Nothing you could have done.” Did I forget we were friends?
“I ride the fence every day to protect us.”
“The inside. They climbed over. And in a crisis. They say I killed two of the three. Not all that thrilled Sanchez saved me.”
“Corporal Sanchez. She saved the camp,” Hannah says.
“Thought she was a Private.”
“Heroes get promoted, when they aren’t remembered with a stone,” Hannah says. “I’ve visited more memorials dedicated to heroes during the wars of the old life. Guess the outbreak will become a marker of time.”
“New calendars don’t seem a priority.”
Hannah approaches the bed. She touches the quilt. “Does it hurt?’
“Can you be more specific?”
“Your head.”
“All of me hurts. And I’m glad I was never one to worry over my appearance, because…” Tears roll down her cheeks. “I’m disfigured.”
Hannah slides onto the bed, leans to avoid the broken arm, and hugs Emily as she cries.



 






 
 
ETHAN’S EYE LINES up down the barrel of his M&P, through the white, night sight dots and at his intended target. You don’t miss. Miss and that’s the one that kills you. His ears ring from the truck explosion.
Kaleb draws his mouth into a twisted grin, displaying his pride. Revenge for his brothers’ deaths splashes over his face.
If the Bowlin idiot only knew the pain crossing Ethan wasn’t because he cared for the dead girl next to him, but that her blood contains antivirals which might produce a vaccine to end the scourge of the undead. People like the Bowlins never desire order be restored to the world.
The flames gnaw at Kaleb, and he refuses to allow another Bowlin life to end at the hands of this man. He rolls into the center of the smoking asphalt hole, smug in his win.
Seconds pass.
The Humvee crash aggravates his damaged leg. Ethan reaches the crater blasted in the bridge. Aiming at the center of the rippling disturbance in the water, he decides not waste valuable rounds, lacking a solid target.
Even if he survived the fall, the undercurrents will keep him from shore. Ethan eyes the bubbles until they’re gone and readies his weapon at the impact spot longer than it would have taken Aquaman to be forced to surface. Dead.
Scanning the bridge, burning truck, lots of bodies. The explosion alone will draw the undead. None of Bowlin’s men stir.
It’s becoming a career—killing these bastards. As the high-pitched ring subsides in his skull, Ethan detects the distant scattering of automatic rounds. A few of the Marines live. Give’m hell. Too bad the cure—he uses the back of his hand to fling off Amanda’s blood splattered across his face—died with her. Amanda’s final drops of life splash onto the bridge.
Cost more than it was worth. So much for saving the world. Ethan hobbles to Becky. The moan-howl cadence deafens around them as he cradles her in his arms. Poor kid. I’m sorry. You’d have made a great warrior in this new world. “I’m proud of you.”
The tears burn as he blinks drops of Amanda’s blood from his eye.
With her unswollen eye, Becky glances at him as she once did her father. She moves her broken jaw. Ethan places his ear next to her lips. Through splintered teeth, she spits four words.
Her last four words.
“Baby…okay…end…me—”
There’s no getting her off the bridge, and even my crack medical team lacks the treatment center for her trauma. Tears stream from the center of Ethan’s left eye.
No words.
A thunder boom ends her pain and any chance of reanimation.
Ethan pops the clip.
Twelve.
And one in the pipe.
The undead shamble from both ends of the Hernando de Soto Bridge. Ethan ignores his natural urge to count and calculate his shots, facing down a hundred times as many biters as he has rounds.
I need on the Arkansas side. If I fail, I’ll fail that direction. He hobbles west, expending two rounds. He drops one biter and splinters the clavicle of another. Still too far away. No wasting rounds. Must risk them getting closer. What a grand Butch Cassidy exit, and no one will be around to tell the tale.
He slips a second full clip from his belt, placing it in his mouth. Then he grips the third full clip in his left hand, ready to replace the first once he empties.
I wish for that rocket launcher. In a few seconds, I’m going to wish for more ammo, but I’d blow the hell out of these fuckers. Instead…maybe I should follow that Bowlin bastard into the river. I’d have to give up my gear, and how many miles down the river would I be before…if I could reach the shore. Undertows. They’ve killed a lot dumb enough to swim in the river. Last resort—river. Oh hell, the fall would probably kill me.
Fuck me. The fall should kill me. It’ll be a hell of an impact. Save the last round. I won’t be—
An aftershock rocks the bridge.
The undead stumble—lost, confused. Some stagger to the rail and fall into the Mississippi. Those that move don’t seem aware of Ethan.
Never refuse a gift horse. As he picks up speed, his bum legs stretches, and he moves west. He pockets the clip in his hand and releases the one from the M&P. He loads the missing rounds.
No fucking way. Ethan spits out the clip. “No fucking way!” If I live through this, no one will believe me.
Full-armored medieval knights on horseback hack through the herd on the Arkansas side of the Mississippi River. Swords cleave off heads. Axes and Thor hammers smash skulls.
The undead paw at the horses but are deflected by a chain mail covering.
It takes Ethan seconds to register it’s no hallucination. They’re real. Real men mounted on mares and wielding broadswords. I need to be where they are. He chooses his targets carefully so no bullets penetrate the confused undead and harm his saviors?
Clear a path. He pops a biter near the edge of the rail. It falls. I need to be ending those in the center. He picks off biter after biter until the black powder smell fills his nose over the rot. Ethan shifts his attention to those approaching from behind him. Fuck it! He rattles off the clip.
The undead approaching from the east side attack the flames of the truck. Some munch on the bodies of Bowlin’s men.
Guess they weren’t dead.
They eat until each person turns, having nothing to do with the undead flesh. Most of those men were dead from head shots and will never transform as the undead consume them quickly. It gives me a buffer as I wait for my handsome rescuers. Just need a tall tower guarded by a dragon.
The next aftershock spooks the horses.
Fuck me!
Explosions erupt from Memphis.
From the herd bursts an undead soldier as tall as Ethan with even wider shoulders, moving with linebacker speed. It howls.
Ethan ejects the empty clip. He has no time to pop in a fresh. He drops the gun, drawing his Taurus Magnum.
“You have to ask yourself if you feel lucky. Do you? Punk.” The thunder tears open the top of the brute’s left shoulder. Two more unaided shots splinter the chest of the monster. I’ve never encountered one so fast. Ethan draws and holds his breath. Aims.
The biter reaches a one-inch distance from the Taurus barrel. The flames from the powder ignite the collar as the head disintegrates into a fine, blackish-red mist. The lack of skull doesn’t prevent the impact of the body. Ethan finds himself on his back and his Magnum skittering down the pavement.
He rolls to his stomach and pushes up to his knees while grabbing his M&P. Sliding in a clip, he hobbles toward his Magnum.
As he recovers his gun, the knights reach him. They circle him, their white tunics splattered in blackish, coagulated blood. A knight pulling an unsaddled horse drops the reins at Ethan’s feet.
Through the air holes comes a muffled voice. “Come with us if you want to live.”
“Always wanted to say that, haven’t you?” Ethan grabs the leather straps.
“We can leave you here for the Nachzehrer.”
Ethan grabs the base of the mare’s mane and flips onto the back—not his first rodeo.
The confused undead stagger past the living warriors toward the burning city.




 






 
 
MIKE LACES HIS fingers into Kelsey’s as she sleeps in a hospital bed. Tubes sprout from her mouth, nose and down her arms.
A man in full tactical gear slides into the room, followed by an older man in a lab coat.
The unfamiliar rifle hangs from a plastic crampon attached to his chest armor for easy recovery and discharge.
Mercenary. Mike whispers, “Doctor’s here.”
“You should be in your bed. You open up your chest wound or do any more damage to your back, I don’t have any whole blood to replace it,” the doctor says.
“Someone she trusts should be here when she wakes.”
The doctor checks the vitals on the computer screen. “Trust is relative. Captain Mayberry took pity on you. He has orders not to allow anyone inside.”
“And I owe him…and you,” Mike says.
“Your friend may not have the same feelings.”
“If you hadn’t taken her leg, she would have died.”
“Outside, a one-legged person has no chance of surviving.”
“I’ll protect her,” Mike says.
“You have an infection. Whoever flayed your side and back left you in need of antibiotics. I don’t have enough to spare to give you the full dose you’ll need,” the doctor says.
“Any assistance you give us is appreciated. We can’t repay you,” Mike admits.
“Your blood work was helpful.” The doctor sits on a stool. “Your friend needed immediate attention, or she would’ve died. I might have to take her other foot, but she must be stable first. Your body has seen much abuse. What I must know is how you two got this way?”
“I lived in St. Louis. The city held out for close to ten months. A caravan of final survivors was in the process of traveling to Fort Leonard Wood. A herd of undead swarmed and…I escaped.”
“Highway 44?”
“Yes. Miles of trucks—all loaded with supplies, if you were wondering.”
“It takes our team farther trips out to replenish certain items.”
“What is this place? A research lab?” Mike asks.
“And your back?”
“After I escaped the herd, I was captured by a…” Mike ups his game to avoid appearing weak. “A couple drugged me, and when I woke, I was hog-tied. They were cutting off my flesh to eat.”
“Whoever cut had a surgeon’s hands. The removal was clean. You’ve broken open a few times, and it was filthy.”
“You’ve never been outside during the outbreak, have you?” Mike knows the answer to his question.
“We’re secure here. How did you escape?”
“Other survivors didn’t care for cannibals but refused to take on another member. Trust is an issue. I traveled toward Fort Wood when I encountered Kelsey.”
“Could she walk?”
“I nearly shot her, mistaking her for a biter,” Mike says.
“By force of will. The burns and her beating should have killed her. Medically, we’d consider her a miracle.”
“She and her companions were jumped for their supplies. They left her for dead.”
“Must have been some gear. To torture her so.”
“It’s all she told me,” Mike says.
“And you have a dog. No one here has encountered a dog since the outbreak. Where were you heading?”
Don’t take too long to answer. “Fort Wood. They take in refugees.”
“You’re off track for your destination.”
“I thought it was better not to follow a straight line. Better to remain off the main roads. Avoid the renegade types who burnt Kelsey,” Mike says.
“I’ll spare you. The military base is gone.”
I knew that. Got to protect Kelsey’s home. Anyone with this kind of facility is suspect. “Then where do we go?”
“Not here. I’ve spent resources on you I shouldn’t have, but Captain Mayberry has a soft heart.”
“Is that why he pays children in candy to clear rocks from the airfield?”
“There are vagrants who mill around outside the wall,” the doctor says.
“What’s this place?” Mike asks.
“You rest. As soon as your friend wakes, I’m going to have to release you.”
“In her current condition, that’s murder.” Mike’s protest quells when the guard’s hand cups the rifle handle. “Why operate to save her if you’re going to exile her, guaranteeing death?”
“The longer she’s out, the longer you stay. Amputees require long-term care and therapy. None of which exist anymore. We function under Darwin rules now.”



 






 
 
“WHICH ONE OF you is King Arthur?”
None of the mounted knights answer or speak as they travel the road. Ethan speculates they’ve limited vison through the viewports or eyeholes of their armored helmets. I thought my duster coat was smart. But full-blown armor. Brilliant. I always wanted to be knighted.
They travel along the interstate stretching through what was once West Memphis.
Kind of how I expected a city to appear after a B2 bomber run. The quake decimated all structures. Likely they were picked over as most metropolitan areas were in the first days. Memphis was one of the cities dotted on the map from Dr. Ellsberg’s office.
A low ground rumble rolls past them.
Ethan pats the side of his mount’s neck to keep her calm. He lacks the skill to stay on while bareback if she bolts.
I miss my shower. I hope it’s still there when I get back. Those quakes could destroy the dam. Becky said the baby was okay. Chad better cowboy the fuck up and get that kid back to Acheron. Poor Amanda, she might have been the future. He draws a finger along the case securing the syringe containing the cure hidden in his armored vest.
Ground’s too unsteady to risk reloading, but I need to.
An undead frozen in the road takes no notice of the approaching horses. One of the knights charges forward, lifting a hammer, much like the god of thunder’s, and shatters the skull of the creature.
The quake messes with their internal biology. Like the fleeing animals. Earthquakes have sound waves. I wonder if the sound could be duplicated. If most freeze, a team could march up and smash heads. But like the one I shot on the bridge, they don’t all behave in the same manner.
The knight races back, the clop of metal on the asphalt. He brings his mount close enough to Ethan to scrape paint, had they been cars. Ethan never flinches. Take a little more than a two hundred-pound man at a full charge to rattle me. Hell, I was about to take down every undead in the world.
Ahead, two mounted knights pull a train of horses loaded down with packs onto the road.
“Nachzehrer?” one of the new knights asks.
The second time I’ve heard the term. And no Google to look it up.
The leader raises a hand to quiet the two new men. He turns his mount to face Memphis.
Ethan glances over his shoulder. Thick blooms of black smoke rise like pillars into the sky, forming a much darker cloud over what was once the Bluff City.
“Missed my chance to visit Graceland.” With that much smoke, half the city had to be on fire. It’ll draw the undead, as will the aftershocks. If all this confuses them, it will give Chad a chance to get north with the baby. I’ll never see the Memphis Mafia, enjoy the bar-be-que. Hell, I should take my gear and travel to all the landmarks I’ve always wanted to visit. Bet there are no lines to get into the Arch.
“Water rise!”
Ethan spins his horse. The marsh area along the edge of the Mississippi disappears as the river changes course. Whatever system was in place to keep the city from flooding has been destroyed, with no one left to maintain repairs.
Despite his massive frame, Ethan crouches and prepares to spur his mount. “Last time the earth shook, the river ran backwards for eight hours and the course permanently changed.” He digs his heels into the horse’s flanks. It bolts forward into a gallop.
Brown murk crawls over the road.
The ground quivers. Many of the knights dismount in the second before an aftershock brings down trees.
Ethan jerks on the reins. His horse slides, metal shoes on asphalt, before halting. An oak splinters at the base and slams across the road before him. He flings himself from the mount. Never able to stick his landing, pain shoots through his left leg.
A horse snorts.
No other noise exists once the rumbles terminate.
Once again in control of their steeds, the knights ride past Ethan. He strokes his horse’s nose, ensuring calm. Pressure on his left leg, when he mounts, waters his right eye. He trots to rejoin the group. “You guys aren’t much into talking. I guess I don’t have much to say besides a few elderberry jokes.”
The wind shifts direction, and the smell of burning wood and rot surrounds them. Ethan strokes the side of his horse’s neck. “You guys must be from this part of the country, making you a little more used to all the tiny earthquakes.”
They travel west past a gas station travel center or what had been a truck stop-restaurant-touristy goodies store before the fuel tanks ignited. The burns scorching the highway and parts of the concrete center divider have the marks of gasoline fire. Ethan’s not sure how he knows the difference, but flames fueled by leaves or grass leave different marks on structures.
People ruined their own survival when they fought over meager supplies in those first few days. What made me so smart? I did all I could to get home. Home to my closet and gun cabinet. He cuts off the memory before…
The knight shatters a biter with his hammer.
It must be his job. We should get off this highway. The undead seem naturally attracted to it. I’ve discovered a field full of cattle left alone for the undead not wanting to leave the road.
Ethan hangs in the center of the knights, forcing the undead to attack the armored men before they reach him.
The highway off-ramp leads to a state-run welcome center. The hammer wielding knight leads the group toward the structure.
I don’t think my map goes this far into Arkansas. But this location gives me a point of reference. Ethan notes the giant green mileage sign: “St Louis 278 miles.” Means Interstate 55 is somewhere past this rest stop.
The chief knight passes the parking lot and picnic area, leading them into the woods.
North’s a good direction. North to where? We must be some hundred miles below the epicenter. Too much north and we’ll stumble into a throng of undead. At least we’re off the highway. I’d rather do a hundred miles west before going north. I would use my jump-start on a car and drive. Add to the mystery of how I’m able to travel so far so fast. Sure as hell isn’t on this bum leg.
Occasionally, the caravan slows. A knight dismounts and urinates without a word, and the group moves on.
After a few hours, the sun peeks over the eastern horizon.
Dark, and I’ve no idea how many rounds are in my M&P. I should have one full clip. And if I didn’t lose those two to reload. My Magnum
has five.



Ethan ignores the rumble in his stomach as the sun rises. These horses need rest. We’ve been on them too long. Given the average speed and the lack of heavy forest density, I’d guess we’ve traveled at least twenty-five to thirty miles.
The knights approach a defensible stockade created from telephone poles driven into the ground.
“Someone’s seen all of John Ford’s movies,” Ethan says.
Dried and black blood from the impacts of dozens of undead covers the walls about chest level. The ground is torn asunder from thousands of shuffling feet passing by.
Whoever erected the structure knew how to create a wall able to withstand a herd. The earthquake noise might be more appealing than smelling a few dozen living souls inside.
The blaring of a ram’s horn signals the gate to open.
The four people swing the gate poles wide enough for the knights to parade through.
Another blast on the ram’s horn. People inside line the path, prepared for a procession.
A required procession. Ethan speculates they demand to be treated as heroes.
Inside the walls, people rush the horses and secure the reins, allowing the knights to dismount. Smaller children approach the men and hold out their arms to accept discarded helmets and weapons.
It’s good to be the king. Or close. Ethan dismounts. His boots sink three inches into a muck containing more than mud. Why do these people, who cosplayed knights at Renaissance festivals, think living in this manner is cool? Proper sanitation, if not the colony’s concern, should quickly become so. The world runs on working toilets. How long have they lived in this manner to not notice the stink of urine and horse shit?
Supporting the wall at the gate are two flipped over tractor trailers to add support and give the guards a platform to entrench them behind the telephone poles to create the battlement.
Not a bad set up. A herd couldn’t push down or climb over. A few fresh undead know, or remember how to climb, but not many. Too many like the bulky soldier and they’d be able to leap the wall. Fucking super biters. I’ve never seen anything like him. How did he move so fast? Fresh, I’ve see some still behave human, but he was hopped up on roids. Was he? Was he on something when he died and it stayed with him? Meth’d up biters is all we need.
Metal siding forms the walls of simple dirt floor huts. They lack the thatched roofs, but the sheet metal adds to the water muddying the streets. With the number of undead flooding out of Memphis, I doubt I could have done much better under similar circumstances. It’s like the third world.
I was lucky the hydroelectric dam was in a national forest. Less people. The person who built these walls is someone I want in my camp. The overwhelming stink of horse shit burns his nose. Once established, they should’ve focused on latrines. These people are one step from popping a squat in the street if the urge suits them.
Blended with pre-apocalyptic tools and supplies, many residents craft items from hand. Can’t knock the skills these people have tried to recreate authentically. Quilters will be valued. That hut has an anvil. And the horses are shod. No electricity. These people are up with the sun.
Ethan soaks in all the location’s amenities as they march him into the fort. One lady weaves grass into a floor matt. Another plucks chicken feathers from the broken-necked bird. A small child inspects the feathers for cleanliness before stuffing them into a bag.
An older man with one leg polishes a metal cooking pot. Another weeds through trash, creating a pile of now reusable items.
Nothing’s wasted any longer. Ethan keeps a mental note about the garbage. We’ve scavenged through some junkyards, but some landfills could yield useful products.
They seem to be making products besides armor, but the only food I spot are the chickens, and I smell pig shit over the human shit.
Biters like noise. And they smell blood. Does the shit smell mask the human one? I’ll stand guard without sleep while a team builds another wall before I live in a septic tank. I miss my shower. Fucked-up trip. Poor Becky.
Two knights escort him toward the only pre-apocalyptic building inside the fort. The wrap-around porch and picture window give it a homey, American vibe.
Either I’m getting used to it or the shit smell dissipates away from the wall.
A boy with a spear guards the door. “You should disarm him before he meets Gentarra.”
The man glances down at the boy as if offended he spoke to a knight.
Good faith. Ethan slips the M&P from the holster, handing the butt end to the kid. Somehow, he doesn’t trust the arrogance in the knights. The kid accepts the weapon, placing it on the table next to him. He flips up his palm, requesting the Magnum.
Ethan complies, knowing his Beretta has a full clip hidden under his duster coat. He calculates how many of them he can pop before the kid remembers how to use his spear. I need these people. I need them to find Chad and the baby. Sure as hell won’t allow Becky to die for nothing.
In what remains of a Metallica t-shirt and a laced corset to keep her well-developed breasts stable, a woman steps from inside the building. Ethan’s mouth dries, and he tastes his own morning breath. Despite the lack of proper bathing, she remains quite beautiful and clean. She’s not a millennial but appears too young to be a grandmother. His heart picks up pace.
“Are you the cause of the explosions on the bridge?” she demands.
“I was there when it occurred. Most of the mess was a direct result of the earthquake.”
The knight nods as if to confirm the statement.
“It’s been playing havoc with our horses and has stirred the Nachzehrers into frenzy feeds,” she says.
“Nachzehrer?”
“Some undead mythical creature who devours its family when it first awakes.”
“We call them biters where I’m from, but Nachzehrer is a bit more accurate.” Ethan asks, “How did you come up with it?”
“We need to be asking you the questions,” she says.
“You’re in charge?”
“Women can’t be in charge?”
“Not at all. I assumed it was the knights.”
She glances at the knight, not quite seeking permission. “I operate with a trifecta. I’m one of the three. Before the war, I was a simple housewife. It was Professor Plum who knew about Nachzehrers.”
“Professor Plum?” Ethan questions. Somehow, I doubt you were simple.
“A running joke among those of us left when we first built this camp.”
The kid hands her Ethan’s M&P. She racks the slide to inspect the chamber. Her eyes widen. “You still have bullets.”
“Had. I put some fifty into the biters on the bridge.”
“Well, John Wayne, we haven’t seen bullets in six months.” She flashes him an impressed smile.
Ethan notes she has no poker face.
“You’re not military, at least not anymore.” She pops the clip back into the gun and slips it behind her back. He would bet up the corset, allowing for quick draw. But he has no idea how she has any room as tight as the leather stretches.
“Bum leg, but it doesn’t have any bearing on my shooting.”
“Lack of bullets might.” She flips open the cylinder on the Magnum. “Eight shots. Nice.” She dumps the bullets into her pocket and places the weapon on the porch.
“I’d like that one back,” Ethan says. “I’ll need it to locate more bullets.”
“Not for fifty miles,” she says.
“Your people have cleaned out everything north or in a radius?” Ethan asks.
“Smart. Not enough smart people survived. I thought you were cocky or lucky, but you know what you’re doing,” she says.
“Even the intelligent succumbed to the inability to put a bullet in their loved ones.”
“And you’re the lone wolf with no family?” she asks.
“I wasn’t anywhere near my daughters when... By the time I was—”
“I get the picture. You got a name?”
“Ethan. Ethan Edwards.”
“What a cowboy name. So you are John Wayne. We could use a few more cowboys around here.” She smiles. Not at him, but at the armored escorts with hands on the pommels of their swords.
Before the end of the world, Ethan would’ve never claimed to believe in an instant connection between people, but this close to her, he detects an aura around her tugging at him. “I’ll take my guns and be on my way.”
She marches from the porch with enough of her dress balled in her fist to keep the helm from dragging in the mud. The two knight escorts follow.
Ethan glances down at the kid, who glares at him as if he’ll bite him in the knee.
“There are two problems with you leaving. First, the quake has stirred the Nachzehrer and I suggest you wait. Second, my people risked their lives to pull you off the bridge. You owe us.”
“Let me write you a check, Gentarra.” Ethan decides to use the name the kid mentioned.
“Someone’s cocky.”
“I’m confident.” Women like that.
“You don’t have friends outside. There are two armed men next to you, a kid with a spear at your back, and I’ve your gun.”
Ethan rubs his bewhiskered chin, the stubble still never growing in thick enough for him to sport a beard. He flashes her a smile. In three seconds and before any of the men unsheathe their swords, the two are on their backs in the mud, wondering how the sky came into their view. He jerks the spear from the kid, flinging it out of reach.
The woman fumbles with his M&P, but as she gets her fingers around the handle and through the trigger guard, she’s met with a Berretta pointed at her left eye and no room to blink without brushing the barrel with her eyelash.
“You’ve two of my guns. And these men wear armor to fend off biters they haven’t learned to fight people in it.” Ethan swings his left arm, holding his palm-sized nine shot Taurus .22 at the kid. Don’t make me show you how I can’t hit shit with my left hand. He grins. Got all my speed back after the beating.
The kid freezes as the rest of the gathering camp residents back away in shock from the lightning attack.
Ethan continues, “The body moves different under the added weight.” He holds out his left hand. The .22 dangles from his trigger finger. He signals for his M&P. “How about I thank you for saving me, and I leave without incident.”
“What do you call this?”
“A demonstration on not to fuck with me. I assure you, I’ve killed people for less.”
The two knights recover. Most of the villagers return to work with watchful eyes on the stranger.
“You’re dismissed,” Gentarra orders.
Ethan holsters his M&P and then the hidden .22. “Kid, get my Magnum.”
“Do we want to give this guy back his guns?” questions the boy.
“Go ahead, Andrew,” she relents. “He could have killed all of us already. He didn’t. And if he takes over, I get the feeling we’ll live a lot better.”
“He’d have never gotten off the bridge without us,” one of the knights says.
Ethan cements his authority. “You can take me back and we’ll see. I’ve faced down worse odds.”
The kid hands over the gun.
“All of you, return to your business. Nothing left to witness. I’m going to speak with this man.” Gentarra waits until they are alone in the center of all the eyes of the camp. “We could use someone of your skills to improve our defenses. The ones in armor do well against the Nachzehrer, but there have been growing numbers of attacks by the living. At least before the quakes.”
Ethan holsters his Berretta. “Store-bought supplies are reaching an end. People with no survival skills are desperate. I’ve got my own people to return to.”
“Are they far? Could we arrange some sort of trade for goods?” Gentarra asks.
“You’ve a blacksmith. How about someone who tans cow hides?” He holds out his palm.
“Our man shoes horses,” she says, as she sprinkles his bullets into his hand.
“My camp’s too distant for viable trade practices.”
“Stay here and help us. We’ll find a way to make trading work.”
“A little too Game of Thrones for me, Khaleesi,” Ethan says.
“We try not to kill each other over the seat of power and have yet to taken to sleeping with our siblings. However, winter is coming, and we don’t have the rations for a cold, snowy one.”
“Winter? It’s only June.”
“We won’t have enough stores. We’ve no way to grow more.” She leads him to the far wall, monkeying up the guard station scaffolding. Ethan follows. He takes twice as long, with his leg, to follow her up the scaffolding.
With hands on her hips, when he reaches the top, she says, “Well, Superman, I’ve found your kryptonite.”
“It’s why I shoot so well.”
Behind the camp wall, plowed acres would yield enough crops for two winters of food. But instead, the tracks of a biter herd have trampled all green plants into the dust.
“The earthquake?”
“The Nachzehrer were thinning. We used the last of our gas and plowed the field with tractors. Much of the seed scattering was done by hand. We’d crops growing. Not sure about weeding. But as much as we planted, if even half matured, we’d make it through the winter with some seed for next season.”
Somewhere between this camp and home, a herd stretches for miles, moving toward the quake epicenter and damn everyone in its path.
“I’m so fucked.” No, maybe not. Maybe the river. No, Chad’s out there with the baby. A baby born alive from a biter mother.
“We all are when they figure out there’s no food,” Gentarra says.
“You need to tell them.”
“Is Ethan Edwards your real name?”
“Is Gentarra yours? Sounds a bit Dungeons and Dragons,” Ethan snaps.
“I need help. We’ve got a lot of hardworking people, but once they understand there’s no winter food, the knights will leave, and we will collapse.”
Ethan considers. Teaching them to fight better is the equivalent of pulling a rotten tooth from a dead horse’s head; they’ve nothing to fight for. Instead, he offers his best Arnold impersonation. “Come with me, if you want to live.”



 






 
 
CHAD DRIVES THE nail through the carpet piece he cut from the floor. “Why am I hanging carpet over a door?”
“The baby’s colicky, and until we get her to stop crying, we need to muffle her. I’ve seen walls of recording studios with carpeted walls.” Walter rocks the baby, but nothing seems to quell the crying or the little toots emanating through the diaper.
“That baby hasn’t stopped crying since I met her. That doesn’t seem normal,” Lindsey says.
“We’re traveling fine. I can’t get over how no vehicle on this route had gas.” Chad slides the hammer into his belt.
“Give me my gun and we’ll scout,” Lindsey offers.
“Get this place secure, muffle the noise, and we can hold up for a few days if necessary,” Walter says. He opens the package of new pacifiers. “She doesn’t have a fever. I say we let her cry it out. If you go search for supplies, my son and I will watch my granddaughter.”
“You’ve got Noah, too,” Chad says.
Lindsey rolls her eyes.
“You’ve noticed he’s missing some cards from his deck. But the boy can shoot.”
The father has remained out of reach with the death of Sandra. Ethan said to protect the baby. Protect the baby. Why is the baby so important? Chad glances at Lindsey. “You going to be able to keep up?”
“If I find gas first, you allow me to keep my gun,” she says.
“You want a lot of trust, lady. You might have saved us, but your detour cost us fuel.”
Lindsey marches from the living room.
“I wouldn’t be so tough on her, kid. She ain’t bleeding from her period,” Walter says.
“Oh.” His meaning slaps Chad in the face. “Oh!” He follows her into the kitchen.
“Um. I’m sorry.”
“Why? I wouldn’t have trust for a battered stranger either,” she says.
“I’m slow sometimes. Maybe that’s why Ethan always put me on point.” Chad chews the inside of his cheek. “I don’t guess it compares…considering. You’re not alone. I…well, these men tied me to the bed…”
Lindsey approaches Chad and hugs him. “Don’t.”
He wraps one arm around her and squeezes.
Before she cries, Lindsey pushes herself away. “Nothing we could do. But I want to help people prevent it from happening to anyone else. Let’s find some gas and protect the little girl.”
Chad hands her the shotgun. “You remind me of my friend, Becky.”
“Strong?”
“Bossy.”



“Becky allowed herself to be captured to ensure I returned to help the baby. I go after her and get killed, then everything’s for nothing. I’ll make sure I get the baby back to Acheron. Ethan made Becky swear. I’ll carry out her promise.” Chad swings his rifle over his right shoulder, his homemade shield secure on his left arm.
“He’s correct. Everything’s now about that little girl,” Lindsey says. “You really have electricity? Gas for generators would be in equally short supply.”
“I’m not a hayseed.”
“Never thought you were, kid. Your shield is genius. I want one. It won’t stop a bullet, but no cadaver will bite through it.”
“I want to paint it. Some warrior glyph.”
“Maybe a library will have a book on warrior symbols. A lot of books where you live?” she asks.
“We’ve electricity where we live. I’ll share no more.”
“Smart.”
The snarls of a biter place them on the defense. Chad glances around for it, discovering it hangs from a tree. It twitches and snarls, reaching to attack them.
“A warning?”
“Doubt it. Some fool thought they would end it. Only they didn’t tie the rope to break the neck, so they turned and are stuck like a bad Halloween decoration,” Chad says.
“Then why do it so far from the house?”
“My guess, the branches are thicker on this tree.”
“What about that tree?” Lindsey points. Down the road, at the next driveway, is another undead hanging from a tree.
“One neighbor got the idea to opt out from the other. Whole families would go all Jones Town,” Chad says.
“You see a lot of death?”
“More than I wanted. Put down some friends,” Chad admits.
“I know the houses behind us have no fuel, but I don’t like this,” Lindsey says.
“We don’t have the gas to backtrack. And we can’t cut across fields with a crying baby.”
“You better come up with a plan, because I don’t want to be the next corpse they use to mark these houses.”
Gravel road dust from a vehicle traveling toward them drifts across the field.



 






 
 
ETHAN DOESN’T NEED to inspect the plowed furrows beyond his bird’s eye view from the battlement. The earth was kicked over and trampled on by thousands of undead shuffling over the crops in search of the source of the earthquake. No wonder it smells of shit. That many undead would cause me to evacuate my bowels.
“This camp had walls,” Gentarra says.
Ethan notes she doesn’t call it home.
“The professor and Corduroy threw up the wall in the first weeks. They brought me in as an act of political correctness to keep control over the women folk. Many had kids, and their husbands, in their redneck logic, ran off to play with guns.”
They never returned. “You’ve got a medieval army.”
“Those guys came later, and they’re mercenaries.”
“Fighting with plastic swords and bashing the undead in the head isn’t the same as a live action hero.”
“You insulted them. But they needed it,” Gentarra says.
“Will the whole camp go?”
“Corduroy won’t like it, but he’s smart. He knows the truth about the food.”
“You’re putting a lot of trust in me awful fast. You didn’t even debrief your men about what happened on the bridge.”
“Mead-swilled tales of high adventure. I don’t have time to pick out facts. They recovered you from a bridge populated by undead. They draw lots before each scavenging mission, and if they engage an overwhelming number, one knight is tasked to return to report while the others die a valiant death. I knew they charged the bridge. To save a crazy gunslinger.” Her smile hints at an impish quality.
“Then you put a lot of trust in a stranger superfast. How do you know I wasn’t the bad guy in that battle?”
“You didn’t kill when you took your guns back. There’s something about you, Ethan?”
“Maybe I’ll tell you one day, Gentarra.” Ethan returns the unspoken question.
“It doesn’t matter who you were before. Only who you are now. I need you to help my people,” Gentarra says.
“Not here.”
“Your camp?”
“We’ve a rule. You don’t work, you don’t eat. We’re growing. We need more people to safely expand our border wall. And I can feed everyone this winter.” Dar’s going to love these numbers, but we’ll have the trains.
The low bellow of the ram horn draws their attention.
“Those reenactment guys must be loving this.”
“You’ve no idea. I don’t mind being called ‘my lady.’ Beats ma’am. I’m not old enough to be a ma’am.”
Ethan smiles at her. A lady and one of experience. “The signal?”
She rolls her eyes. “Someone approaches. Someone I wish would get eaten.” She climbs down the scaffolding.
Ethan follows, placing his boot on each metal pole like a little kid scooting down stairs, one at a time, until he reaches the ground.
“You messed your leg up.” It isn’t a question. “Not many people unable to run have lasted ten months without living behind walls.
Ethan pats his Magnum. “All the wall I need.”
Gentarra would find his macho, male bravado unattractive if it was genuine. She leads him around the back of sheet metal huts.
“The professor wants us to expand our wall beyond the Wapanocca National Wildlife Refuge, but there are no more telephone poles. Corduroy says these were in a field a few miles from here,” Gentarra explains.
More of the community exists behind the house. Next to a swimming pool rests a semi-truck bracing a windmill. At the base of the windmill, a black man fiddles with a pump.
“Corduroy chose this place for the house and the pool.”
The black man doesn’t glance from his work. “The house was a good size and isolated. I wanted the pool to collect rainwater. I built this windmill to keep the pool full.”
“We boil the water before we drink it,” Gentarra adds.
Corduroy gives her the, “I thought of that, woman” glance through lenses as thick as coke bottles. “We’re going to have to get the knights to scavenge a machine shop. I need some parts. I need to go with them to get what I need, or we’re going to lack fresh water.”
“Hook the truck back up to the pump, Corduroy,” Gentarra suggests.
“The knights will have to scavenge for diesel. But I have enough to fill the pool if it gets low; after that, we’re dry.”
“What if I offer an alternative?” Ethan asks.
“We’ve all heard you went Wyatt Earp on a herd at the bridge. But unless you can conjure needed supplies, you’re as useless as the knights,” Corduroy says.
“They provide protection,” Gentarra says.
“The wall protects us. They’re a useless resource, except when they have desires, and they do just enough. They could scavenge more. Or farther. They’ve picked clean the area within a day’s ride because they don’t want to be out after dark.” Corduroy wrinkles his nose to push his glasses higher.
“Again, I’ve an offer you can’t refuse,” Ethan says.
“You have ammo and gear. Makes you resourceful. What do you bring to us?” Corduroy asks.
“Not bring. Take. I’ve a camp. Room for all your people. And a source of hydroelectric power.”
“You have electricity? Most plants were shut down within days of the outbreak.” Corduroy uses a finger to correct the placement of his glasses.
“I found the workers in a refugee camp. They were willing to return when I offered real protection for their families. We’ve one major law in our camp. You don’t work, you don’t eat.”
“The professor wouldn’t do so well,” Gentarra says.
“What’s the catch?” Corduroy asks.
“It’s four hundred miles north.”
“Through the epicenter drawing all the Nachzehrer. You’re insane. We’re safe here.”
“Safe to starve,” Ethan says.
“You told him.” Corduroy’s face melts into disappointment. “Now you have no leverage,” he scolds Gentarra.
“I don’t see a lot of choice. We’re going to starve this winter, or maybe before.”
“Chances are, half the camp will die on such a journey,” Corduroy says.
“How many will die after you run out of horse meat?” Ethan asks.
“The knights won’t allow that,” Corduroy says.
“I don’t think they’ll stick around once they learn we don’t have food,” Gentarra adds.
“How do your people not know?”
“Gentarra lies to them. She’s a master.”
“She’s a woman. It’s natural,” Ethan says.
“They want to believe when I say some of the plants will recover,” she says.
“Everyone needs hope. We won’t burst bubbles yet. But my offer stands. And if you listen to me, you won’t lose half. I can’t promise everyone, but I’ve been doing this since the outbreak. It’s what I do.” Ethan pats his Magnum.
“The professor won’t leave,” Corduroy says.
“And I say fuck him,” Gentarra spits.
“I won’t leave until I know your plan is sound.”
“How many semis with flatbeds can we get up and running?” Ethan asks.
“There are plenty around. We need fuel.”
“Send your knights out after gas and three flatbeds. Build a pen for the horses on one—no horse trailers—and load the other two down with your gear. You’ll want at least four support pickups, ideally with winches.”
“It will take me a few days,” Corduroy says.
“Wait. You’re going to do this?” Gentarra asks.
“When the aftershocks cease, that herd will break apart and won’t ignore us. We don’t have winter stores and can’t scavenge enough to feed our group. The knights will abandon us for greener fields. The herd is distracted by the aftershocks. Now is the time to go if we want to sneak past them, if that’s the correct term. Better we die trying than starve here,” Corduroy says.
“I’m all in. We don’t need the professor’s support,” Gentarra says. “Some will stay with him. But if they’re willing to follow him, then we don’t need them.”
“Then the gene pool won’t suffer from their loss.” Ethan’s hand grips his Magnum at the roar—of cheers. He glances at Gentarra.
She rolls her eyes. “He’s back.”
“It wouldn’t hurt my emotional standing to leave him either,” Corduroy says.
The trio march around the house to the compound entrance.
Guards open the gate wide enough for a single man to slide through. Sporting a backpack and plump duffle bag, he struts in as if a god, down to mirrored sunglasses and a fringed leather coat.
Elvis he’s not, but he could get work as an impersonator in a poorly lit club.
Children rush to him and spread out a tarp.
He unzips the bag, turning over the stuffed duffle bag, spilling out supplies onto the tarp.
Before Ethan’s visual examination concludes, women mob the arriving rock star. “Popular, isn’t he?”
“You have no idea.” Gentarra spits, “He’s allowed to do whatever his little hard-on desires, and nothing I say stops it.”
“How’s that an arrangement?”
“The professor,” Corduroy says, as if it explains everything.
“We were starving near the end of last winter. Slaughtering our livestock would mean we’d starve later. He offered a deal. Our council of three doesn’t have to be unanimous, just two votes,” Gentarra says.
Ethan’s eyes fire a dagger at Corduroy before guessing, “And you lost.”
“Chet could keep whatever he fit into his pack, required to turn over what he had in the duffle. If the duffle I selected for him to use was full each trip,” she says. “He yielded enough candy bars to feed everyone. He was given the building at the end of the row, and he keeps it locked. No one has ever tried to break in, but we know he has more food. Upon his return, he selects one of those women from the crowd.”
“She gets her choice of goodies after she spends the night,” Ethan speculates.
“You’re one smart man.” Gentarra smiles.
“Correct, but I also live in a camp where women offer themselves to me for protection. I never traveled that path. It leads to the dark side.”
“So, you’ve given up attachments like a proper Jedi.” She rolls her tongue along the bottom of her upper teeth as she smiles.
“You’re not a fan of the prequels?” Ethan asks.
“No, but I watched them. It took a few viewings to determine how bad they failed the franchise.”
“I’ve made it my mission to destroy every copy I find,” Ethan says.
“I bet you have. The undead walk the earth, and you make us safe from Jar Jar Binks.” She laughs.
Ethan meets her blue-gray eyes. If Corduroy wasn’t present, he would embrace the energy she radiates. Never sure how women feel about him, his own chemistry pushes him to kiss her. “Someone has to. You’ve food now. Why do you let him continue?”
“The women would riot. Those at least willing to spread for extra food—”
“I get it. I don’t condone it,” Ethan says. “My camp. No prostitution. And no chance of starving.”
“Even after the earthquake?” Corduroy asks.
“It’s far enough north...any damage would be minimal. As soon as the herd thins enough, I’m getting back to them.” Or I’ll move west and then north.
“You have little ammo and no supplies. I can’t give you any food for your journey,” Gentarra says.
“I’m not asking. Chet has the supplies I need. I’ll bet he knows the location of a convenience store or a mom-and-pop grocery off the grid that wasn’t pilfered by your knights. They’ve shitty vision in those helmets. Once Chet runs out of supplies, he won’t be as popular.”
“Right now, his extra food supplements feed us until our crops mature or would have. Even if you get the food you need, what about ammo? We haven’t had any in months,” Corduroy says.
“If I convince people to go with you, it will take more than swords to protect them,” Gentarra says.
“I’m considering my options. I do know where there’s a stash of guns.”
“Crossing back into Memphis is suicide, without a tank,” Gentarra says. “And even we saw the smoke. Plumes that high mean the entire city has burnt.”
“I left my tank back at my camp.”
“For real?”
“My camp’s well protected,” Ethan says.
“At what price?”
“We’re a community. Chet won’t have extra food to trade, anyway. All supply teams turn over what they recover, and we share. If I have my way, he’ll shovel cow shit.”
“There’s a few of us who would go. But many are scared.”
“Do you think I could find a boat with a motor strong enough to cross the river?” Ethan asks.
“Maybe.”
“With a boat, I’ll avoid Memphis to reach the military base. There are plenty of guns lying around there.”
“How can you be sure the soldiers didn’t abscond with them?”
“Because I was escaping across the bridge with the soldiers. They were abandoning the base in a hurry, due to the horde. They left all the gear. If the aftershocks draw the horde north, the base will be clear of all but a few stragglers. The only way there is boat.”
“You’re so smart. Why are you not king of this world?” Corduroy asks.
“I don’t need flattery.”
“I won’t say I wasn’t interested in you for your big—brain. But not many smart people seem to be around. Most of these people are here by luck—dumb luck. They’re capable of learning, and it keeps them alive. But none of them are Mensa candidates.”
“That test’s difficult,” Ethan says.
“You’re a Mensa member?” Corduroy snaps, envious.
“I said the test was hard. Now who here would be best to help me to a boat?” Ethan asks.
“Me, most likely, but this place will fall apart if I go outside. The professor has lost it. And Corduroy is black. The knights aren’t too keen on following him.” Gentarra considers, “If she hasn’t achieved shacking up with Chet, the fiery redhead, Serena, with the tight ass, knows the area.”
Ethan smirks.
“What’s funny?”
“Nothing.” His gut rolls from a chuckle. “The middle school boy in me always giggles when girls describe other girl’s bodies,” Ethan says.
“We check out other girls, even when we like dick,” Gentarra says.
“I know you check each other out. You hate on each other because she has nicer hair or perkier boobs.”
“I assure you, Ethan, my boobs are nicer than hers. And if some girl had the time to fix her hair with proper shampoo, I’d hate on her a lot.”
“Tell me about Serena?”
“She’s a devil. I’ve personally pulled her off three people she’s tried to shank. I’d throw her out, but they were pretty much in self-defense. But she doesn’t know when to stop. I don’t know if I would give her a gun. She scavenges. She can handle herself out there.”
“Even if she wasn’t messed up before the end of the world, the walking undead have fucked with all of us.”
“She has blue eyes. Incredibly rare among redheads. I don’t know her age, but she’s too young to have the kind of fire in her that she does,” Gentarra says.
“There’ll be no shrew taming. I need a boat with gas.”
“Serena!” Gentarra calls to her.
Reluctantly, the girl peels herself away from the crowd of women around Chet as he weeds out which one he wishes to bestow his manly gifts upon.
“What do you want, Gentarra? I think I had a shot this time.”
“Check out the kind of women he selects. The pickings are slim. But he likes a type, and half the time, it’s Harmony Williams. Ask yourself why that is. And if you’re willing to allow him to do to you whatever she allows done to her body,” Gentarra says.
“Maybe. I tire of the gruel. Whatever he needs me to do, the chocolate bar reward will kill the taste of anything else.”
“I’ve a better task for you,” Gentarra says.
“I ain’t sucking this old dude.” She points at Ethan.
“Why does everyone think I’m old?” Ethan rolls his eyes, choosing to consider the source of the remark has a golden hoop in her right nostril.
Gentarra continues, “I need you to act as guide. He needs a boat.”
“Smith’s Used Cars had some boats. Last time I was there, no one had pilfered any. What the fuck are you going to do with a boat, old man?”
“Get you a chocolate bar for your help,” Ethan offers.
“Gentarra, what’s with this creeper?”
“Serena, I know you’re smart, or you wouldn’t have lasted this long.” Gentarra lowers her voice. “Have you seen the fields we planted?”
“I turned lobster from all the time in the sun tossing seeds, and now I’m sure to have melanoma.” She darts her blue eyes between the two clear-faced adults. She opens her mouth.
“Don’t say it,” Ethan warns.
“How long before we become the Donner Party?” Serena asks.
“Ethan has made an offer to take us to his camp, but it’s a long way away.”
“Might as well be on the money. The dragon slayers over there can’t hack and slash their way to Jonesboro.” The hamster wheel turns. “You’re going across the river to the Army base. We could travel anywhere with those guns.”
“Keep your voice down,” Ethan says.
“I don’t need people upset about the food. Not if we have a plan to fix it before we tell them,” Gentarra says.
“The fucked-up professor will veto any plan you have, Gentarra. He doesn’t listen to anything with tits.”
Ethan pats his Magnum. “He’ll listen.”



 






 
 
FRANK HANDS KAREN a brown bottle.
Her eyes widen. “Where did you get a beer?”
“There are a couple of local breweries in Springfield. They finished off their stock before converting over to bottling water.” He pops the tab on his own beer.
“How did you get some?” She leans against a pillar on the porch, raising her bottle. Frank clinks his against hers.
“They give those with medical training a few perks, at least while they last. I think they want to keep me happy. There’s a lot of chaos in the city, and they don’t want to lose any med staff. Or what’s left. They’ll come after Harley. Something happened to all the doctors.”
“It’s why I haven’t slept.” She wrinkles her nose. After the first full-mouth gulp, she nurses the rest to make the luxury last.
“I’ll keep watch. You get some rack time,” Frank says.
“I’m not tired. I know I need to haul ass tomorrow. I say we jump-start a car and drive until the gas runs out. Increase our distance. Maybe do it a few times.”
“There are eight of us. It’ll have to be a pickup,” Frank says.
“Plenty around. It will keep Grace happy. All she did was complain about the hike.”
“Paola has a hitch in her step.”
“We know what they did. She fought back. They punished her for it.” Karen takes two sips.
“How is it no one else has followed Ethan’s example?” Frank asks.
“He was one man and was alone. Springfield could work, but it needs one leader. Those factions will tear the Queen City apart.”
“You pushed for our trip here.” Frank doesn’t quite phrase his sentence as a question.
Karen finishes off her beer. “Macho bullshit.”
“To prove you were as good as any man?”
“More or less. But not like you think. I grew up in a heavily Christian household where my father felt women had a place, and it was at the stove,” Karen says.
Frank raises his beer, still half full, in salute. “You’re no Suzy Homemaker. You do a good job as leader.”
“It’s easy. My mother was always pregnant. I had to wrangle my brothers and sisters.”
“You do a good—”
Karen flattens herself onto the porch deck and drags Frank down with her. She flashes a clenched fist to signal quiet before she points. In the sunset, the finger stabbing the air highlights a headlight.
“No way they followed us,” he whispers.
Karen nods in agreement. “Dragnet.”
“Do we move?” he asks.
The light is across a field on a blacktop running perpendicular to the road in front of the house. They travel roads, cut through fields, return to the road and cross a creek. They didn’t trail us. She crawls to the door.
Once inside, she assumes a guard post at a window. “Get them up and out the back.”
The truck lights pull into a field.
Karen wishes she had a nightscope as the sun dips below the trees.
Frank slides in beside her. “Everyone’s in the backyard.”
“They’re running a cold camp. How long will they hunt for Harley?”
“She was the only medical person. The city was spared most of the infection but not the medical personnel. That was the norm everywhere.”
“We put some distance between us and them, and tomorrow, we find a truck. Maybe risk going as far north as 70. Doable in a day as long as the roads are clear.”
“Even with full tanks of gas, sometimes the fuel pukes out.”
“The alternative is to sneak across the field and murder an unknown number and steal their truck,” Karen says.
“They find us, I’ll kill them. But I won’t kill them in their sleep.”
“Then we better move.”



Thump.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
THUMP. Goosh. Thump. Thump.
Thump.
Karen, forced from her sleep, crawls through the hay scattered in the barn loft. More thumps echo like tomatoes being thrown against a wooden wall.
None of the others wake from the constant noise. Marching until we had nothing left was not sound, but we needed to cover ground, and we might leave a trail in the dark. High ground was the most secure to sleep.
The sun is ten o’clock high.
She peers out the open window oftentimes used to toss hay in and out. She crams her hand in her mouth and clamps down to stifle her screams of panic.
Hundreds of undead surround the barn. They mill, confused.
They must have been following the quake, and now the aftershocks are weaker.
As if a conductor raised his arms, the cadence of moan-howls emanates in a low rumble.
Grace wakes in a tantrum of screams. Karen dives across the loft and clamps her hands over the five-year-old’s mouth. “Shhhh, sweetheart.”
Kalvin crawls to the opening.
The undead bounce off the outer walls of the barn, so many at a time the building shakes.
“I’ve never seen this many. They’re like an ocean.” He counts the undead as they bump against the building. All have blood-stained shirts, all with golden lions on them.
“Shhhhh.” Karen releases her. “I don’t think they know we’re here. We remain quiet and they’ll leave.”
Karen’s eyes cut to each person. Harley and Paola huddle together. Frank checks his ammo. The girl, the one Alec brought along, draws her knees to her breasts and hugs herself. The cowboy also inspects his gun.
Even if we made every shot count, we wouldn’t put a dent in the monsters, and once they knew we’re here, their numbers would bring down the structure.
Speaking as low as possible, Karen says, “Grace, you hug teddy and make no sound.”
The little girl nods, allowing Karen to release her grip. She crawls to Kalvin.
He mouths the word, “Idea?”
She shakes her head no.
The undead bounce off the building. They all detect the structure leaning as more and more corpses butt up against it.
Kalvin mouths to her, “We are going to die!”



 






 
 
“ISN’T THIS HOW most horror movies start?”
“Only the good ones.” Ethan shifts the vehicle into park, leaving the engine running to charge the battery.
“I haven’t been out of the compound in months.” Gentarra kicks her shoes off. “I don’t guess we’ll ever have graveyards again.”
“We could still bury loved ones, but the bodies don’t decompose like before. Better to burn them.”
“Could we chat about anything other than the end of the world?” she asks.
“Ladies’ choice. What do you want to talk about?”
She tugs at the cord keeping the front of her corset tied. “Will you find out if Serena is a natural redhead?”
“I thought you wanted to discuss things before the apocalypse. And no, I like my women a little older.”
“Okay. Maybe I thought we should have some small talk. I want to know how big your gun is.”
“Nine inches.”
Gentarra leans over and grabs Ethan’s crotch. “This gun.”
He lifts her hand off him. “I don’t have attachments anymore.”
“I don’t want to be attached. I need to be fucked by a man. A man who knows what to do with a woman who likes her hair pulled.” A conjugal smile crosses her lips.
“I never was much for rough riding.”
“Then make it last until we lead the caravan north.” A playful moan rolls over her lips. “Fuck me.”
Ethan steps from the SUV. He unclips his gun belt, stashing it in the front seat for an easy draw by a person sitting behind the driver.
The sun dips below the treetops.
The graveyard provides an eerie backdrop.
He flips down the middle seats of the SUV before climbing in the back.
Gentarra scampers over the central console. She straddles one of his legs. Ethan bites her neck.
“I thought you didn’t do rough?” She tugs his shirt free from his pants.
“I can pick you up with one hand. Even my gentle will be rough.” He kisses her neck.
“Wait.”
“I won’t leave a hickey. Not where it will show.”
“No.” Her tongue stumbles over her thoughts. “I’ve desired you since you were brought in.”
Ethan clamps a hand on her breast. “I’ve desired these melons.”
“You will, but I need something.”
Ethan drops his head back, exhaling. “Why do you women do this? Couldn’t you have brought this up before I climbed in the back?”
“I lost two children to the infection. Please don’t finish inside me.”
He draws his fingers along her cheek and holds her face, so her eyes lock with his. “I would never do that to you.” He smirks. “I prefer another place.” He kisses across her cheek, moving his lips toward her mouth.
“What’s your real name? Ethan Edwards was the troubled antihero from The Searchers, John Wayne’s character who hunted his stolen niece.”
“Lots of people are named after John Wayne.”
“You’re not an Ethan. I see it in those eyes.” Her lips touch his, not with passion but comfort.
“Who we were before doesn’t matter.” He mumbles, “I would never stop my search. I hunt every time I leave my group. The trail grew cold before winter.”
“Make love to me. Make me—us—forget about all our losses.” Her pleading precludes passion with tears.
“You’re crying.”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t desire you. It’s the first time…I’ve let go.” She fumbles with his belt.
“And this is the defining moment proving why I’ll never understand women.”
“What a remark for a man who wants to finish in my mouth.” She smiles through her tears.
“Who said there?”
“You can go anyplace, but...” She draws his hand over the curve of her rump. “I can’t be quiet if you go in there. It will attract many unwanted spectators.”
Ethan laughs hard enough that his slight gut jiggles her enough to bounce her breasts.
“What’s so fucking funny?”
“I may not tomorrow, but right now, I love you. Never have I ever thought I’d have such a conversation with a woman.” He lays her down as comfortably as possible in the third seat. “It’s been a while, but I will make it last—”
“Forever.”
“I don’t think that’s one of my superpowers, but I’ll give it a go.”



“What does it mean?” she asks Ethan.
“I hope it means that, despite being out of practice, your moans of contentment were genuine.”
She leans inward, pushing her breasts against him, “You found your rhythm the second time. I’ve no complaints.”
“Good. I certainly enjoyed you.”
“But what we did?”
“We had sex. Great sex. And I don’t need it to lead us into emotions,” Ethan says.
“We connected. And not in some school girl’s first cock way. I’ve never had a connection. You felt it,” Gentarra insists.
“I felt it. It makes it worse. Everything I do will compromise my explorations. Will I get back home to be with you? Do I go out? Do I let others go outside the fence so I can stay safe and be with you?”
“You have no one?”
“You know, it’s funny. I was married, but I was never pursued by women. Now, at the end of the world, I’ve got to fend them off with a stick. I was recovering from a beating, near death, and woke up with a half-naked woman next to me. Explain to me how that would have ever happened before the undead?”
“When you have tits like these and a small ass, all men desire you.” Gentarra smiles.
“You’re a woman. All men want to poke you.”
“Some were more respectful than others about it. Now, when they glance, it’s not like before. They don’t care about the appearance. A few months after the undead walked, there was this twenty-something man, we held each other in the mud-soaked drainage culvert. Hugged. We could have, but the closeness wasn’t about sex, it was about safety,” she says.
“You sleep better when you know you’re safe. I know I do,” Ethan says.
“You travel alone?”
“Second floor of a house. I make sure the room is clear, and I drop the dresser in front of the door. Nothing gets in without making noise enough to wake the dead.”
“Pun?” She twists her fingers in a small mound of his chest hairs.
“It works.”
“And you sleep knowing you’ll hear everything?”
“Humans don’t expect it, so they bang into the dresser and the undead just bang.”
“You said you were recovering from a beating?”
“This group got me. One of them hid under their campfire. They dug a pit and hid under the fire. I never thought of it. Even fire will burn through sheet metal after a while. As I dealt with the group, one got me from behind.”
“How did you escape?”
“This cop found me. He was searching for his daughter’s killer. It happened before the end. My group had picked up the killer. Lost four of my people.”
“It’s a risk. We’ve had a few. Most of our camp problems before the earthquake were trading extra food for sex.”
“It’s a hard choice. But if we leave people outside our wall to die, then we aren’t worth saving.”
“We keep getting burned. We bring in a nice one, and the next group steals at best. At the worst, leaves a biter who kills others. For the most part, they only pillage. The forced rapes have stopped.”
“Smart people would scream and attract attention. It’s difficult to run from biters with a hard-on. But I’ve encountered some of the worst of society to survive.” His hand runs up and down her spine.
“Tell me.”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do. I want to know what’s out there.”
“Lot of dead rapists.”
“How do you know they’re dead?”
His jaw forms a telling grin. Not happy, but one giving a final answer as to how Ethan knows they’re dead.
“Oh.”
“This fucker. He had a harem of four women. He cut off both hands of three of them, making the fourth care for the first three. Girl four could have run, but she felt guilty about leaving them, so she stayed.”
“How horrible.”
“I shit you not, the first time I saw them, they were in the yard, sunbathing.”
She laughs. “I’m sorry. In a world of walking undead, to encounter four naked women must have been surreal.”
“He had them in swimsuits, but I was sure I had lost any sanity I had.”
She rubs her fingers along the broken texture of his left leg. “You going to explain your leg scar?”
“You fill this truck with your useful cargo. Get those willing to leave ready when I return with guns.”
Her fingers tickle the raw, dough-like skin with no response. “Few people with a limp have lasted for ten months. I’ll bet you’re the only one who leaves the safety of a secure compound.”
“It was before the undead. Most of that life doesn’t matter.”
“It’s intense. I want to know. Were you in the war?”
“No.”
“I don’t know how to describe this texture.” She wonders if he even detects her finger against his leg.
“I was training to be an EMT. Picked up more than half the course and was doing my ride time. We burst through a red light and the bus was sideswiped. We skidded on the lateral for half a block’s distance. Everything in the back became projectile weapons. I’m not sure how my leg was mangled, but it was smashed, and now’s more steel than bone. It’s a bitch when it’s freezing outside.”
She tickles the bumps with the tips of her fingers. His fingers remain on her spine. “You gave up saving lives?”
“It was a year in recovery. I did get a settlement. But not being able to leave the couch for months at a time changes your perspective. It sent me on another path.”
“What did you do?” She runs her finger along the surgical scar.
“I attended college.”
“To be what?” She kisses his stomach.
“There’s a bet around my camp on what I used to do.” He caresses her hair. “None of them even know about the ambulance.”
“Makes me a special gal. If you tell me, then we can split the kitty.” She kisses toward his chest. Her hands slide around his leg, and he detects the movement toward his groin.
“I might have to take you up on that. The best story—I was caught by a hook, being some offshore fishermen in Alaska.”
“That would hurt.” She halts her hand before reaching her target.
“What did you do before the end?”
“Not college. I attended a few courses, not enough to count.”
“You strike me as someone who knows people. You seem to know exactly what people desire.”
“It’s not difficult in the apocalypse.”
“What did you do before?”
“You want to reinvent yourself, so do I. I’m not ashamed of anything I did, but people are still judgmental.”
Ethan’s grin reflects his guess at her past occupation. “Fair enough. Some of those with harsher lives are better equipped for this new world. Many people are lucky. Many in my group wouldn’t have lasted if I hadn’t found them.”
“What makes you so well equipped? You can’t run away from a herd.”
“I shoot well. I don’t panic. Even limited training in dealing with high pressure situations helps. Mostly, remaining calm keeps me alive. Biters are slow. They’re always hungry. Their nature never changes. It’s the living you must be concerned about. They’re unpredictable. They panic. They kill with no logic, making them more dangerous than the undead.” Ethan clamps his hand on her shoulder. He works his fingers into her flesh to loosen the tension.
“God, you’re strong. I might have to have a safe word with you.” She grabs his manhood.
“Are you that kind of girl?”
“I’m whatever kind of girl you desire me to be, as long as we stay like this forever.”
“It would be nice.” I’ve not allowed anyone in in so long. He massages out her tension.
“You’re such a natural. Do you know how long it’s been since I had a neck massage?” She works her own hand on him.
“I’m out of practice. My ex always thought I was too heavy-handed.”
“Sorry for her. I like a rough touch.”
“I’ve noticed,” Ethan says.
“You know, I’ve some hang-ups about dating again, and they’re gone with you. The rules are different now. Much of what bothered me before is thrown out the window. I’m not anti-feminist, but my mate will have to be a protector.”
“That would explain the knocking at my door.”
“I’m not surprised you draw a lot.” She slides on top of him. His long arms allow him to continue to rub her shoulders.
“Once the world ended, I became attractive, but before, I couldn’t get the time of day from too many women.”
“We’re stupid. How many are dead because they chose the wrong guy in the old world? Right now, all I care is how incredible a third time will be.”



 






 
 
ETHAN GLANCES OVER his shoulder. He doesn’t care for all the shadows in this automotive showroom. His M&P points at the floor to keep his sleep-deprived paranoia from popping an imagined monster leaping from the dark. Somehow, shooting at ghosts won’t create any rapport with this redhead. From the dust on the floor, this place has no moving creatures, but obscurities keep the hairs on the back of his neck on end.
“There’s nothing here. I checked the perimeter,” the fiery redhead in the front seat of the truck calls.
Ethan grinds his teeth. Maybe she’s the reason I’m skittish. She offers no camaraderie in a time when the people around you need to have your back. Gentarra trusts her, but I can only guess as to why. If she didn’t need to prepare her group to travel, I would’ve brought her. But if I did, we might never have made it across the river. I sure didn’t want to leave her this morning.
Ethan holsters his weapon, giving him free hands to raise the hood on the truck.
“How many? How many have you killed?” Serena asks as if she were five, bouncing in the driver’s seat for the first time.
“I don’t keep track.” Ethan checks the level of juice remaining before he connects his jump-start to the battery. I’m sure Anubis does. May the good I do outweigh the evil when he matches my heart against a feather.
“Harding keeps track. He has a wooden stock on his rifle. He notches it with each dead he takes. He’s been out of bullets for a while.”
“I guess there’s nothing wrong with keeping track of the dead.” Ethan signals her to crank the engine.
“He crosshatches when he takes a human life.” Serena turns the key.
The engine sputters.
“Has he killed a lot?” Ethan nods for her to try again.
“When he first started, there were lots of raiders. People went nuts. The quarantine camps filled up. Then the sickness—it spread fast. Only those willing to kill quick made it. Most of his cross notches are from then.”
The engine turns over.
“Sometimes we must do what we must to survive.” Ethan unhooks the jump-start before slamming the hood. “Do you know how to drive?”
“Better than you, old man.” Her face melts into an impish smirk.
“I thought you said this car lot had boats.”
“They keep them in the back. You said a car inside had a better chance of turning over.”
“Vehicles in garages start easier. Less exposure to the elements,” Ethan says.
“You know this stuff before the end of the world?” Serena hops to the passenger seat.
“I grew up before you could Google everything.”
“I wasn’t much for spending time on my phone. Some of my friends were, let me tell you. As their batteries died for the last time, I think they would have shot themselves if they had a gun.”
“Any of them around?” Ethan slides behind the wheel.
“No, they all died. I think they gave up,” Serena says.
“I think a lot of people did.” He pulls through the showroom doors.
“So why do you keep going?” she asks.
“I’m not ready to quit life.”
“Do you like Gentarra? You two were gone a long time last night to get the SUV,” Serena says.
“You ask questions like a five-year-old. I needed one with a trailer hitch. Couldn’t find one quick. The area has been picked over.”
“Uh huh. She likes you. I’ve never seen her look at any man the way she keeps her eyes on you. Before you arrived, I thought she liked gash. Men would try, and she turned them down. Better looking men than you. Younger, too. But she said no.”
“I’m flattered, but if I’m to get your group safely north, I don’t have time for a date.”
“Boff her. She could use it. And there ain’t dating anymore. Just hooking up.”



Ethan hops from the truck. After sitting, he must stretch out the hitch in his step.
Serena wonders what he did, but instead asks, “What are you searching for?”
“Sign.” Ethan notes the fresh ground dirt and broken brush where a truck tore through the field to get back onto the road. “What’s rare in today’s world?”
“Frozen food.” She gives him the open mouth “you’re the dumbest thing on the planet” glare. “Clean sheets—tampons.”
“You’re not wrong, but so’s gas. A truck smashed through these bushes no more than a day ago. I’m betting to check for fuel.” Ethan points across the field. Next to a barn rests a gravity tank on stilts.
“How do you know?” Serena hops to the driver’s seat to get a better view.
Ethan tears away a splintered branch. “Still green. Hasn’t dried and turned brown. Means something destroyed it recently. Not weeks or months ago—a day. They risked getting stuck in the field on a chance no one checked for gas at that farm before now.”
“Is that something you learned back when you were on the Oregon Trail?”
“I’m not old.”
“Come on, you, like, know this military shit. I figured you wore the gray.” Serena’s impish smirk returns.
“Wow, you little ginger shit. Is this how you steal souls, insult your prey?”
“You’re so funny—old man.”
“I try. Women weren’t always allowed to have a sense of humor.”
“Back when it was racy to show ankle?”
“You’re intelligent despite your cuteness,” Ethan jabs.
“What the fuck? You saying if I’m cute, I can’t be smart. Fuck you, old
man.” She pouts. Then shoots daggers from her eyes at him. “Why is this broken bramble important to you?”
“I lost a friend on the Desoto Bridge. She was a little older than you. She and another from my team split to take a family with a newborn baby back to our camp while I finished what we came for.” Ethan chooses his pronouns with care.
Flabbergasted, Serena exhales. “A baby.”
“Not news. Babies are born all the time.”
“Maybe in your world. I’ve seen two. Since the end. Both dead. One mother followed. You know what happens when you die.” It wasn’t a question.
“I get the picture. I delivered this baby. She was healthy. I had to reach the military base across the river. I was too close not to, so I sent my team back without me. On the bridge, Becky shows up a prisoner, and no one else from the group’s among them.”
“What happened to the baby?” Serena asks.
“And Chad. He was part of my scouting team.” Ethan kicks the ragged sod. Whoever drove through was in a hurry.
“You should’ve returned with them.”
“I figured on catching up,” Ethan says.
“There are raiders everywhere.”
“I’ve yet to encounter the Mad Max style attackers.”
“It’s not those. It’s the teams of three or four that will take a person down. You never see them. They don’t mess with the knights, or Chet, but others have never come back.”
Ethan’s fading bruises tingle. “I understand how you’ve survived.”
“Glad you do. Not a day goes by I don’t think of jabbing my knife into my throat. This is no world to live in.”
“People will rebuild. My people are rebuilding.” Ethan asks, “Why your throat? Little girls like the wrists. Bleeding out—hurts less. As cutting yourself can.”
“There’s the chance they would be able to stop the bleeding. Not if I jab my own neck. I’d die for sure. If I’m going to do it, I’ll do it right.”
“Why don’t you?” Ethan marches to the blacktop.
“What the fuck, old
man,” Serena says, enjoying how Ethan’s face twitches when she stresses the word old. “You encouraging me to kill myself?”
“Why don’t you? What’s keeping you motoring along?” He opens the driver’s door to the truck.
“I want a life. I don’t know how much more of this one I’ll stand, but I enjoy breathing.”
She hops to the passenger seat. “You know, I wake up and wonder if this is the day I’ll be raped.” Serena opens the door and slams it so hard the cab shutters. “Not every guy wants to rape. I mean, some gang group will find me and destroy me. I know it will be horrible, and worst of all, I bet they let me live after.”
Emily has a similar fear. Founded. I did save her from such a fate. Ethan reaches for the key. The engine purrs quiet. “Rather a depressive view.”
“What future do I have? Every day, I wake up and wonder if my future lover and children will try and eat me,” Serena says.
Her reasoning parallels his own for not pursuing any of the women at his camp.
“You know, the more time I spend with you youngins, the more I share too much.” And the last one was killed. He drops the truck into drive.
“What do you mean, old
man?” Serena asks.
“I shared a lot with Becky and not the other women who actually sought to be a part of my life.”
“She’s the one who’s dead? Then do me a favor and don’t share,” Serena snaps. She waits a few seconds. “I was cold. Aren’t you going to jump my case?”
“No. You’re not wrong.”
“Why aren’t we driving this trail? Find this Chad and the baby?” Serena asks.
“They weren’t intercepted by biters. Living people did something. It cost Becky her life. I owe it to her to find out. I owed the brother of the man I came to Memphis to retrieve. So far, I’m batting a thousand.”



 






 
 
MIKE GRIPS KELSEY’S hand, hoping his warmth will transfer into her cold fingers. He practices in his head how to tell her she lost a leg, when the anesthetic wears off.
Being an amputee wasn’t a handicap a year ago. People would lose a leg and climb Mount Everest. Now, a finger scratch means death. And they might have to take her other foot. God, you want to advise me on this one? Mike folds his hands in prayer with Kelsey’s hand in between his palms. I won’t promise more than to help this woman get to her home. What do I tell her…how do I tell her she lost her leg?
No.
Don’t let her wake up and ask me to end her. I couldn’t.
The hermetically sealed door opens. The doctor enters, without the guard, carrying a tray with a covered dish.
Mike lowers his hands to the bed. “What kind of private residence has a medical lab with doors they would use for quarantine?”
“Count yourself lucky my boss allowed you entry.”
“You said boss before. In case you haven’t been outside lately, there’s no place left to spend money,” Mike says.
“We’re paid in the walls that protect us and the food he feeds us. And once the world is restored, we’ll be provided for,” the doctor says.
Mike doesn’t bother to explain what he witnessed. “Aren’t you worried about how the earthquake damaged your wall?”
“Keep praying. Pray my boss doesn’t decide you’re a liability. He has a germ phobia.”
“Then why allow us inside?”
“You’ve been outside, exposed for ten months. Damaged. Hurt. I needed to test your blood.” He puts the covered dish before Mike.
“Are we diseased?” Mike asks.
“There are new antibodies in your blood. No sign of the R1. Tell me about your survival since the infection infestation.”
Mike doesn’t know medical jargon, but he caught R1 and blood. “By not having the guard in here, you think I’ll trust you more?”
“If I don’t have a reason to keep you in here, then I’m to release you immediately. The girl won’t live without medical care for the next few days,” the doctor says.
Mike pops the seal on the dish. Steam wafts out. He tosses a fried cube of meat into his mouth. As he chews, “This isn’t chicken. It has a fish taste, but not a species I’ve eaten before.” Mikes chews a second piece. “I had goat in the Middle East. They ate a lot of goat. It wasn’t bad when prepared with spices and wrapped in a pita.”
“It’s alligator,” the doctor says.
“I thought it didn’t freeze well. This’s good.”
“It’s fresh. My boss keeps live ones to eat.”
“This man has a private army, a medical staff, access to a plane and live exotic food. My God. Millions have died, and this man lives in luxury.” Mike chews another bite. “How do you have electricity?”
“Solar panels. I don’t want to blackmail you, but if you don’t assist in my research, then I’ll have to have you put outside the wall. Your friend…”
“Kelsey. Her name is Kelsey.”
“Kelsey may not live. But the longer she stays here under my care…the more her odds improve.”
Blackmail. But stories and some blood are a simple payment. “I lived in St. Louis.”
“Not one of the original cities where the plague was released,” the doctor says.
I cared nothing for the origin of the end of the world, but now… He chews another alligator nugget. “Doc. You got a name?”
“Dr. Jack Griffin,” he says.
Mike nods. I’m still a test subject. Must get him to see us as people. “Panic gripped the rest of the country. It fell apart quickly, and it didn’t. People operated normal for weeks as stories emerged from the targeted cites. Police still arrested criminals. Milk was still on shelves. Gas. Gas was an issue. Then the first undead arrived, caused a panic. Everyone who cooperated, even those who fortified a makeshift wall, split. They clogged every road leading out of the city.”
“Our pilot confirmed as much. It didn’t spread fast, but it shut down the country’s infrastructure.”
“People hung together through the mild winter. The cops kept order, and many joined the preparations for the caravan to Fort Leonard Wood. It kept people busy until it left. It never made it. A herd wiped out the survivors.”
“Is that when your back was damaged?”
“After I survived the herd, a group of cannibals attempted to make lunch of me, but I escaped.” Mike embellishes the rest of his escape and time on the road before Kelsey.
Dr. Griffin jots notes. “You’ve never been exposed? No bites? No fluid exchanges?”
“I targeted the Decoms at a distance. No chance of blood splatter. When I was within a few feet of them, it was while they consumed the caravan, and I was running. If I had stopped to fire, they would have overwhelmed me.”
“And I only am escaped alone to tell thee. For without Ismael, there shall be no rendering of the fate of the white whale.”
“You a literary man, Dr. Griffin?” Mike tosses the next to last alligator cube into his mouth.
“Of the classics.”
“I never read Moby Dick. Saw the movie. Saw a lot of shit in war. Nothing like the day the herd brought down the caravan. You’re lucky to be safe in here.” Mike eats the last of his delicacy.
“Safety depends on your point of view.”
“Thanks for lunch, Doc.”
“You’ll be back on bread and water. I’ve convinced my boss I need you in quarantine to recheck your blood in a few days. He’s worried about how the infection has mutated.”
“I don’t have this R1, do I?” Mike asks.
“Yes. But she doesn’t. Somewhere, you were exposed, and she wasn’t.”
“What does that mean? I’ll turn into one of those creatures?”
“From my limited testing of subjects—my theory—you’ll become a living corpse when you die, even if it’s from natural causes. She will not, unless she is bitten.”
Mike stares blankly at Dr. Griffin.
“Another theory, St. Louis was a target. I think a defective batch of the R1 was released and only attached itself to people, making them carriers, and not turning them into monsters.”



 






 
 
“WHY ARE WE bothering to cross the Mississippi?” Serena tosses her pack into the boat.
“Guns.” Ethan turns the winch crank, releasing the towline cable, allowing the boat to slide into water. Days ago, he dumped a craft in the water. This time, he figures on loading the boat, hauling the loaded boat and all equipment back to the camp. “You finally arrive at this party?”
“I still don’t see a point in saving all those people who wouldn’t save you.”
And Gentarra. Does she feel the same way? Fuck me. God damn it all to hell. Rule one. You. It’s all about you. In ten months, I’ve not put a woman in my life who could distract my thoughts, and I’m still alive.
Serena snaps him out of his distraction. “Go find your friends. Those people at our camp aren’t worth helping. Most are worse than sheep.”
“What about you?”
“I keep doing stuff to stay alive I shouldn’t.”
“What have you done?” Ethan asks.
“Sometimes, when I find food, I eat. I don’t bring it all back. I don’t hoard it, but I eat some,” Serena admits. “I’m not a gatherer. Gentarra allows me to go outside to circumvent Chet’s actions. But damn, he’s good. I can’t follow him. He’s found some place even the knights have failed to locate.”
“You’re bringing back food, right?”
“Yes.”
“You’re not wrong. You’re placing yourself in danger, and hunger slows you. If you die—who goes hungry?”
“A few people. Or meals are spread thin.” Serena’s face brightens.
“You don’t eat excessively, do you?”
“No.”
“Being out there, you must have an edge. You do more than those protected by the walls. If you’re not hoarding, and you share to better the group, you’re doing okay.” Ethan reaches to undo the cable. “Get in the boat. I don’t need it escaping.”
“You’re saying what I did was okay?”
“Not in the least. Most days, I’ve done terrible shit to remain alive. And what I’ve done keeps others alive, so they can live safe in my camp and don’t have to deal with this new world.”
“Gentarra takes on the group’s burdens. You two make a nice fit.” She considers the distance from the makeshift boat ramp to the boat. “I thought you were a crippled old man. You get in the boat. I’ll release the clamp and pull the truck forward.”
“You know, if you weren’t correct...” Ethan tosses his pack in the boat.
“You’d pink my white ass,” Serena teases.
“Wow. You’re going to make my life interesting.” Ethan wades into the water, grabbing the bow.
“A lot of men say that. Do you hoard supplies from your people?”
“No, but when I’m out gathering, I use what I find to keep me safe first and bring back what I can to share. The alternative is I die, and they get no supplies. I locate large, untouched stashes, and I bring teams to gather what we need.” He flops over the rail, worse than any landed catfish.



Serena leans over the edge of the boat as the Tennessee shoreline grows closer. She waves her arm to signal Ethan to maneuver away from the boat already tied to a tree.
Ethan notes no imagination’s needed to determine the firmness of her bottom, tight, teardrop curve of her ass as it hangs out of her jean shorts. Normally, he doesn’t allow women, let alone girls above jailbait age, to hold his attention, but she has fire. Ethan summons his best father voice, the one he never got to use. “You know, in this world, you’d think you’d want to wear something a little less revealing. Leather is the best option.” My canvas duster coat prevents bites as well.
“Creeper. You’re fucking old, dude. Don’t be checking out my ass.” She flexes her cheeks, tightening them, and stretches her toes to elongate the leg on purpose.
“It’s difficult when I can count the freckles from here.” Ethan slows the motor.
She flashes her impish grin before leaping to a rock protruding from the muck as the boat bumps the shore. “Why didn’t you get guns the last time you boated over here?”
“I did. Sort of. I escaped with a platoon of soldiers. They were all killed as we reached the bridge to cross the Mississippi.”
“And you think it’s safe to come back? If the fucking US Army fell to the Nachzehrer, what the fuck chance do I have with a creepy uncle type?” She ties the anchor line to the same tree as the first boat. “I got a bad feeling about this.”
“Did you not get much love as a child?” Ethan pockets the boat keys.
“Fuck you. You know, ever since that stupid cartoon made the gingers-eat-souls joke, I’ve never heard the end of it.” She slogs toward dry ground to avoid gushing water under each of her steps.
Ethan hangs off the end of the boat, lowering himself to the mud.
“All those teasing shits are now dead.” The wind rustles the leaves. “How the fuck do you know we won’t be surrounded by swarms of Nachzehrer?”
“I don’t. But there was another aftershock while we crossed the river, and each one keeps drawing them north. The base should be near empty.” Ethan checks the first boat. Keys dangle from the ignition.
“What about the soldiers?” Serena asks. Mud covers her shoes.
Dead. The ones who earned a flag. Any others… “You seek answers to a lot of variables of which I’ve no knowledge.” Ethan’s boots sink into the mud.
“I don’t want to die with such a fucking old dude,” she says.
“I don’t plan to die in Tennessee. It’s a few miles to hike to the base. We should be able to find a truck to bring back the guns. You possibly could pilot the other boat back across. More guns for the group.”
Serena’s impish grin sobers. “Some of them won’t leave. And I may not have gotten to graduate high school, but if your camp wouldn’t be badly damaged from the earthquake, you have to be a few hundred miles away.”
“Four.”
“Fuck me. No way. Why did you travel to Memphis?”
“Thought I had one last chance to visit Elvis.” Ethan smiles
“The old, hip-shaking singer. I thought he was in Vegas.”
Ethan shakes his head. “You younglings.” He imagines his palm deflecting off his own forehead in a vain attempt to understand the youth he keeps saving. “I made a promise to my people I would do all I could to bring any surviving members of their family into our camp. We received a radio message from the base, confirming one such person was alive.”
“The knights found you alone on the bridge.”
“I failed,” Ethan admits.
“Four hundred miles is an impressive measure to fail at,” she says.
“You don’t have to face the brother.” Ethan marches parallel to the road he knows runs along the river.
No matter how much the aftershocks draw the undead, stragglers always crop up.
“Then why go back? Stay here, protect our group. With these guns, you could. Your people must be doing fine if you’re able to leave them for a fucking eight hundred mile-journey.”
“They’re doing well because I risk all outside our walls. As we grow, so does our need for more people.”
“And you can feed them?”
“Yes. I seek out survivors, but only when we’re able to support them.” Ethan fudges a bit on how his system works.
“Say I go with you. What do I get to do there?”
Typical kid, what’s in it for me. “We put you to a job you’re best suited. If you can shoot, you’re placed on guard duty. If you have a talent, like welding, you’re assigned to a construction-repair team. If you lack a skill, we’ve labor work. Building new fence or, when we scavenge supplies in groups, packing what we recover. A lot of stores up there are untouched. “
“Sounds like a fairy tale. A fucking twisted one, but in this world, I’d take it.”
“Do you cook?” Ethan asks purposefully.
“Because I fucking have tits I’m expected to make you a sandwich?”
Ethan smiles at the desired response. “We feed the camp. As it grows, more people who know how to cook food will be needed.”
“Gentarra does some.”
Ethan spots his chance to learn more about the matron. After some of the stunts she pulled in the back of the SUV, he wonders if madam wouldn’t be a more appropriate title.. “What’s her story?”
“You like her?” Serena teases.
“About as much as I like you. She wants to travel. I like to know who I might have to trust to watch my back when I close my eyes. A better question is how you made it this long?”
She swigs from her canteen. “I run.”
“I’ve a bad knee. No running.”
“Out here, everyone must run.”
“Consider all you know is wrong,” Ethan says.
“I don’t go out much with others. The knights have a tendency to use a sacrificial lamb technique when they get into trouble.” She clarifies quickly, “Gentarra doesn’t know.”
“Chet?”
“No. He only goes out alone.”
“Why do I think you know of his stash?”
“The store he raids?” she asks.
“You know its location?”
“No. Not yet. I know where it’s not, but I haven’t been able to scout for it for a while. I already told you he loses everyone who follows him. Plus, I want to ride him like a stallion.”
“I could have lived without knowing that,” Ethan says.
“I saw your eyes. You desire to stick it in Gentarra.”
Ethan holds back a smile and the male bravado demanding he brag about his conquest. “Why didn’t you find Chet’s stash?”
 “He caught me following him. Now he watches for me. Another girl followed him, too, and she got bit. No one else tried after that,” Serena says.
“And you still stand in line to be his concubine?”
“He’s smoking hot. And better him than the knights,” she says.
“He’ll tire of those girls,” Ethan says.
“Maybe not before he runs out of food,” Serena says.
“Let me explain how many different outcomes are going to end badly in that scenario.”



 






 
 
JADA SLIPS TWO forty-five-pound plates from one side of the leg press. “Your turn, little girl.”
Emily worms her way into the seat. She ignores the throbbing of her cased arm.
“You sure you should be out of bed so soon after…” Jada removes another set of plates from the opposite side, keeping the machine balanced.
Emily places her feet on the angled panel. “I got my brains bashed in. Doc says if I get woozy or dizzy to report back to the infirmary.”
Jada flashes a smile. She pats the metal frame, devoid of any weight. “This part weighs twenty-five pounds. If you do ten reps easy, I’ll add a plate. We’ll work those chicken legs until your arm heals.”
Emily pushes up, allowing Jada to flip the release bar lowering the full pressure of the weight on her shaky legs.
“Too fast. Slow. Under control.”
“It’s heavy,” Emily mews.
“No whining, white girl. You ask for training. You train with the best.” Jada wraps her hands and wrists in white tape.
Emily pushes her legs straight.
“Flex your toes. Push the extra inch.” Jada bounces on her toes before a heavy leather punching bag.
Emily complies.
“Hold,” Jada orders. Two seconds tick. “Release and lower back down. Under control. Do this nine more times.” Jada draws into a fighting stance. She works her arms in a jab-jab-punch combination as she dances around the bag, repeating it twice before switching arms.
Emily completes her set. She holds the weight up with her toes. “Finished.”
Jada flips, landing next to the leg press. She locks the bar, securing the machine. “Rest for one minute.” She drops and performs a rapid succession of one-armed pushups. “Minute’s up.”
Emily doesn’t question how she knows the time, or how Jada could count such rapid firing of her body up and down. She pushes up the foot plate.
Jada bounds to her feet, returning to the bag.
Emily lowers her quivering legs.
Jada drives her knees against the bag in a kickboxing attack.
Emily holds the apparatus high as Jada locks it in place. She drops, completing fifty one-armed pushups with the other arm. She repeats this routine twice more.
“Four sets. Now what?” Emily asks.
Jada assists her to her feet and holds Emily as her legs fold underneath her like a newborn fawn. “What happened?”
“You’re not used to such a workout. You return to bed and recover. We do more tomorrow. Maybe add five pounds.” Jada escorts her to the door, never releasing her grip from Emily.
“Five pounds? Felt like I did a hundred.”
“We get you strong. No man will ever touch you again,” Jada says.
“Will you teach me to do what you were doing to the bag?” Emily asks.
“You strengthen your legs and heal. I show you some techniques.”
“Jada, where are you from?” Emily knows it’s a taboo question to dredge up life before, but Jada’s accent fascinates her.
“Rest. We train more tomorrow. I’m on duty soon, with Zeke.”
“That skinny kid. The one who won’t take his eyes off you?”
“You know him. He might be handsome if we pack on some muscle. I’m afraid I’d crack him in two.”
Emily laughs from the gut with the image. She grabs her temple in a swoon. “That hurt my head.”



Wanikiya balls his right hand into a fist. It quivers for a second, his naturally tan skin whitening with rage. He fans out his fingers and collapses them back into a fist. The two twenty-somethings squirm in their seats as the seven-foot Sioux warrior draws his tomahawk from his holster.
Trixie’s face swells on the right side, and her eye purples. Aiden’s face has nail marks where he was scratched.
“I don’t even want to know. Or why. I don’t care. Our camp has rules.”
They both hold in their protests as they eye the gleaming blade.
Wanikiya points the polished silver hatchet at Aiden. Ethan’s gone. Does his absence mean… Aiden was on gate duty when Ethan disciplined Kyle for rape. “I consider this domestic abuse. But in this case, it seems equal. I’ll pass judgment. If you don’t like my sentencing, appeal to Ethan.”
Quiet.
They both know of Ethan’s harsh executioner style. And the stories of his shooting people to protect others outside the fence are too many for some not to be true.
“Domestic abuse won’t be tolerated.” Like a father, Wanikiya rants, “You’ll move back to the barracks. And I end the relationship. Never again will you be assigned quarters together.”
Trixie opens her mouth.
“No. I end your right to choose. This brave new world has rules we must adhere to. You take Aiden back and he beats you again, then what?”
“She hits me,” Aiden whines.
“Even worse. I’m a bit old school. Being beat up by women removes your masculinity; hitting her back makes you less of a person. The alternative, and a better option for you, Aiden, is to be banished to Grayson’s camp guarding the east side of Acheron. He needs a new team. I’ll make those arrangements. Only breakfast for a week for both of you,” Wanikiya orders.
“If we’re still free…”
Wanikiya cuts off Trixie’s protest. “Assault is a crime. As the community leader, I’ll dispense with punishment. If you don’t wish to be subject to the community laws, you may leave.”
“I’ll work with Grayson,” Aiden says. “Maybe some time apart is what we need.”
“I don’t like this. I’ve rights. You can’t dictate relationships,” Trixie says.
“I can, and I will. I won’t allow domestic abuse to go unpunished or continue through inaction.”
“You can’t control this aspect of our lives. Ethan asked us not to have kids. Fine. We work to eat. Fine. But I love Aiden, and you can’t tell me who I can fuck!”
“Then you can both have a pack of supplies and are welcome to leave,” Wanikiya says.
“I’ll work under Grayson. I don’t want to leave.” Aiden’s eyes water.
“Pack me a bag. I won’t be dictated. Just like I won’t have him,” she snaps an accusing finger at Aiden, “not do as I say.”
Wanikiya realizes even if Aiden did strike Trixie, it was likely in defense. “Aiden?”
“I’ll work for Grayson.”
Trixie throat punches Aiden. The young man wheezes into a coughing fit before dropping to a knee.
Wanikiya slides between them. He pushes Aiden toward the door. Flinging it open, he shoves Aiden into the hall.
The guards snap to.
“Take him to Simon. He’s to be assigned to Grayson.” Wanikiya does nothing to sway the men from their belief he assaulted the choking Aiden. He’s never been violent toward anyone but the biters. Part of him enjoys the thought they believe he has the power to crush them. “You have options other than exile, Trixie.”
“I wouldn’t listen to my father. I wouldn’t submit to my white husband; what the hell makes you think I’m going to obey you, redskin?”
“Racial slurs mean little to me. I demand order in my camp. How do we achieve this?”



Hannah collapses next to Nick. Sweat dribbles from her back. She huffs as she twists to cuddle next to him. “I have no words to describe…”
Nick smiles.
“I’m sore. But sore in such a good way. It was worth waiting.”
“I’m glad I waited for you.”
“Sorry it’s messy,” Hannah says.
“I love you.” Nick slides his arm under her.
“This hay is itchy.” She sits up.
“I profess my love, and you itch.”
Hannah rolls her eyes. “At least it’s my back. I just gave you my flower. How much profession of my heart do you need, Corporal?”
“Addressing me by rank. My Spidey Sense tells me I’m not getting a text after this. And what girl says, ‘I gave you my flower’?”
“‘Cashing in my V-card,’ is that batter?” She punches him in his stomach. “Don’t be a jerk.”
He pulls her close, playfully biting her arm. “Never. Not to you.”
“Dad always warned me about dating those dedicated to the uniform,” she says.
“Not the uniform. The flag. No one ever died to protect a uniform.”
“No one ever died to protect the flag. They died to protect their brothers-in-arms,” she says.
“From this day to the ending of the world, but we in it shall be remembered—We few, we happy few, we band of brothers… The world’s ended, and all we have left is this band of brothers,” Nick says.
“Not quite what Shakespeare had in mind. But we’re family behind these walls.”
“I hunger to be your family,” Nick says.
“I don’t know what I want. I’m terrible.”
“This was your idea.”
“Not about what we did. I enjoyed it. I heard the first time was the most awful experience for a woman. If that was the worst…O-M-G, then bring on the next time.”
“Give me a minute and it will happen.” Nick kisses up her arm to her shoulder.
“Don’t be mad, but I agreed because of Emily.”
Nick’s eyes bug out a bit as he moves to kissing her back to prevent her from seeing his confusion.
“The attack on her got me thinking. Seeing her damaged face and broken body. I wanted to enjoy everything in life before we’re ruined the way she was.”
“Nothing like that’s going to happen to you.” Nick halts his next kiss on her spine.
“It shouldn’t have happened to her. But those men scaled the fence. So, it could happen. I desired this moment to be with you.”



 






 
 
SANCHEZ CLAMPS HER hand on Dartagnan’s shoulder with a tenderness-force only a mother could perform right before her child steps into Toys “R” Us. “Behave.” As an afterthought, she adds, “Or it’s the chair.”
“Yes, Miss Amie.”
Her boot squeaks a loose porch board.
He nods, holding up his left arm. “The bad men broke my watch.”
Whatever his issue, he wears five watches. One has a smashed crystal, and the hands are gone. “I’ll find you a new watch.”
“Will you fix Emily? My watch…my model, not as important as Emily.”
“Fixing her isn’t within my skillset. Dr. Baker will care for her.” Sanchez relaxes her grip. “I just need to know you’ll be okay while I’m on a mission.”
“To find me more paint. That would be a crazy. I’ll give you a list of supplies.”
The ransacked living room would cause an Oklahoma tornado to blush. No one has scrubbed the blood from the floors and wall or spackled the bullet holes. Priority cleanup at the main gate to prevent diseases focuses the camp.
Dartagnan quivers.
If Sanchez didn’t know of his condition, she would speculate he was in the first stage of a grand mal seizure. Violent muscle contractions flail his arms and jerk his neck. Before Sanchez reacts, Dartagnan marches to his chair. He plops.
“We have to fix.”
“You’ll rebuild this in no time.”
“No, Amie. Bullets. We don’t have enough bullets to secure needed supplies.”
Sanchez takes a knee near the chair. “Is this one of your calculations?” She has no idea what variable he would be utilizing.
“Minimal number of bullets to stock the gate guards, fence patrol, building teams and scouting parties leaves no reserve.”
She jerks back her hand before patting his knee. No touching while in his punishment chair. Even if he sentenced himself. “Simon’s reloading the rounds.”
“Amie, I am…slow.”
“No you’re not. You’re the smartest person in this camp. You might be the smartest person I’ve ever met.”
Dartagnan cocks his head toward the floor, mouth open. “I don’t fit in. But I know what I know. Without bullets…”
“We’ll survive.”
“No. Bullets allow us to control. Too much evil outside the fence, and we need bullets to starve it.”
“Then I’ll locate what we need. I will.” She knows Dartagnan would see through any empty promise. She would never lie. Not to him.
“You be the new Ethan.”
Sanchez doesn’t understand the statement. “Ethan will be Ethan.”
“Mathematically. No more Ethan.”
“He’ll return.”
“No. Based on normal travel time and distance covered on past excursions. The population of five states and the distance of the earthquake will draw biters. He will face 3,782,619 undead. He packs eight hundred rounds. 3,781,819 are more biters than he will escape.”



“Does it matter?”
“We had a horde of undead at our gates.”
“And you need to know what magnitude the earthquake was. We’ve got more important issues to deal with, Sanchez.” Combeth packs his gear.
“Because the undead walk the earth doesn’t mean we forget about tornados, blizzards and polio.”
“Polio?” Combeth counts his magazines and secures each in individual pouches on his vest.
“Think about it. We eradicated childhood diseases, but now there’s no more vaccines for the children we will have. Future generations will face them again.” Sanchez cleans each piece of her disassembled rifle parts.
“I thought we recovered some medical—”
“We did. But even properly stored, what we received from Fort Wood will only be good for a few years. And there are no labs making more. Hell, we don’t even have penicillin.”
“Something you need to tell me?” Combeth smiles.
“Fuck you. You’ll get no itching or burning from me.” She half smiles as she rolls her brown eyes at him. Glad he doesn’t completely hate her for her lover’s fuck-up. “Limited ammo on this trip.”
“We going after the tractors?”
“No. They’ll finish baling hay after the undead settle. We’ve got a more important mission.”
“Important enough to assign only military,” Combeth says.
“We’ve been trained to conserve ammo. We sweep in, grab provisions and get back here to reinforce and restock the patrols, fence teams and increase the supply runs. We’ve pockets of undead stirred up from the quake. Quakes destroy buildings. I considered if we knew the magnitude, it might be useful,” she says.
“My rule: if the building leans too much, I ain’t going in.”
“All good, Private.” Wanikiya enters the library. “Emily won’t be happy you’re using her tables as a staging area.”
“Nothing we can’t wipe up. Besides, they’re burning the undead, and it stinks outside,” Sanchez says.
“No choice. Too many to bury. I hope it doesn’t attract attention,” Wanikiya says.
“Survivors would steer clear of a smoke plume that high,” Combeth adds.
“I’m putting a great deal of faith in the Great Spirit and his wisdom to remove the biters and people from the area.”
“What do we need, and where do we find it?” Sanchez asks.
“Most of what we need could be gathered in bulk in the larger cities. With the quake enticing the undead south, it opens up Mexico.”
“Tequila time.” Combeth grins.
“The city. It was too populated with vectors to raid. You believe it’s clear?” Sanchez asks.
“Scout it first. It’s straight south of our western frontier. I doubt the undead we dispatched were from the city itself, but the numbers of stragglers should be manageable,” Wanikiya says.
“The undead are all heading southeast toward New Madrid. Now is the safest time to head to Columbia. MU has to have earthquake equipment and a medical lab,” Sanchez says.
“Slow down, Corporal.” Wanikiya hands her a pocket-sized notebook. “I didn’t find a map of the city. Maybe a convenience store will have one. Gas. Pump cars for gas or find a station and refill your tanks, even if you don’t need it. You can travel straight there, but on your return trip, I want you to take a long route. These are the addresses of six stores where you should find guns and reloading equipment. No one goes as far as Columbia until we’re restocked with ammo. What’s in Columbia?”
“Sanchez’s worried about polio.” Combeth flips through the area phone book.
Wanikiya guesses at her worry for an extinct childhood disease. “You fit for duty, Corporal?”
“I’m not pregnant. I was speaking long term. We must be thinking ahead, or we won’t survive. Ethan operated on this principle.”
“Short term. Ammo. Without it, we have no long-term plan.” Wanikiya continues, “Other than your truck driver, the rest of your team will all be military. You’re under orders to expend as little ammo as possible and collect my list.”
“Worst-case scenario?” she asks.
“The town was twelve thousand people and, for a while, a refugee center, so expect some undead still locked in buildings. Remember, they can’t turn doorknobs,” Wanikiya says.
“They can. I’ve seen a few. Fresh ones seem to retain some muscle memory,” Sanchez says.
Combeth taps a page in the phone book. “There’s a Military Academy. Would it have weapons?”
“Avoid it. It was the refugee center. Even if the military left behind weapons, their walls would hold in the undead when it was overrun. This trip focuses on the gun stores,” Wanikiya says.
“How do you know it was overrun?” Sanchez asks, knowing she was fully protected at Fort Wood.
“All refugee centers were overrun. And a few of Acheron’s earliest citizens were in the camp. Ethan wouldn’t go back.”
“Any of those from the city willing? We could use a native guide,” Combeth asks.
“If Ethan wouldn’t risk it, we stick to Wanikiya’s plan,” Sanchez says.
Wanikiya slides around under the library checkout counter. Fishing underneath, he pulls out a leather case. “Add to the list. Take a camera and document the rails. Especially any trains.”



“Kenneth, I want you to stay in the truck.” Sanchez pops the handle on the back of the procured furniture delivery truck. The rear door rolls up. “Demolitions Specialist Cromwell, Combeth and PFC Vockins, you get to ride back here.”
“Punishment, Sanchez?” Combeth asks, half teasing.
“No, Corporal Jameson and I will ride up front. Rank has its privilege.” She gives Combeth a flirty smile, even if she knows he’s still pissed.
“Not much of a rank,” Vockins snips.
Sanchez flings herself at the blonde girl’s face like a Drill Sergeant at boot camp, “We’re military on this mission. You got a problem, Private?”
Vockins snaps to attention. “No, Sir.”
“I work for a living. We will respect the chain of command.”
“At ease, Corporal,” Simon orders.
Sanchez gives the blonde her best “I’ll shiv you, bitch” stare.
“Nick understands everything we need to reload the spent rounds. Defer to his judgement at the stores. I know you are gaining more experience outside the walls, but the vectors add newer variables every day. I know what Wanikiya ordered about minimal expending of ammo, but I tell you now, you do what you must to return.”
“Yes, Chief.”



Wanikiya strolls along the chain-link fence preventing tourists from falling into the Salt River when they view the dam’s floodgates. Puddles dot the far bank where the water overflowed the banks.
“It was a hell of a plan.”
“She has it in her to be a leader,” Simon agrees.
“Ethan said as much. She had a failure at the Orscheln’s,” Wanikiya says.
“That was a cluster. She saved this camp. We didn’t have the ammo to defend this gate.”
“We’ve more than most in this new world. I don’t like that it’s June and still chilly.”
One of the workers spearing the skulls of the undead and loading the corpses onto a flatbed waves at the Sioux.
Wanikiya waves back. “We get these biters buried with those at the front gate, and we have Major Ellsberg design a no man’s land.”
“We should have more wood than we need for winter. Many of these homes and cabins have fireplaces,” Wanikiya muses.
Simon recognizes hesitancy in his leader. “What about Trixie?”
“She’s our first exile. It might be murder to not give her a gun, but with her anger, she’d charge the gate and shoot one of us.”
“Jail her.”
“I won’t jail her. We won’t waste needed people to guard her.”
“Put her on a boat in the lake as a jail.”
“No. Ethan’s correct. We make it quick. We’ve no time for trials.” Wanikiya says.
“Her offense doesn’t warrant death.”
“There’s no argument. She has chosen exile.”
“Foolish. I’ll drive her the thirty miles to Hannibal and leave her.”
“You travel outside the gate every day, but never such a distance.”
“You can’t leave her toward Mexico. When she finds a gun, she attacks the next group we send.”
“Driving her twenty-five miles and dumping her doesn’t mean she won’t find her way back.”
“That argument’s true of anywhere you drop her off. Which means the only real punishment around here for a crime is death. Unless we build a jail.”
Wanikiya doesn’t care for any of his options.
“Bring back the stocks.”
“Public whipping.”
“You’re killing her if you send her out there without a gun, and any place you drop her off where she can find one we want to scavenge. Hannibal is logical. We don’t have plans to work our way north. Without human intervention, the river will reclaim the city.”
“Public whipping would be based on a camp vote. As a set of violations to invoke such a punishment.”
“They still whipped people in the 1880s.”
“They had the option to jail them.”
“We can’t guard someone twenty-four/seven. It’s bad enough we’re losing her and Aiden. He may be part of the crew on the east side, but we don’t have him to work in here anymore.”
“Keeping a community safe is hard.”
“Keeping order is difficult unless you rule with fear.”
“No disrespect, Wanikiya, but as much as we admire Ethan, and thank God he rescued us, people fear him.”
“He could be a dictator. He knows it. He knows you’d follow him. It’s why he keeps the town meetings. And rules. We remain civilized by sticking to them,” Wanikiya says. “We allow her to make the choice.”

Zeke opens the inner sally port gate.
Simon parks his Jeep.
Wanikiya checks Trixie’s handcuffs. “You’ve one last option to remain.”
“You can’t dictate who I fuck,” she snaps.
“You can’t attack people. We’re going to leave you in a town. Don’t come back. We spot you in range of the fence, and our people are obligated to shoot you.”
“Fuck you! You filthy redskin.” Trixie chomps her teeth as if she is a biter.
“Take her. Don’t uncuff her. Drive away and drop the key where she can find it. She’s not to be trusted,” Wanikiya orders.
“Not even a gear pack? You say everyone who wishes to leave gets a gear pack and a gun. Fucking liar.”
“You aren’t leaving on your own. But we aren’t uncivilized. We’ve packed you a bag, and inside is a lockbox with a disassembled pistol and ten rounds.”
“Whatever helps you sleep at night, dirty Injun.”



 






 
 
JOINTS LACKING CARTILAGE crackle as Ethan kneels.
Serena jerks her head to seek out the gunshot. “Was that you?”
“Bad knee.” He draws his fingers through some of the foot tracks dragged through the dirt.
“Old man, you need a Hoveround.”
“Always got jokes for a girl who melts in the sun.” Ethan picks out three shoe treads in the destroyed underbrush. Every blade of grass, every scrap of flora trampled. Trees strong enough to withstand the bounce of a human body dot the eviscerated forest.
Thousands.
Hundreds of thousands.
There must be millions gathering at New Madrid. Tree trunks and low branches caked in coagulated blood and shreds of clothing stretch throughout the woods. Ethan creeps around trees large enough to hide a person, gun ready.
“Watch yourself, youngling. I expect to discover a biter speared on a branch.” Ethan scoops up an M16 trampled in the mud. He pockets the clip and jacks the live round into his palm. Those kids fought to the last man. Semper Fi. He smashes the stock against a tree before tossing the broken weapon into the ditch.
The crack of ratcheting metal echoes. The pull of the quake noise has left no stragglers to attract.
“Why didn’t you keep it? We need guns.”
Ethan rises, shaking out his numb leg. “It’s been ruined, and it was covered in blood. The bullets are salvageable.”
“I would have tried to use it,” Serena admits.
“A lot of people would. I would’ve taken it back and had my gunsmith to clear it for use, but we’ll get more at the base.”
“You’ve a gunsmith?”
“And a dentist.” Ethan smiles.
“I’m not sure that’s a bonus feature.” She flashes her mouth of perfect teeth.
A quiver rolls over the ground.
Birds flee from the treetops.
“How long do those happen?”
“In Haiti, I read tiny ones lasted for a year. New Madrid has measurable ones daily. As long as it keeps the biters out of my hair, the ground can shake, rattle and roll forever.”
“That’s one plus in your favor, old man, you still have hair.”
“Gentarra thought you’d be an asset to this mission. Let me know when that happens.” Ethan marches ahead of her.
“I think she thought you’d be better birth control.”
Ethan considers several responses.
Serena continues before he chooses one. “If I’m with you, I’m not chasing Chet. We’ve two pregnant girls.”
“And no Maury to check for DNA results.”
“You don’t need the commercial break to know they’re Chet’s.”
“He keeps it up and he’ll be the father of his own country.” Ethan moves to the road. He gains steps on the blacktop, and his leg muscles relax with use.
“Half our women will be dropping kids at the end of winter, and there’s no prenatal care,” Serena says.
“Gentarra cares about those people.”
“Why are we on the road? They love roads.” Serena chews her bottom lip.
“Between the birds and the quake, should be clear.”
Scattered across the blacktop are hundreds of spent shell casings.
Serena kicks at the brass. “Why aren’t there dead Nachzehrer?”
“At this point, the Marines fired in panic. Or their training took over, which was to make center mass shots. From the stains on the blacktop, those soldiers held until…”
Serena notes the cloud of water in Ethan’s left eye.
“They honored their mothers.”
“How far is this base?” she asks.
“A brisk stretch of the legs.”



Ethan snaps the padlock with a tire iron. Once he releases the latch, the garage door rolls up. Inside, a fitted tarp covers a vehicle sporting a roll bar.
“For someone all big on burning daylight, this side trip better payoff.”
“You want to do the honors?” Ethan snips.
Serena scrunches her face. “There’s bird shit all over the tarp.”
“Its purpose.” Ethan grabs the seam dangling above the concrete and marches backward, dragging the cover from a dune buggy.
“Does it run?” she asks.
Ethan drops the tarp. “Check for a key.”
Serena finds a note duct taped to the steering wheel:
Note to self—
Needs gas and oil
Serena scans the garage. Two cans of gas sit next to the workbench. On a hook above the bottle of engine oil dangles a key on a ring.
“Jackpot. You can’t carry supplies in it.”
“True, but it would allow scouting ahead of the main convoy.” Too bad I’m never going back to the Desoto Bridge. Ethan pulls the door back down and wires the lock shut.
“What about the gas?”
“We’ll get more. I’ve a habit of stashing supplies even in places I don’t plan to return.”
“Aren’t you afraid someone will take them, and you’ll need them?”
“It’s a risk, but so is waking up in this world, and that, child, is never truer than right now.”
“If it has kept you alive, old man.”
“You don’t seem to miss your Tweeting.”
“My house still had dialup. Technology hadn’t reached everyone. Even when you have an iPhone you have to live where there is a signal. Can’t miss what you didn’t have,” she says.
“Makes it easier when it’s gone. I had a hard time giving up warm showers.”
“We’ve a shower at the camp. When it rains a lot, they allow us to use some of the rainwater, but you’re right, it’s freezing balls. And no soap. They spread the runoff on the plants. Another waste. The horde trampled on through. Not a single plant was left. How long will people be hungry before they kill for food?”
“One meal,” Ethan deadpans.
“No way,” she says.
“Three. Three meals. One day. And that would have been when Happy Meals were plentiful.”
“Some in our camp traveled days before they reached safety with us and got a meal.”
“And had you food and not willing to share, they would have attacked,” Ethan says.



 






 
 
THE TIRE PREVENTS Chad from being stuffed under the truck from the repeated kicks to his abdomen. The steel toe boots burst his bladder.
“Stop!”
It takes a moment to register the voice. He pleads for the beating to cease.
“Fucker’s pissed himself.”
Fingers lace into his hair. Chad lifts his head to prevent his scalp tearing from his skull.
“Did you make this?”
His sled shield breaks his nose. Stars decorate his vision. “Yes,” falls from his mouth.
“Smart. Does it work?”
“Haven’t tested it.”
Chad finds himself lifted into the air. He has no idea what’s going on. His left hand grips the leather strap of his shield. Someone pushes him.
Moan-howls fill his ears.
Chad concentrates. Only one part of his body operates at a time, and the pain of the beating has left his legs numb and wet. With lightning streaks dulling his vison, he swings his shield in the direction of the snarls. Whatever bounced off it sends Chad reeling to the ground.
“Get up! Or she’s going to eat you!”
Chad’s rapid blinks restore some of his vision. He wishes they remained starry.
The snarling biter drags her fingernails across the sled, a match for Chad in his weakened state. Her strength remains because she is fresh.
Blood covers her face, neck and soaks into her clothes. Not the coagulated goop but the bright red blood caused by a pummeling of fists and kicks.
Chad crabwalks back to give him distance. He needs to get to his feet. Despite her shredded shirt, Chad thanks his God that Lindsey’s pants are still on, belt in place. He braces himself for the linebacker impact. She bounces off the silver metal. Before she recovers from her stagger, Chad unleashes a haymaker with the shield arm. The echo gongs like a broken plate. Biter Lindsey has no lower motor control. Her ankles crumple. In a hissing fit, she claws at the dirt.
She recovers to get on all fours. Chad raises the sled above his head, and in his best Spartan war cry, he drives the shield into the back of her head. She collapses, limbs twitching. It takes five hard punches to crack the bone to end her.
The lead man slow claps. “Brilliant.” He draws a twenty-two. The bullet punches through shield, the buzzing slug millimeters from kissing Chad’s ear.
“Fuck you.” Chad vows he will kill this man—just not today.
“String her up. Mark this house.”
Two men take a rope from the truck bed.
“Where’s the rest of your group?”
Before Chad protests, the man says, “Don’t lie. You’re too well-fed, and you aren’t carrying any gear. You may be scavenging, but you have people near.”
Chad ignores the pain in his stomach and the throbbing of his head. “I just put down my friend.”
“Yeah. About that. We didn’t kill her.”
Chad contemplates how Ethan would handle escaping. Protect the baby. They drove up on us, he recalls.
“Maybe we did exacerbate it. But she was messed up. One punch to the kidney and something inside her ruptured. Someone did a number on her before we came along.”
The two men bind Lindsey’s legs together.
All five men are armed.
The leader would have been a computer nerd before, with his balding scalp and lanky frame.
Chad remembers no place to run. One of the them cupped Lindsey’s breast. When she scratched him, he punched her. I was being kicked to death next. Protect the baby.
“Now I can guess your line of thought, but revenge in this world is not a viable career choice.”
The men hoist Lindsey’s body. It dangles from the tree branch.
“We mark the houses we clear of all useful items. Now, this shitburg won’t yield much, so we’ve room to check the next house. You don’t want to be a marker.”
Protect the baby.
“I can see you’re considering your choice. We got a secure camp, but we need supplies and people who engineer useful gear. I’m Ainslee. Let’s work on a friendship.”
They wanted me dead. They could shoot. I’m unarmed. Why bother with me at all? “You beat all the people you invite to your camp?”
“If we have to. No peace-loving hippies last long. It’s Darwin’s rules,” Ainslee says.
Chad’s heard this argument before.
“We’re burning daylight, kid.”
Chad detects the ultimatum in the tone. Live to fight another day—for the baby. I’ll kill Ainslee later. Don’t give in too easy. “What about my people?”
“We take you back to our camp. We find you a place. We work on a barter system. The scavenger teams bring in items. We turn it over to the leadership, who pays the workers in items. They trade for other needed products.”
“And everyone works to get along?”
“Nope. Got to police a few fights. Some don’t approve of their payments. Most work hard and get paid, but they don’t get much. Hard labor doesn’t pay as well as those with skills.”
“We’ll work for our share. But we’ve got a newborn.” Chad prays this will protect her.
“That wasn’t the baby’s mother?”
“She died in birth.”
“A baby might prove valuable. Newborns give hope. Something we’re all out of at the MC.” Ainslee smiles.



 






 
 
“ANY REASON WE didn’t drive the dune buggy? It took, like, five miles to get here,” Serena says.
“Noise. We’ve got enough to deal with without attracting the undead,” Ethan says.
“I thought they headed north.”
Ethan grabs her by the arm, spins her around, snapping, “Don’t you ever think for one minute you’re safe out here.”
She tugs away, mewing, “Okay. Ethan. I won’t.” Her playful attempts to annoy the man she considers old sparked no results. The fire from his eyes raises her gooseflesh over her entire body.
“You might be scarier than the undead,” she mumbles.
Ethan draws his M&P. The twin main gate guard towers and other sandbagged defense positions remain intact. The chain-link fence bent and mashed to the ground by a force of flesh. Carcasses of the once living, mashed through the woven metal, twitch and flail as parts of them, eviscerated among the wire, were pressed in place by the stepping feet of thousands.
Ethan swings by the sandbagged embankment. No soldiers’ bodies. Not many spent casings around either. They didn’t make a last stand here. Might as well get this over with. He marches to one of the still active undead trapped in the chain-link. Ethan lines the glowing white of the night sights with the bobbing head. Don’t want to blow my own toes off.
The report echoes.
The dozens of undead, trapped in the fence, convulse in a bizarre, uniformed seizures. They bite and snarl.
“You woke them up. It will bring more.”
Ethan ignores her.
Staggering from behind the checkpoint station, a Marine with shredded jacket and no arms chomps its teeth, black with congealed blood.
Serena yells in a stage whisper, “Shoot it.”
It’s thirty feet away. Most gun fights occur within twenty-one feet. And most people, even the expert target shooters, miss. People in a panic miss. People who don’t control their breathing miss.
The biter reaches the twenty-one-foot radius.
Ethan remains statuesque.
Fifteen.
“If you’re making your point they are dangerous, I got it. Now shoot it.” Serena quivers.
At ten feet, Ethan raises the M&P. Aim. Breathe. Finger shifts from extended at the side to wrap around the trigger. Exhale. Squeeze—never jerk. Thunder echoes.
The Marine collapses to the concrete having completed his service to his country.
Ethan scans the area around the fallen gate. Several outbuildings have cracked foundations. The newer military buildings were designed to withstand a major quake, unlike the post-Civil War structure, now smoldering ash, to his south.
Serena joins him.
“Listen.”
“I hear these trapped in the fence. You going to pop them?”
He notes the missing, sardonic old man. “This compound is a maze. Drawing them out would be better than facing them in a building.”
“Can we get the guns? This isn’t fun anymore,” Serena admits. She reaches for a rifle roasting in the sun.
“It stopped being fun the first time I raised my gun at a person.”
Serena holds the goopy rifle by the barrel with only her thumb and forefinger. “It’s a weapon.”
“It’s ruined from being in the weather, and the gunk oozing from the dead corrupts the mechanism.” Ethan adds, “If you are able to lift it with only two fingers, it’s void of ammo. Leave it. We’ll find more.”
“If they defended this place to the last man, wouldn’t that mean they ran out of ammo?”
“It’s not like the end of The Alamo. John Wayne had no reason to blow up the gunpowder stores for an enemy who doesn’t know how to use guns.”
“You’re banking on weapons, old man. Without them, my group won’t follow you north. Even if you do have a camp with electricity.”
Your people won’t last, weapons or not. “I had a small following of people I rescued. I knew about an isolated area with a hydroelectric dam. Missouri wasn’t hit with the pestilence as fast as other parts of the country. Parts of the state weren’t infected at all. I was able to locate some of the engineers who operated the powerplant. We built a fence. I brought in supplies and people who would ensure our survival. We lived better than those at the camps.”
“Most groups accepted anybody breathing. Sometimes they were infected.”
“I cured that fast.” Ethan jerks a shotgun from a Jeep flipped on its side. “It’s going to be a long day if we don’t find the armory.” He places the empty weapon on the fender.
“What keeps you going?”
“It seems like the thing to do. But my people, I’ve a responsibly to them, now.”
“You never put a gun in your mouth and thought about ending it?” Serena asks.
“No.” Not even when I found—buried her.
“My mom and I were in this group. They all did. They feasted on all the food supplies and some wine, and all put a bullet in their brains. They didn’t force it on anyone, but they left no food. A few didn’t do it. I never was a part of it. I found this group. Those knights no longer get to play swords. I thought knights were chivalrous.”
“You mean respectful and protective of women?”
“Yes.”
“It was code. It was considered honorable for a knight to win tournaments in the name of a lady he’s never met. But I’m not sure how many of them lived by the rules of being chaste.”
“You’re saying it didn’t happen?”
“I’m saying it’s a romantic view. Text from the time claims it was the way it was, but human nature takes over,” Ethan says.
“It’s a nice thought.”
“At my camp, no one will touch you. Unless you want them to.”
 “How can you promise?” Serena asks.
“I removed the last rapist’s junk with a meat cleaver. We’ve one major rule—if you don’t work, you don’t eat. It prevents a lot of petty issues. But some people slip through.”
“Why not kill him?”
“I felt it was better to set an example. We’re rebuilding the world. Our camp will set a foundation for future generations.”
“You plan for future kids?”
“We’ve put a slight ban on family starting, but condoms are not a priority, so it will happen soon.”
“No punishment for getting knocked up?” Serena asks.
“No. I don’t consider it a grand idea to be dealing with the undead while popping out babies.”
“So, your camp is not safe.”
“It’s more secure than the military bases I’ve been on.”
“Then why not allow births?”
“Numbers. I need all my people, and a woman at nine months doesn’t need to be outside the fence,” Ethan says.
“You said they must work. Have them work inside.”
“Some of my best shots are women. I need them on the fence, not rocking a crib.”
Beyond the main gate, nothing jogs Ethan’s memory of his previous visit. I was occupied with the dying Sergeant. Half bluffing the man, we both had to know he was going to become a biter from his arm wound.
They leave the moan-howls behind them.
“Where’s the armory?” Serena asks.
“Not sure.” Ethan glances at a building and turns his body, as if physically retracing his movement from Dr. Ellsberg’s lab of horror. “I wasn’t privy to its location.”
She pokes the toe of her shoe at a shifted foundation. Half her foot disappears into the gap. “Some of these buildings won’t last more aftershocks.”
“No argument there. We don’t have time for a house-to-house search. I don’t trust the structural integrity of these support buildings.”
“The big, central edifice has no cracks. Not on this side.”
“Big word.”
“My ACT score was thirty, old man,” she quips.
“Smart girl. Then why do you chase a dumbass like Chet—his abs?” Ethan teases.
“Fuck off.” She increases her gait toward the large building.
Ethan fishes in his pocket. I kept Dr. Ellsberg’s key card.
On a side door to the building, Ethan finds an electronic box next to the door lock. He grips the twisted-J door handle, turns and tugs—locked. He drops the key card into the slot reader.
“Doesn’t it need power to operate?” Serena asks.
“I thought it might have a battery backup. The part of the base I was in before did. I don’t think this key card has clearance for this project.” He pockets the card.
As if a cold chill shivers her, “Maybe we should pick up the guns and get back to the boats.”
“What’s bothering you?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing might get us killed.”
“I felt a goose step on my grave,” she confesses.
“This place gives me the creeps, too,” Ethan admits. “Let’s find the guns. I’ve more important things to do.”
“What could possibly be more pressing than scavenging an abandoned military base for supplies?” The voice belongs to a soldier sporting a clean M16.
Fuck me. People move without noise. Ethan studies the man. His unsoiled BDUs have no rank insignias or patches except the upside-down American flag on his left breast pocket. Raider?
“We’re here for supplies like you.” He has the speed to draw and drop this man before he swings his M16. No trained Marine would hold his weapon so nonchalantly. Means a surplus of supplies left to raid. He must have friends to be this brash.
“You know, any time they found a female survivor, they locked her away to test their vaccine. I haven’t even seen a live girl in a month without an arm marked with bites,” the man says.
“You’re not getting one unless you fuck’n shower,” Serena snaps. “Clean clothes don’t mask your stink.”
“You don’t have much control over your girl?”
“Fuck you. I ain’t nobody’s girl. I’m not to be owned by some old man or GI Joe with a limp dick.”
No talking my way out of this one. Ethan expects the next few seconds to end with the sun-backed soldier charging or firing on Serena. In that second, I’ll draw and end him.
Nothing.
No movement.
No more words.
The soldier lowers his weapon. “Even at the end of the world, we never stopped doing terrible things to each other.” He places the M16 on the ground.
Not a Marine. Only one way to get a Marine’s weapon.
“I put bullets in the magazine, but I don’t know if it will fire. I didn’t want to risk it and draw more undead.”
“Why were you on base?”
“My friends and I were brought here by the soldiers. We thought we were safe. You’ve no idea what they were doing here,” the man says.
“Serena get his rifle.” Maybe he knows the armory’s location.
She grabs the weapon.
“I’ve no issue shooting you if I, for a second, believe your actions will get me hurt.’” Ethan takes the M16. He works his fingers so the man doesn’t see how he loads the weapon. Giving it back to Serena, “It will fire now.”
“You bringing him?”
“I’ve a camp in the north. I need the guns to help Serena move her people. We’ve food, walls, safety.”
“Safe? I thought the only safe road after my friends were killed was to blow my own brains out. Then some part of me demanded to know what they were doing here before I ate a round.”
“I saw the vaccine experiments,” Ethan says.
“Did you see what they did to those people who failed to be cured? Did you?”
“No.” Ethan contemplates killing the man before he completes his feral transformation.
“You should know what our government is doing.”
I’ve a good idea. “You have a name?”
“Manners went out the window. Sorry. Theo.”



“Holy fuck me sideways, Batman.” Ethan props the door open, but no amount of breeze clears the stink from the chamber.
In the drained, Olympic-sized swimming pool, hundreds of undead, crammed together, echo a muffled moan-howl. Metal plates screwed over their mouths only stifle the droning sound. Metal joints bolted to their arms connect to packs on their necks with what reminds Ethan of the first car phone antennas.
The smell of the living excites the mass.
“What did they do?” Serena asks.
“The military turned them into a cheap, horror, sci-fi B movie.” Unable to view what attachment augments the creature, Ethan moves around the pool.
“I don’t…”
“There’re wired. At least their arms are.” Ethan marches toward a booth.
“I don’t understand.”
“Theo.” Ethan says with implied command.
“They kept a few of us to wrangle the undead. We brought them here.”
“How much do I need to spell out for you, Serena?” Ethan searches the junk in the booth. “They captured undead and bolted their mouths shut. Then they hardwired spring-loaded devices to their arms…” Ethan drags out a skeletal frame from the booth. A machine pistol with an extended clip dangles at the end, attached to the right arm. “So they could remotely fire.”
“I don’t get it. The creatures won’t do what you want.”
“They will march toward the living, who won’t be expecting them to be able to shoot back,” Theo says.
“Terrifying the enemy. An unstoppable army. Even if you shot a few, they would keep coming.” Ethan flicks a button on the pack. The right arm joint springs up. “These undead shoot.” Ammo, ammo everywhere and not a round to expend. Ethan puns the famous poem. I’ve done plenty to earn an albatross. “Theo, there has to be a remote system to control them.”
“All I did was wrangle them into a room, where men in shark armor did this.”
“Shark armor?” Serena asks.
“The metal rings divers wear,” Theo says.
“How were they to get them out of the pool?” Ethan asks.
“I don’t know.”
Ethan ejects the clips. Nine-millimeter rounds. They fit none of my guns, but I won’t leave thirty rounds behind. In the part of the harness connecting to the neck, he confirms a speculation.
“Could we use these guys to protect us?” Serena asks.
“We could, but too risky. Something goes wrong, and we’re screwed. We don’t know where the remote to operate the weapon is, what it does to guide them to a target, or how they get them out of the swimming pool.” Ethan drops the harness. “Theo, do you know where the armory is?”
“Aren’t you going to figure out how to get these vectors out of the pool?” Theo asks.
“We need guns. Not these monsters.”
“They would protect us,” Theo says.
“No. Next aftershock and they would go crazy. You’d have to put them down.”
“Put them down?” Serena asks.
“Theo, I know your time here was difficult. These guys aren’t the answer. I know you know where the control station is,” Ethan says.
“It’s an army, and no other undead will even know we travel in the center of them.” Theo reaches into his jacket packet.
“No. They’re caged tigers. And you’ll lose control of them. Let’s get the rifles.”
Serena glances between the two men like a bad tennis match. She doesn’t understand, and would have guessed Ethan would shoot the man over reasoning with him.
Ethan draws with inhuman speed and places a slug into Theo’s leg. He collapses to the deck. He limp-hops to the fallen man, unable to run.
“You didn’t have to shoot me.” In Theo’s hand, he holds what resembles a Nintendo 2DS.
The aroma of blood chums the rotten mass in the pool. Ethan has no idea how they detect it over the putrefaction hanging in the air.
Theo drops the device to clamp pressure on his bleeding leg.
“Consider yourself lucky. You’re the second warning shot I’ve ever given.” Ethan scoops up the device. He flips the power button to on. The screen flashes bright and then blackens to a flashing curser, demanding a password.
He toggles the buttons with a quick response:
Up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right, B, A.
Nothing. “Theo, time for us to go. You have a choice.”



 






 
 
“I DON’T WANT to take her foot. Not if you must travel. My boss. He’s a germaphobe. Your presence here makes him nervous,” Dr. Griffin says.
“You don’t have to live in fear of this man. Kelsey has a camp. They would welcome you.” Mike keeps his statements ambiguous. Don’t promise what you can’t deliver.
“No matter how much I fear my boss, I fear outside worse. If you people have a doctor…” He hands over a sealed, business envelope. “This copy of my assessment will assist another doctor. Her other foot will need to come off, but she needs to recover from the first amputation. I was able to perform it below the knee. It will make learning to walk again easier. The infection might take her life.”
“Why, Doc? Why help us at all?” Mike’s suspicions rise. Even he knows someone with a compound like this must demand stiff payment to expend such resources on strangers.
“I may be a coward, but I do no harm. Penance maybe. Guilt. I’m safe in here while so many die out there. It felt good to help someone. I haven’t been a doctor in ten months,” Dr. Griffin says.
“Anything in this envelope about Kelsey not being infected?”
“I don’t have many subjects to study. Best I understand is some attempted to restore the brains of long-term comatose patients. Neurogenesis, it’s called. They reanimate the brain.”
“People would have to be dead for that to work.”
“R1, or what I have patented the Reanimation One virus. It would destroy the outer portions of the cortex, the part of the brain we consider makes us human. The part left behind is the basic, primitive motor functions,” Dr. Griffin explains. “I’ve documentation on the R1 to show when an exposed person dies, they return. It’s the non-exposed people who must be bit to transfer the disease.”
“So only a few people would have to be exposed to the disease to spread it?”
“Whoever developed the virus unleased it on cities around the world in a coordinated effort. You said you were in St. Louis. You have the R1 in your blood. When you die, you will rise from the dead. If Kelsey dies, from natural causes, she won’t. She was not exposed to R1, leading me to hypothesize she was nowhere near an infected city.”
“A dirty bomb,” Mike speculates.
Dr. Griffin has no poker face to hide his confusion.
“People worry about some ISIS member, or did worry they would get ahold of some uranium and build a nuclear bomb, but what was scarier was if they used conventional explosives with a small amount of radioactive material. You don’t get the crater of the leveled city, but this radiological dispersion device releases waves of poison, leaving structures intact and people exposed before most people know there was an incident.”
“Replace the radioactive material with this virus and a major, populated city would have thirty to forty percent exposure,” Dr. Griffin says.
“Fine. But what set it off? You could expose people, but then they need to die for them to return.”
“Lack of radioactive material would allow these terrorists to move easier without being on a watch list.” Dr. Griffin activates an iPad.
“You have internet?”
“No. But I have some news reports from day one saved.” Dr. Griffin loads an article. After a few minutes, “In Chicago, there were three mass shootings. All in a five-block radius. The victims lived long enough to be transported to the hospital. It would have been a unique set of shootings, as the perpetrators didn’t seem to be firing to kill.”
“Medical teams don’t bother with the dead. EMS treats only those they can save,” Mike says.
Dr. Griffin scans another article. “Atlanta had a mass shooter who led police on a high-speed chase. He caused dozens of fender benders.”
“Exposing people and killing some. Drawing in more emergency service personnel.”
“Take out those people best able to deal with an outbreak.”
“Unleashing a plague in cities with millions. Those millions then spread to the rest of the world.” Mike asks the million-dollar question for him, “What happened in St. Louis?”
Dr. Griffin taps on the screen. “Nothing. No shootings.”
“R1 was released. I’m proof. But the shooter was never active,” Mike guesses.
“Could be a million reasons. But they spared the city from the initial outbreak.”
“It made it slower. This information...is there someone we could get it to?”
“The military is gone, and no CDC is left. This information has no value.”
“A quarantine area could be established and those not carrying the infection…”
“Pipe dream, Mike. Even if I could test people, I only could clear a few hundred. You also have to deal with the people who are infected with family members who are not. Knowing the origin does nothing to change your situation.”



Mike slams the El Camino hood hard enough to latch. “You cleaned her up.”
“I couldn’t spare much. No water or ammo, but we could restore the engine and provide a few gallons of gas. Best I could do for a fellow soldier.”
“You’re awful clean-cut, Airforce?’
“Don’t get insulting.” He signals with two fingers on his right hand, and four men, all in matching tactical gear, carry a stretcher to place a sleeping Kelsey into the vehicle bed, the dog cage replaced by cushions to prevent her from being joggled.
“I suggest you drive slow. Doc says her body won’t take much movement.”
“You fear your boss?” Mike asks.
“We’re mercenaries. We only fear the check bouncing. We’re not here to be friends or neighbors. I don’t know why the doc helped your friend, but you should drive and forget you ever found us.”
“Guess I won’t be mailing you a thank-you card.”
“Stay away. The doc learned what he needed. And I don’t want to have to…you must be a decent man to drag that woman along. Her wounds put you at risk. Not too many decent people left.” He holds out his hand, palm down; the keys dangle.
Mike reaches for them.
“Please, stay away.”
Nodding, Mike climbs behind the wheel. His M16, clean, rests in the seat. First chance I get, I make sure it fires.
The engine purrs, losing the sick sound it had when they pulled in here.
“One more thing.” Another wave of his hand brings a man in tactical gear leading the dog by a red collar and leash. “We got him calm. I wouldn’t mind keeping him, but he’s your dog.”
“Thanks.”
“I put a hook.” He points to the ceiling.
Mike glances at the roof and spots the freshly drilled eyebolt so the leash secures. He salutes the leader, not bothering to ask the man’s name. Petting the panting dog, he pulls away from the compound.
“You seem happy. Groomed. Well-fed. I bet you’ll wish you’d stayed.” Mike keeps one eye on the side mirror. Even at ten miles an hour, no one follows. “Then again, they might feed you to the alligators. That place was a trip down the rabbit hole.”
The dog barks as if agreeing.
“We’ll need to locate another vehicle in case they low-jacked us. We drive northwest for as long as we have gas. Those vampires desired more than our blood.”



 






 
 
SERENA DRIVES THE flat end of a crowbar into the seam of a crate. She bears down with her weight, popping free a nail from wood. Five new rifles rest in cradles. She hands the rifles to Ethan. He places them in the back of a Chevrolet Tahoe.
“Can’t we make Theo do some work?” Serena tosses the empty crate. She jabs her crowbar into the next box.
Ethan glances at the man seated on a bench across from where they load, wrists bound by plastic cuffs. He picks at the bandage around his calf.
“It’s only a flesh wound, if you leave it alone,” Ethan scolds him. “He stays over there.”
“We’d get packed faster.”
“You want him to have a gun? Unstable as he is?”
“Aren’t we all unstable?” Serena opens another crate. “Won’t all these guns weigh down the boat?”
“I though you could pilot the other one. We fill them both. Load this truck, and we’ve enough guns and ammo to get us north.”
“You know, I noticed you’re a little vague about where your camp is, other than north.”
“You’re observant. I don’t share the location. Don’t need uninvited guests.”
“I doubt any group is strong enough to challenge yours.” She drags a crate from inside the door.
“If your people—”
“They aren’t my people,” she snaps.
“If the knights had guns, they could challenge, and some of my people would be killed. A few attacks like that, and our numbers would dwindle, weakening us until an outside group could take over.”
Ethan sides ammo boxes through the side door. “We pack this truck full, and we’re gold.”
“No rations?”
“Maybe we could strap some boxes on the top. Ideally, we should make five trips, but it takes a lot of gas to get across the river.”
“Can I drive the forklift and bring out another pallet?” she asks.
“We’d like to thank you for loading all these supplies for us.”
Ethan pushes Serena between him and the Tahoe before facing the voice.
“Get your own supplies,” Serena snaps.
Four.
Ethan calculates—
The four men point shotguns.
Shotguns spray a wide pattern.
“I’m going to make this simple. There are dozens of rifles and ammo crates left. Plenty of MREs. We don’t have to do this,” Ethan says.
“You know, you’re right. But your fire’s going to draw the undead and maybe other scavengers. And we want to be gone.” The second tallest man cocks his head toward the pool building.
Puffs of black smoke release from the ceiling.
“I don’t know what you wasted grenades on in there, but you should have saved them for the undead.”
“Grenades are a maiming weapon,” Theo mutters.
One of the men swings his shotgun.
Three on me. Shitty odds. Rifles or pistols and I’d end this. Ethan gives his best Clint Eastwood glare. “You know, it’s not going to be your lucky day.”
“Killing the living does no one any good.”
He seems reasonable. “How about this.” Ethan flexes his gun hand. “We’re preparing for a trip to my camp in the north. I’ve got walls and plenty of food. How about you load a second truck and join me?”
“I won’t get a better offer.” He lowers his shotgun.
“You want to bring these guys along?” Serena whispers.
“We haven’t seen a woman in months. Does your little ginger belong to you or do you share?”
“I belong to no one!” Serena screams.
The man on the far left shifts his shotgun.
Why did they have to go there? Ethan’s hand grips his Magnum, lifting it in the holster, but he doesn’t remove it.
“Fuck me, you’re fast.”
“I don’t want to kill anyone today,” Ethan says.
“We get it. The girl’s not property. We respect that.”
“As soon as you turn your back, they’re going to pop you,” Serena whispers.
She’s not wrong.
Even as an endangered species, we still kill each other over trinkets. Fuck it. Ethan puts one shot in each chest of the three men, leaving the leader standing.
“Don’t!”
He raises his free hand but maintains his grip on the shotgun.
Serena hunches down behind Ethan, her fingers in her ears.
Theo scoots himself under the bench.
“You and the other two should go,” Ethan commands.
“Two?”
“I’m offering you your life. Once we go, you and your remaining two friends get to live.”
“You killed my people.”
“I killed half of you.” Ethan hears footsteps behind him, but he can’t tell where the target stands.
“You think we’re going to walk away after you killed our people?” He raises the shotgun.
“Guess not.” Ethan pops two in the leader’s chest. He twirls around and hunts with the barrel for a new target.
Two figures dart behind a building. Wood splinters fly from the edge of the frame. The two men race back, shotguns raised. “You’ve had your—”
Thunder booms. The fifth man falls. The sixth takes off running. Ethan destroys his hip. The man skitters across the ground, his shotgun flipping out of reach.
He holsters his Magnum, drawing the Berretta, marching to the last man. “Know your weapon won’t be a lesson serving you. It had an eight-shot cylinder.” Ethan puts a bullet in his brain. “Get their shotguns. And anything else you want.”
“You not going to end them?” Serena asks.
Ethan pockets the brass from his Taurus. “You have a crowbar. Go for it. But I don’t have the ammo, and I don’t plan to be on this side of the river again to have to deal with five more biters.”
More smoke escapes from the pool building.
Ethan reaches under the bench and drags Theo out. He flips open a knife and cuts the plastic bond. “Time for you to earn your keep, or I’ll leave you here with these vagrants. Touch a gun wrong, and I end you.”
The ground quivers.
“I want to go,” Serena says.
“The aftershocks will attract undead,” Theo says. The man gets to his feet.
“We’ve got weapons. Let’s get back across the river,” Serena says.
“What happened to your balls, girl?” Ethan asks.
“Something about this place has shriveled them.”
Theo bolts. He hobble-runs for the main gate. Ethan puts his hand on his Magnum and decides the man isn’t worth a bullet.
“You going to let him go?”
“He’s scared and harmless.” Ethan pats the truck. He eyes the roof rack. “We’ve room, maybe we find a warehouse of MREs.”
“Food would be great, but if you bring too much back, some people will want to stay and make do instead of leaving. You said four hundred miles. We’ll need everyone to make it alive,” Serena says.
“Food would help. Most people get hurt or bit while scavenging. They get busy with gathering and forget to pay attention for biters.”
“I want to leave before we join these ghosts,” Serena says.
He ignores how her fear slips through her bravado. “You don’t get a vote. Guard the guns, Serena. I’m going to sweep the building one more time. If Theo comes back, shoot him or shoot at him to drive him off.”
“I’d rather go with you. We both know the safest place in this world is next to you. They said you were facing down a bridge of biters.”
“I had forty-three rounds left before the knights in shining armor arrived.”



“Moving these weapons in a crate would be much easier.” Serena carries an armload of rifles to the boat.
Ethan shifts a third box of MREs from the roof of the truck onto his shoulder. He takes each step in the muck with care, but the extra weight gives him no problem. “I agree, but loose, we could stack more rifles in the Chevy. I can’t do the same with ammo.” He places the crates into the boat.
“Would you have brought those men along?” Serena trudges back to the truck. The water covering the ground splashes up her legs.
Ethan notices how the river deepened two inches since they docked. “I was considering the usefulness of experienced survivors. I would have to have killed their leader, no matter what, to keep them in line.”
His remark turns in the pit of her stomach.
Ethan knows the hot-head near-adult badgers him out of fear. What bothers him is the distinct lack of women near the camp. There were no female soldiers. Theo and those vagrants both mentioned it. Amanda was a test subject. Why test only on women? “Don’t find some moral high ground. I’ll shoot anyone who will get me killed. It’s the way of the world. It’s why some people are lucky to be behind Acheron walls. They wouldn’t last without protection.”
“You spared Theo.”
“I shouldn’t have. But he was a confused man. Likely, if I brought him along, his fear would have gotten someone killed.”
She places more rifles in the boat. Her shoes slosh with river water. Pausing, she catches a shape moving at a distance in the trees.
“Those people have lasted because their inaptitude has gotten others killed, allowing them to escape.” Ethan notices Serena’s blank stare. He selects a rifle, pops in a magazine from his belt and locks the stock against his shoulder. He lines his right eye to peer down the sight. Swinging the weapon commando style, he seeks what she spotted. “Living or dead?” he whispers.
“Dead…I think.”
Putrid, water-logged, rotter’s skin hangs off the bones. Soaked from the river, its clothes weigh it down. It sloshes and slogs with each step. Greenish, runny ooze pours from it, mixed with dead blood. Its distended stomach reveals bloat from swallowing river water.
Ethan’s finger slips around the trigger.
“Wait. I know you’re Quick-draw McGraw, but it’s only one, and we don’t need the noise.” Serena picks up her crowbar.
“There’ll be more.”
“All the more reason to do this one quiet, old man.” She marches through the muck. “I wonder how it escaped the current?”
Ethan keeps aim at the sweet spot below the nose. It takes both his hands to keep the M16 steady. His normal Dirty Harry style of shooting is well-practiced and not the same as firing an automatic rifle. He has time to be 100 percent with his aim.
Serena’s next stride tumbles her into the bog as her left shoe gets caught and won’t release from the mud. Ethan wastes no time waiting for her to recover. He pops the biter. Its head detonates in a shower of dirty river water.
“I think I twisted my ankle,” she calls out.
Ethan marches after her. His massive frame sinks in the sludgy, wet shoreline. He notes the fresh mud. The river course has changed. He slings the rifle on his shoulder and scoops Serena up as if she were a freckle-covered china doll. She wraps her arms around his neck, scared he’ll drop her. As she realizes she weighs nothing in his arms, she traces the outline of his bicep, her warm breath on his ear.
“Don’t! That tickles.” Ethan fights back a schoolgirl giggle.
“For an old man, you’ve strong arms.”
“For such a nimble little girl, you sure got stuck easy. How bad’s your ankle?”
“I heard a pop, but,” she wiggles her foot, “I can move it.”
“It needs to be iced.” He places her in the driver’s seat of the boat. “Keep off it for a few. I’ll get the rest of the guns.”
“That biter was a fluke. I doubt there will be more.” She rubs her ankle.
“I figure we’ll see a flood of them. Most will remain trapped in the current. But the seismic waves attracting them is a strong draw. Strong enough they’ll march straight into the water, and the military knocked out the bridges. They’ll stumble right off the edge and fall into the Mississippi.”
“You’re talking thousands of undead.”
“So many it could create a cadaver logjam. Let’s get across the river.” Ethan loads his left arm up with seven rifles.
Serena slips off her sock. A red line surrounds the top of her foot. “I think it’s going to bruise.”
“Leave the shoe on. Your foot will swell, and you won’t able to get it back on.” After he places the armload of weapons in the boat, he hands her the rifle he fired. “It’s loaded. Stand guard.”
She grips the handle, pointing it in the air to understand the weight. “Does it kick?”
“I don’t think so. But I never think many guns have a kick.”
“You wouldn’t with that cannon you carry.” She faces upriver, her foot propped in the opposite chair, turning to cover Ethan.
“It might be louder than you’re used to. I threw a bottle of soft, disposable ear plugs in the Tahoe.” Ethan grabs them, along with the last ammo box.
He tosses Serena the bottle. “Put one in the ear closest to the gun. I need your other ear clear.”
“You talk too much already, old man.” She smiles.
Ethan digs his heels against the rocks, pushing with all his strength to move the boat into the water.
Serena misses with her first two shots.
“Steady. Take your time.” Ethan spins. Undead move through the trees. He grunts with his next shove. The weight of the guns and ammo prevent the boat from sliding into the water.
More bloated undead shamble forth.
Ethan thrusts his full weight with a barbaric yelp as he presses the bow up and then shoves back. The boat moves a foot. The current laps at the stern.
“You moved it!” She squeals with excitement.
“Just…keep…shooting.” Ethan accepts he isn’t strong enough to move the boat. He throws his weight one more time.
A thump echoes.
Ethan peeks around the boat. The current flings a biter against the boat hull.
“Where are they all coming from?” Serena panics.
The aftershock, gravitated them north. Ethan reaches into his pocket and removes a grenade. “I was saving this.” He pulls the pin and chucks it into the open hatch of the Tahoe. “Fire in the hole.” He crouches, covering his neck and face.
BOOM.
Flickering, crackling flames from the burning truck attract the undead.
Despite the danger of fire, the biters reach for the orange death. They ignore the flame consuming their clothes.
Ethan grabs the towline from the first boat, tossing it to Serena. “Tie that off.” He pushes off the first boat. It slides into the river. It floats downstream. He leaps. The fish flop landing dangles his feet in the water, washing the mud from his boots. He wiggle-flops more of his frame onto the bow.
“Damn!” Ethan flops himself across the bow to grab the wheel.
The boat jars as the rope line tightens. Pulling the boat keys from his jeans pocket, he rolls to his back, huffing for breath. You need to start the engine.
Serena giggles. She knows she shouldn’t. From his picking her up, she knows Ethan could twist her like a pretzel. She pops another biter.
“Directions, old man.” She stores the rifle behind the seat.
“I’ll pull you into the river. Don’t give it too much gas. It steers close to a car.”
She turns the key. “Ethan!” Her engine purrs as she grabs her rifle, pointing it at undead bobbing in the water.
Dozens of biters float down the Mississippi.
Ethan grabs an oar, pushing an undead away from the motor.
“Shoot them!” Serena screams.
Won’t stop the buildup of bodies. They float. Don’t panic, girl. “Try and not hit any of them. They’ll ruin the motor.”
“Shoot them!”
“It won’t change their buoyancy. They’re floating down the river, undead or dead.”
Ethan throws the boat into reverse, tugging the boat full of guns into the Mississippi River.
Serena gooses the accelerator.
Ethan draws his knife, severing the line between boats. “Take it right on up the bank next to the truck. We won’t be making another trip back.”
“There’s a lot of chop.” She fights against the current.
“Bob and weave. You can’t shoot straight across the river. Too many undertows.” Ethan slides into the driver’s seat of his boat. “It’s rougher since we crossed.” He glances at Serena. She seems to have her boat under control. “The aftershocks have reshaped the river.” I hope home’s safe.
Ethan directs her toward the bank where he left the boat trailer in the water. Instead of driving onto and hauling the boat back full of gear, they find the bed of the truck submerged.
For about two seconds, he contemplates if the truck is drivable. Was it four-wheel or rear-wheel? If the engine’s dry, it should fire. It will take hours to hike to a car, and who knows if it works. Fuck me. Time to get wet. Ethan waves Serena to hang back. “Pull along the edge as best you can.”



“How’s the ankle?” Ethan closes the driver’s side truck door.
“Throbs.” Serena twists her red hair into two braided pigtails. “Why were they performing mad scientist experiments at the military base?”
“Why would you ask that?” He hands her the keys.
“We had a snow storm. The winter had been mild, so the undead stirred. Some thought cold would freeze their rotting joints. But winter wasn’t harsh enough.”
“Squirrel.”
“What!?” She huffs. “Fuck you, old man. You want to hear this, or not?”
I need to unload the MREs. It will be dark by the time we get back. “Despite your use of exposed skin to distract people, you’ve a brain under your red scalp.”
“Because I show some flesh doesn’t mean I’m a bimbo. Men do more for cleavage than a burqa. Now you want to know what happened, or not?” She twirls the tip of her pigtail around her finger.
“Sure.”
She continues, “We thought cold might slow them. But the only winter we had, real winter, was this week it snowed some seven or eight inches. During the snow, a man with a piecemeal military uniform appeared. He had the pants, the boots, the gun, but his gear bag was from Walmart. And a cheap windbreaker. He wasn’t dressed for winter, even without snow, and he said he escaped the base. The military initiated crazy experiments. I thought it was bullshit. He was a crazy.”
“Did he say what kind?”
“This dude babbled quite a bit. He had frostbite. He did have army rations. A whole pack. He offered them if we let him stay.”
“Did you?”
“They did. He had a fever. Some were afraid he was an escaped experiment, as no one could cross the bridge safely. He died with some rash. They burnt his bed and him. He was babbling about these biters. Biters unlike he’d ever seen. He never gave specifics.”
“I didn’t find any unusual biters, but they were searching for a cure.”
“Maybe they said they were attempting a cure to hide the weaponized biters. The government did stuff in secret bunkers.”
“You’re awful young to be a conspiracy nutter.”
“Hell, old man, every day I try not to get eaten by corpses. We’re way past The X-Files here. I’m no Scully, I believe.”
“You’re young for The X-Files.”
“No, they did the reboot, remake. How the show lasted nine years based on those six episodes, I don’t get.”
“Well, the writing was much better in the nineties.”
“O-M-G you were, like, alive in the nineties.”
“Weren’t you?”
“I was a baby. It doesn’t count,” she says.
“Have you encountered any bizzaro undead?”
“Fresh ones move faster, but nope. The knights have a few stories. But I avoid those.”
Ethan contemplates if early in the cure process they create hybrids. Or cures which failed. Maybe they released some cured, infected undead to cure other undead before they moved on to experimenting on the living. He asks, “Did you lose any of your camp people in the past few weeks?”
“We’ve been lucky.”
With the boat full of guns secure on the trailer, Ethan considers abandoning the cases of MREs in his boat. His leg throbs, and the sun slips into late afternoon. Crazy stupid plan. Going to need every bit of supplies to get past all the biters in the Boot Heel. His mind travels backward to 1860, when Samuel Clemens was a pilot of a river boat. He sees the river, a grainy sepia image, for a moment, full of steamships. Only they aren’t vintage—a few are, but most are new or refurbished. As gas diminishes and stales, other means of transportation will flourish. It’s why I push the rail system. I know they can build a steam engine. Horses and buggies will become common inside the fence. And on the river—boats. I envision steamers.
“What’re you staring at, old man?” Serena views Ethan, frozen in the side mirror.
“The future.”
“You getting senility.” It wasn’t a question.
Ethan accepts the stress of the end of the world has aged him. He thinks it has left him healthier. I wonder if my cholesterol has reached acceptable numbers. I should ask Dr. Baker if he can check. I hauled all the medical and dental equipment to do routine procedures. Blood checks should be among them.
“I forget you millennials have lost all imagination without an app.” He smiles.
“You’re so funny.”
“Is that the only retort you got?” Ethan taunts.
“Do you hate women?”
“Why do you ask?”
“You’re kind of a dick to me.”
“Have you examined your own behavior? Maybe the way you behave constitutes how I treat you. No, I don’t hate women. I do have a mild distaste for teen girls who think they know all.”
“I’m almost twenty. You work with a lot of teens?” she asks.
“I work with people of all ages. You must to survive.”
“I meant before the end.”
“I don’t think about before much anymore. There’s no going back. It’s not like you got dumped by a girl and you can improve yourself and win her over. Or find a better job. Nothing we do. No matter how we change will we ever be able to go back to the way it was.”
“I’ll never have a working iPhone again.” She frowns.
“Not on my watch. Activating Wi-Fi towers is beyond my pay grade. I’m hoping to have landline phones operating again at my camp.”
“We have to start somewhere.”



 






 
 
THE STARS DANCE in the barn loft opening. Karen counts them the way she did as a kid.
“I think there are more,” Harley whispers.
“Less pollution. I read ancient people wondered if there was a single star or thousands. And Mars and Venus could be seen during the day.”
“I used to count them to fall asleep,” Harley says.
“You need to sleep. Tomorrow, we’ve got to move fast. No resting.”
“Karen, I know I left out much of my story. I love Paola. We’ve been lovers, and after what happened at the hospital, we hid it. But she tends to wear her sexual preference with pride.”
“Even without the hiking boots and flannel, I get it. I don’t care.”
“It’s not about her being gay. I was considering dropping from med school when the attacks came. Some of the zealots thought it was a curse from God because of our belief in science.”
“Science is the devil?”
“Knowledge has always been frowned upon in religion. God doesn’t care for education because his followers would figure out we don’t need Him. Or, He’s not all-knowing. Or, what He knows we can learn for ourselves.”
“I get it,” Karen says.
“They slaughtered every doctor, nurse and medic they could find. They emptied everyone from the hospitals and clinics and executed them. Poor receptionists in scrubs were eliminated, just in case.”
“I thought they were bitten.”
“No. I was lucky. I’d quit med school a few days before the infection. Rumors are, they jailed those zealots who killed the doctors, but I don’t know. When the city council attempted to restore an economy, I stepped forward to offer my skills. I needed to eat. I wasn’t placed under guard, but if I don’t check in, they do send a team to locate me. They need doctors, and so far, no one reaching the city has been to med school.”
“They won’t punish you if you return.”
“No, but I’ll live under guard, and they might hold Paola against me. When those in the religious right assume power, we might be cleansed. Some of the more effeminate men have found their way to being imprisoned. Even if they aren’t gay.”
“Alec was right to want to escape.”
“It’s the regular people surviving there who’ll be forced to believe or face the sword. I would rather swan dive into the undead below us than allow those chasing us to drag us back to Springfield,” Harley says.
“I won’t let that happen. Now get some sleep.”



“Karen.” Kalvin nudges her shoulder.
She jerks awake.
“You were snoring and drooling a bit.” He points at his own chin.
“I feel like I just fell asleep.” She wipes her lip with the back of her hand.
“I think you did,” Kalvin whispers. “You’ve been guarding us all night.”
“We’ve got to get out of here.” She yawns. The moon hangs above the tops of some trees. “Do you think Ethan was correct?”
“About what?”
“He was against anyone besides himself exploring outside the fence.”
“Don’t second-guess yourself.”
“Trapped in a barn, surrounded by the undead, it’s difficult not to.”
“How about instead of a car, we find a boat and head north upriver? We’ve got maps, and plenty of rivers are deep enough for a boat. No one would suspect a boat. We gain ground on our pursuers,” Kalvin says.
“We’d be safe from the living and the undead, even if it’s for a few hours.”
“Now we have a plan. We wait,” Kalvin says.
The barn shakes.
“They bounce off.”
“There must be a hundred thousand,” Karen says. “No way to fight our way through it.”
“If the barn falls.”
“We won’t escape,” Karen says.
“There’s some kerosene. We could light some of them on fire,” Kalvin says.
“Fire doesn’t kill them. They keep walking until the brain cooks. They could ignite the wood. We must wait. Anyone who prays, pray.”
“Sometimes, I wonder how we keep making it out of such messes.”
“We’re the good guys.” Karen smiles.
Automatic weapon reports turn the entire herd.
“Wake everyone up, and get them ready to run,” Karen orders.
“We don’t know who is firing or why.”
“We do. And they want us.”
Harley wakes from her slumber and gazes into Paola’s eyes. They kiss.
“How come you two kiss like mommies and daddies?” Grace asks.
“We love each other,” Harley says.
“But you’re both girls,” Grace says.
Paola smiles. “Sometimes you want to love a woman. When you’re older, you’ll make your own choice in who you love.”
“But how do you get babies?”
The women glance at each other.
“Guess there are no artificial ways anymore. We may have to surrender to a man.” Harley winks at Frank.
“We could adopt. There must be plenty of orphan children,” Paola says.
Grace beams. “I need a mommy. Why couldn’t I have two?”
“Do you want us to be your parents?” Paola asks.
She nods.
“But it means that when you’re bad, we will punish you.”
“But when I’ve bad dreams, you’ll protect me?” Grace asks.
“We would.”
“We’ll always protect you. No matter what.”
“And love you,” Harley says.
They embrace in a three-way hug. When they break, Grace says, “But I want Karen as a mommy, too.”
Karen smiles. If we don’t make it out of the barn, at least Grace gets a final happy moment.
Kalvin waves her over to the opening.
The herd shambles toward the echoing reports.
“She must be a hell of a doctor.”
“Karen, we’re missing something about the goings-on in Springfield.”
The last undead to stumble from the barn lot cracks its body on the gate post. Black blood splatters. It staggers after the moving herd.
“Everyone remain quiet and run.”



“We must find a place to rest. We can’t keep moving without sleep,” Karen says.
“I think we lost them,” Kalvin says.
“Twice last night they were close. No way they were stalking us visually in the dark.” Karen admires the morning sun as it peeks through the trees.
“A tracking device? Not the three girls. Sonya was an afterthought.”
“Was she? Alec just happened to bring her along,” Karen says.
“What was the purpose? If they wanted to make an example of us as rule breakers, then snagging us in the city was more cost effective.”
“Not if they are interested in other camps who might be a threat,” Karen speculates.
“They’ve internal strife. We’re nothing compared to the mess they’re facing,” Kalvin says.
“And an outside enemy would bring them together.”
“Like the biters aren’t enough of a threat,” Kalvin says.
“Not like a living, thinking enemy who desires your belongings and your women.”
“Crazy plan, Karen.”
“It’s convoluted, but I’ve no other explanation. No one would even miss us if Harley wasn’t with us.”
“Then we risk it. We find a car and put some miles under us,” Kalvin says.
“I was thinking we steal the truck they’re chasing us in.”
“And if you’re wrong about one of them, you put us all at risk.”
“We love risk. But I’ll kill any traitor in our cohort.” Karen marches back to the group. “Mount up.”
“Can’t we sleep?” Paola lifts her head from Harley’s shoulder.
“The Springfieldians are still on our trail.”
“How is that possible?” Sonya asks.
“We’ve cut across country twice, and they don’t have dogs. No way they’re able to stay with us.” Alec adjusts his Stetson.
“We’ve got to shake them before we collapse.”
Frank scoops up a sleeping Grace. “This one’s out.”
“You’ve got her?”
“Better this way than her constant barrage of questions,” Frank says.
“Kalvin, lead the way.” Karen grabs Alec’s shoulder, holding him back. “A medical person’s that important to them? She can’t be the only one left in the city.”
“They don’t have any. She was it. Except for a few home health nurses and most of those weren’t employed at the hospitals.”
Karen realizes Alec knows what happened to the medical staff. “If we leave them, will they cease pursuit?”
“I don’t know,” Alec admits. “There was a lot going on I didn’t know about. What I did know scared me more than the undead.”
“Then I’m open to suggestions on how to lose them.”
“They only have so much gasoline. Even if they had a full tank, they must return at the halfway point. We cost them fuel, and they must turn back.”
“You better be right, Alec. We need a break.”



Karen peeks through the trees. She never noticed how many small groves of wood surround so much of the landscape until the world ended. “It’s a warehouse. We’ve searched dozens.”
Alec hands her the binoculars. “Check it again, fearless leader.”
“Don’t be a smartass.” Karen scans the building through the twin lenses.
“Are we looking at a place to sleep?” Harley asks.
Karen hands her the binoculars.
“It’s a warehouse.”
“Check the fence line.”
At gut height, strips of bent rebar are sharpened to spear points.
“Why?” Harley asks.
“I would guess to damage biters, but not kill them. Plus, there are no corpses around the border.”
“I should’ve seen the rebar, but why are no biters important?” Harley asks.
“It may not be, but someone set up a defensive perimeter and doesn’t leave any corpses around,” Alec says.
“Doesn’t mean there are people now. They could’ve died on a supply run. With no one inside to attract more, biters don’t stick around. It’s worth checking out,” Karen says.
“My Spidey Sense is tingling,” Frank says.
“Now you’re a radioactive spider.”
“Naw. All EMTs develop this sixth since about disasters,” Frank says.
“We skip. Find someplace that won’t take long to search, so we can sleep. No reason to get hung up here in a trap.”
“And if it’s a trap, they may pursue us. We don’t need more people chasing us.”
“Catch twenty-two. Make the call, fearless leader.”
“We clear that place, and we get a good, secure night’s sleep,” Karen says.
“And if we spend a few hours, and it doesn’t work out, we’re hunting for a bed in the dark. And we must sleep, and soon,” Frank says.
“You should be an expert at fumbling around in the dark.” Karen smiles.
Barking interrupts their decision. They all freeze.
Karen signals for them to duck and back away from the edge of the tree line. Dog. A big dog. How long has it been since I’ve heard a dog? Even at Acheron, there are only two dogs I’ve seen.
“Someone has also taken the time to trim the trees. Those fresh cut tree stumps allow for a kill zone,” Alec says.
“Someone put in a lot of work on this place. I’d bet a group we don’t want to encounter,” Karen says.
Barking of several large dogs echoes.
“Doggy!” Grace jumps and claps with excitement.
“Doesn’t sound like a pet,” Alec says.
“Everyone stay out of sight. Alec, come with me.”
Kalvin notes Karen’s newfound attachment to the cowboy since last night and her speculations they’ve a mole. I’d place bets on Paola being the turncoat. Do anything not to go back to the jail.
Karen and Alec approach the far corner of the building. Ten dog runs separate well-fed pit bulls.
“Those are fighting dogs,” he whispers.
“We back out of here and go around,” Karen orders. “Scary. If they’re secure enough to train fighting mutts, we need—” The racking of a shotgun causes her to freeze.
“Don’t move!” orders the voice behind them. He clicks a radio mic clipped to a bandoleer strap flipped across his shoulder. “Bubba. I’ve got snoopers. I call dibs on—”
Alec stabs the scraggly kid in the gut with a Bowie knife, snagging the shotgun from the bleeding boy before he withdraws the blade. “Move.”
Karen resists the urge to punch him. She darts back to the group, running low. She grabs her pack. “Move.”
The group gathers their gear. None of them move with the urgency necessary to escape. Two days without enough sleep, and constant travel, has left them weak and Alec stupid.
Cadences of angry barking draw closer.
Karen knows they’ve unleashed a few of the dogs to pursue them. “Shotgun!” Kalvin tosses her the weapon. She racks the slide.
The group flees through the woods, away from the blacktop.
We won’t travel quick enough to outrun trained hunting dogs. The pit bulls will rip us apart. Karen allows the biggest of the four dogs to reach leaping distance of her and fires. The jerking action sends the spent shell from the ejection port. A second shot echoes.
A whimpering mass of pink meat tumbles to the grass, the dog’s momentum sending its bulk skidding across the grass.
Two blasts ring in Alec’s ears. Without protection, hearing issues will befall them all. If they live to escape the dogs. Alec lowers the smoking rifle he procured from the kid. Striking the second closet dog was not buckshot but beanbags. The high velocity, non-lethal ammo collapses the dog, but doesn’t kill it or deter the remaining two.
A final round explodes from Karen’s weapon. She grips her stock to swing it like a bat. The hot barrel bends against the skull of the fourth dog. Alec releases the last two beanbags and bolts after the rest of the group.
“We need to slow. Cover our tracks. We’re leaving a trail Stevie Wonder could follow.”
“Those dogs will catch us if we slow.” She draws her pistol.
“Noise. All the barking and booms will attract biters and our other pursuers. Even the dogs will have to deal with biters.”
“If they’ve time to raise fighting dogs, this group is more dangerous than those chasing us,” Karen says.



 






 
 
GENTARRA LEANS IN the passenger window of the truck to greet Ethan. “You let Serena drive. You’re braver than I thought.”
“She’s useful. Mouthy, but useful.” Ethan slips from the passenger side, fighting the urge to kiss Gentarra. Confirming rumors they shared affections might place her in danger. I knew caring about someone would lead to clouded thoughts.
She points to the truck bed. “Success?”
“Profitable. Stashed my boat.”
“This is how you want it.”
Ethan nods. “You’ve a semi outside. How many of your people are ready to travel?”
“None. The knights brought us the flatbed and fuel. The professor asked why, and Corduroy explained what we were planning, and Professor Plum forbade it. He told everyone everything’s fine. Leaving would be a death sentence.”
“And they believe him.” Ethan rolls his eyes.
“Wouldn’t you? And winter’s so far away. He says we’ll have plenty of food. People cling to hope, no matter how false it seems, over the horrid truth,” Gentarra says.
“Serena popped her left ankle.” Ethan plants a hand on the open window of the truck.
“It’s not like we’ve ice to put on it.” Gentarra scolds the girl as if she were five. “Are you able to walk?”
“Yes.”
“Then get yourself to the infirmary and get it wrapped,” Gentarra orders. “Girl, you’re going to be the death of me.” She pets the top of Ethan’s hand.
“Let’s go. I’ve the guns. I’ll get anything else we need along the way.”
“I bet you’re good enough. But I won’t leave these people to die here. You said you need their numbers.”
“I do. But the aftershocks are damaging what’s left of the infrastructure and many bridges and roads will be impassable.”
“That might convince them to stay. Corduroy thinks we need another truck. You speak to the people, convince them to follow you while the knights procure a second, and we’ll go. Fuck Professor Plum. You circumvent the professor’s authority.” Gentarra nods her head toward the knights circled around their camp.
“You know I’m going to explain to them they’ve no crops,” Ethan says.
“Win over the knights, preferably without killing them, and the rest will follow. Anyone who wants to stay with the professor you don’t need,” Gentarra says.
“Any advice?”
“Don’t get killed.” She pats his rump. The loose jeans don’t do the tightness justice.
“All or one of them?” Ethan asks.
Gentarra connects with him, understanding his question. “The leader, Shayne. Don’t let the potbelly fool you.”
“Time to make new friends.” Ethan slips his M&P from its holster. “You stay with my cache.” He slips his gun into her hand, whispers, “You shoot anyone who touches our guns.”
Ethan unzips his tactical vest. His fingers brush over the cure for an undead bite. His shoulders tinge with pain. Last night’s workout left him with scratches. He glances at the group of men circled around a firepit.
A metal coffee pot steams on glowing embers. The center knight, and leader of the group, draws a wet stone down his sword blade. Ethan’s hand shifts to his Magnum handle as he witnesses one of the knights slap one of the young women on the ass.
“I know that look. Calm yourself. They’re the new boy’s club around here. They’ve the run of the place and none of those girls are being forced,” Gentarra says.
“As a woman, you’ve a strange definition of being forced.”
“We all pay for it. If they need to spread their legs for trinkets, then let them. I find it funny. I mean, some smelly guy brings back a shiny necklace that has no value anymore and you give yourself to him. I mean, if they were fucking for food, I’d have less condemnation for them,” she says.
“I thought you’d have a different view.” Ethan slips off his vest. “I don’t want anyone taken advantage of.”
“They’re not. Trust me, they want this. Don’t be so sensitive.” She slips the vest around her shoulders. “When was the last time you laundered this?”
“I’ve seen people at their worst in the last ten months. A lot of rapes since the end of the world. I don’t get why, as soon as the world ended, so many men turned into mad rapists.” Ethan fumbles with the leg straps on his gun belt.
“Men are naturally aggressive. This end of the world shit activates those animal urges. Besides, I’m not sure it’s not nature.”
“Even in my most mind-numbing, passionate moment, if a woman said no, I could stop. I had an ex-wife who liked to test me.”
“She was stupid. After a major natural disaster, did you know women naturally get horny? More than normal. Nine months after the earthquake in Haiti, the birth rate soared. It’s nature’s way of species survival.” Gentarra smiles.
“I accept your theory as plausible, but why do men rape if women are so willing?” Ethan slips his gun belt from around his waist.
“Same reason, but on a grander scale. This plague’s so devastating we must perpetuate the species. Men are driven, uncontrollably, to spread their seed.”
“We’re not animals. We can control our urges. None of these men had impregnated anyone.”
“I don’t know.” Gentarra leans in to whisper in his ear. “Ever since the earthquake, I’ve been so horny.”
“I’m not ready to love again.” Maybe never.
“I said horny. Fuck the shit out of me. I don’t want love. Pull my hair and hump me until my legs don’t work, horny,” Gentarra says.
“I’m a little out of practice.”
“You mean you’ll have to keep doing it until you get it right, like last night?”
“I’ll manage to do that.” If I survive my next move. Ethan marches to the circle of knights.
The largest man, honing his sword, speaks. “We got a truck. Fully gassed. It costs twenty rifles and three crates of ammo.”
What did Corduroy promise in my absence? Ethan releases a derisive huff. “Even with a few hundred rounds, your group won’t last here. You’ve exhausted prepacked food, and your garden has been trampled.”
“Gentarra spoke of your camp. Too far. Not worth the risk. South provides better choices, and we won’t freeze to death.”
“You’ll starve to death here, and without my guns.”
“Thirty guns or no truck.”
“I don’t need it. No one wants to leave. They all think you’ll feed them and keep them safe.”
“And I will, with those guns.”
“I can see we’ve a failure to communicate.”
Shayne rises, puffing out his chest, sucking in the gut. Ethan towers over him, but the man’s mass would impose fear on most people. “You’re the one not understanding. The rifles or no truck. Doesn’t matter if you use it. You bought it. Payment due.”
“Before this turns into a useless waste of male bravado, know I’ll kick your ass.”
“You may be brave against the undead, but I fight back.” He waves his blade.
“Is that a challenge?”
“Shayne,” the man to his right protests.
Ethan detects the warning tone. I need him angry.
“I’ll challenge. This shit may be good with a gun, but no one bests me with a sword.”
“I’m the one being challenged. I thought I got choice of weapons.”
“Then I name the stakes.” Shayne’s smile drips confidence.
“You can choose the weapon,” Ethan says, “but my terms are your loyalty against half the guns.”
“Shayne!” the man to his right scolds.
“You want my loyalty, which means I follow you into hell against half your guns. All the guns when I win. Including your shiny hog leg.”
“Done,” Ethan says.
“Shayne. You can’t speak for all of us.”
“Shut up. I’m the leader, and I’ll be triumphant. Give the man your sword.”
The knight complies.
Ethan takes the blade. He fumbles the weapon, almost dropping it.
Gentarra cracks the chamber to check for a live round. It’s live. She won’t allow Shayne to kill Ethan. She expected her lover to have some knowledge of sword play. Now she wonders if he’ll be able to defend against Shayne.
Ethan holds the sword as if he doesn’t have the arm strength to raise it. She knows he perpetuates a ruse. The weight of the Magnum tugging at her shoulder proves his muscle tone, and the way he held her last night, she knows his muscles. He could pick up a small automobile, at least crush her with those arms. The dangling holster strung across her chest like a bandoleer weighs heavy on her, and he draws the weapon as if it were a feather pillow.
The knights rise. Others in the camp gather in a circle, forming a makeshift arena. Ethan rubs his chin whiskers with his left hand. Too bad the sun’s setting, I could use the advantage of light in his eyes.
Shayne raises his broadsword. Ethan matches his stance, copying it as if he has never held a sword before. With struggle, he matches the sword angle, only keeping it lower.
“I’ve never used a broadsword before,” Ethan admits. It’s a fact.
He blocks the first blow with a wild flail and jumps with a teen-girl squeal at the second impact.
The more Ethan behaves like a scared child, the more the crowd cheers. This instills bloated confidence in Shayne.
Ethan blocks each blow—badly.
After most of the camp has gathered to witness the trouncing of the outsider, Ethan ceases his rope-a-dope.
Shayne huffs, needing a breather.
Ethan blocks the next blow with an overexaggerated arm extension, opening his chest for a puncture wound. When Shayne steps in to end the combat, Ethan sidesteps, bringing his left hand down in his best John Wayne haymaker, busting Shayne in the mouth.
The man has the fortitude to take the punch. His anger boils forth when the crowd laughs at the insult.
Ethan shifts his footing, drawing into a defensive stance as if the broadsword was a foil, giving him more reach.
Shayne swings wild, not noticing his opponent’s body adjustment.
Ethan ducks the blow and drives his right fist in an uppercut. With the weight of the sword behind it, it’s like punching with a roll of quarters in his fist.
Blood splashes from Shayne’s mouth. Ethan slides in, planting his body against Shayne’s center mass, and heaves. He presses the 230-pound man in a dead lift above his head.
The veins, tendons and muscles strain in Ethan’s neck. He releases a barbaric yelp, heaving Shayne into a stack of loose straw.
The man bounces.
I got to get back into the gym. Ethan grabs his blade. He has released a demon or ended this. “You done?”
Shayne uses his sword as a cane to push himself to shaky legs. The impact knocked out his wind. As the sun dips below the horizon, and twilight hides most faces, the knight knows their eyes lose respect for him.
Ethan recognizes the rage. Killing Shayne won’t give him the knights.
“No one said this was a fight to the death. Call it over. I’ll give you the guns you’ll need to lead these people to my camp, where they’ll be safe and grow crops not trampled into nothingness by the undead. They’ll have food for the winter.” Ethan doesn’t yell, but he projects loud enough for all the residents to know Shayne holds their fate.
Gentarra slices open the single box of MREs from the truck bed. She tosses a few of the packs to those people she knows don’t get as much to eat as the others. After all twenty-four packs are gone, she pitches the box on the coals. “What Ethan offers is a chance to survive. No one will pretend this trip isn’t dangerous, but we don’t have enough food stuffs to live through the winter.”
“It’s June. We can grow crops,” a voice in the crowd hollers.
“No. What the professor and I,” she stresses the I, “have hidden from all of you, is there’s no more corn seed to replace what was trodden, and the knights have not found any. We’ve cleaned out all supplies within a safe distance of our camp.”
Ethan admires how she doesn’t throw the knight under the bus, allowing Shayne to be the hero in this mess. He tosses the blade at the knight who loaned it to him.
Shayne joins Ethan in the circle. He drops to one knee as if in a King Arthur movie. “You’ve my loyalty.”
“If your men come with me, we’ve rules at my camp.” Ethan speaks so all those gathered hear. “You work, or you don’t eat.”
“We’ll scavenge, and we’ll kill the undead. You got that kind of work there?” Shayne asks.
“I do.”
“Then we’ll get along fine. But I want guns for the truck.”
“I’ll arm everyone. Everyone will have to be on guard the entire trip. Everyone who works will be fed,” Ethan repeats.
“Leaves the professor out,” someone mumbles.
“We’re adaptable. And do you have electricity?” Corduroy asks from the back of the crowd.
“Yes. Power and hot water! We lack housing for individuals, but as we add more residents, we expand our walls and bring in more houses. If not at first, within a few months, everyone will have their own room in a house.”
“Better than starving here,” says another voice in the crowd.
“Any of your warriors have special skills?” Ethan asks.
“Hahn has a cock that would make a horse cry.”
The men chuckle.
“Not the skill I was looking for.”
“We all had jobs in the old world, but being a knight’s the only skill keeping us alive. It doesn’t matter what we did before. I’ll never drive a forklift again.”
“We assign people jobs based on skills. We still need welders,” Ethan says.
“Samuel was a banker.”
“Not much call for office workers.”
“I’m better with a sword, anyway,” Samuel says.
“I’m leaving,” Gentarra explains. “The knights are leaving. Pack your gear; we load trucks tomorrow.”
A new voice in the crowd, “We don’t have enough food for any journey.”
Ethan lifts his gun belt off Gentarra’s shoulder. As long as the crowd is with me. As he marches toward Chet’s real wood home, he locks the gun belt into place around his waist.
At a full-speed John Wayne swagger, he loses his limp during the momentum, his boot landing on the door below the knob. The force of impact splinters the wood, flinging it open.
Glad it worked. Creating a fucking effective display. Had it not moved, I’d have been the fool, Ethan thinks as he steps inside.
“What the fuck, Ethan!?” Serena, fully exposed in full-freckled glory, ceases in mid-hump of Chet, who now scrambles for the reason he brought the redhead into his bed.
Ethan kicks the bag of guns from Chet’s reach, placing the Magnum barrel against the tip of his nose. “Give me a reason.”
Chet retreats.
“Fuck, Ethan. It took me forever to find it. Now it’s gone.” Disappointed, Serena storms from the room, not bothering to dress.
“I see you found the infirmary.”
She flips him off as she storms away.
“How much food do you have, Chet?”
“I-I-I…”
“I’m going to cut your left nut off.” Ethan drops the gun barrel, smashing the tip against the shrunken sack, preventing its retreat inside Chet. “I thought you weren’t afraid of me.”
“You’ve got a gun against my dick.”
“I don’t much care for rapists. At my camp, we castrate them.”
“I don’t rape no women here.”
“Don’t spilt hairs. They may come willing, but they do so not by choice. And it doesn’t matter, I still want to castrate you for hoarding all this food.”
“If I give you all I got, will you leave my junk alone?”
“I want the location of the store you get it from, too.”
“Sure.”
“You gave up your meal ticket awful quick.”
“It’s depleted. My last few trips, I was trying to find another source.”
“Then get me a semi-truck with a flatbed trailer.”
“I know where there are a few, but they don’t have much gas.”
“Between them, get all the gas possible.”
“Do I get to tagalong?” Chet begs.
“Yes. I’ve got just the job at camp for you. Grayson will enjoy working your ass.”



 






 
 
“IS IT JUST going to be you and Aiden out here?” Simon removes the cooler from the back of his Jeep. As he places it on the ground, the undead inside the cargo trailers bounce against the walls, unable to follow the noise of the aftershocks.
“Wanikiya has to evaluate my team, but they proved themselves in the defense of Acheron.” Grayson, dark as midnight, arms covered in prison gang tattoos, towers over Simon.
“They did for a bunch of escaped cons. Wanikiya will make a wise determination about their entry. If he allows them to remain inside the fence, you’ll be more than a man short with Tony gone with Danziger.”
“You don’t like me much, do you, Chief?”
“Ethan put his faith in you. And I’ve mine in him. What you do out here’s important.”
“Beats prison,” Grayson says.
Aiden’s mouth gapes.
“Shut it, kid, you’re letting flies in.”
“What are we guarding?” Aiden asks.
“We do more than guard. We wrangle the undead who approach the east side,” Grayson says.
“Wrangle?”
“Each of those cargo trailers are packed with undead,” Grayson says.
Aiden probes the area. Twenty cargo trailers all point toward Acheron. One has a ramp that leads to the roof. Coordinated banging thrums from the south side of each. “Why bother to collect them?”
“You’d have to ask Ethan. It will be a while, as you have to earn your way back inside, and I would venture he wouldn’t gander too favorably on your actions,” Simon says.
“He sent Kyle out here,” Aiden says.
“The white boy with no dick. He’s in that container.” Grayson points. “I may have killed people, but I never raped no women.”
Simon wondered what sent Grayson to prison.
“You put Kyle in there. Wasn’t castration enough punishment? Is that what you’re going to do to me? Trixie? Drop us in a container of biters?”
“No. Trixie’s been exiled. I drove her away before bringing out the daily rations. Mr. Grayson has decided to remain out here and teach you the ropes. So we don’t have to put you in that container.”
“Consider this purgatory for those unable to obey the rules inside. You don’t obey my rules, and you end up in the box,” Grayson says.
“What if I change my mind?”
“Exile? March your happy ass east, you get no gear. You leave whenever you desire.”
“Ironic that under this new world order, people want to be behind the fence. And I, the criminal, won’t live behind a fence again,” Grayson says.



Across from the main Acheron sally port, the goop that was once blood now blackens the ground from the undead buried underneath. The scarred land acts as a dry moat extending along the road with chevaux-de-frise marking the end of no man’s land. Strings of flesh and tattered cloth dangle from the hurricane fence and dog run.
Simon parks before the entrance. He waves at Austin to wait at the opening of the gate.
The young man complies. Chief Petty Officer Simon has the run of the camp and outside the fence without question. Austin never asked, but the grizzled old man must have been in The Shit at some point during his military career.
Simon marches along the moat, inspecting the embankment and the rows of wooden spikes originally designed to discourage charging cavalry. Maybe installing some claymores. Not that such weapons kill the vectors, but it would slow them down. New war, new rules, but blowing shit up never loses its effectiveness.
Simon locks his hand on his M&P .45.
A biter staggers onto the road. Snarling, it lumbers toward the Chief.
“Don’t shoot!” Barlock shouts. “Simon, take its head, intact.”
I didn’t agree with the useless discussion the self-appointed counsel had about the vectors in winter. No matter if they’re slow or not, we’ll have to deal with the danger. Vectors aren’t going anywhere. And even if they clear out of this area of the country, when one of the community members dies, they’ll be another undead. Future ceremonies of the dead will conclude with the stabbing of the skull and a burning. They don’t rot like normal corpses, and the less ground tainted, the better. To the next generation, head stabbing will be a normal event. I wanted to do the old soldier bit and fade away, but now bring me a gun and leave if I turn invalid.
Now.
Now it’ll end with a bullet to everyone’s skull. I’ve a special one hidden. Even if they shoot all my stores, and I can do no more reloads, I’ll keep the one. The round with my name on it.
He slides free the machete latched to the seat of his Jeep for quickdraw when needed.
“Fuck it. I’m too old for risks.” He draws his gun, ignoring protesting shouts from the gate. Simon puts a slug in each of the vector’s kneecaps. Putrid coffee grounds shower the asphalt, breaking apart on impact into globs of dead blood. The bone structure of the creature degenerates and breaks. Sinew and tendons shred, and its legs buckle, and the creature collapses.
Simon holsters his weapon. He plants his boot in the vector’s back, holding the jittering mass in place, takes hold of the stringy hair, pulls the head to the side to expose the neck. Driving the blade deep, it takes a few chopping whacks to get through the scapula to the spine. He jerks the head opposite and repeats the process until a still chomping trophy struggles to eat him. He tosses the decapitation onto the hood of his Jeep. He pulls his vehicle into the sally port.
As the outer gate closes, Simon shoves the head into the next cage.
“Take it. I must be inspected.”
Barlock grabs the stringy hair, holding the bodiless monster at arm’s length, marching to the inside of the compound. He tosses the head into a freezer set up inside the fence.
Simon drops trou. “How long do we keep it?”
“Dr. Baker said to regulate the temp inside to twenty degrees, and the test time is forty-eight hours. In real winter, it won’t be constant twenty, but if it gets below freezing for a few days in a row this winter, we’ll have an idea.”
“What are we going to do with it while it thaws?”
“It won’t.”
“I thought that was the question. The undead will freeze in the winter, but will they thaw and still move?” Simon pirouettes his body, allowing Austin to inspect his liver spotted skin.
“You freeze it for four days and then take it out all frozen-dead. And in the heat, will it wake up?” Simon asks.
“We take it back outside and hang it by its hair from a tree. If it chomps again, blow it apart,” Barlock says. He closes the freezer door, securing a padlock. “None of those biters should be inside this fence.”
“Why is any of this important? It’s the end of May. And any snow storm powerful enough to freeze vectors traps us, too. I’d be more than happy to brain a bunch of frozen biters, but we won’t function in that cold. You worry about anything, it should be insulating and heating our containers, or you’ll have a lot of sick guards.”
 “We’ll add it to the list,” Barlock says.
Simon buttons his shirt. “Add more people. Everything you wish to accomplish requires more warm bodies. And ammo.”
“We keep having this discussion. Where do we get them?” Barlock asks.
“The undead are thin right now. Pull some of the fence guards, at least until their numbers show gains. Even ten of them will provide more help.”
“Suggest it to Wanikiya.”
The inner gate swings open. Simon marches to the refrigerator and inspects the padlock. “Or put those on shift to work. These containers need insulation for winter.”
“They were cold last year, and it was mild. I agree they need heat,” Barlock says.
“Everyone on guard duty can use a hammer. Frame them out on the inside, and lay insulation while on shift. After you’ve winterized the sally ports, and if the vector numbers remain low, then assign some people. We need hay crews.” And to scavenge for ammo.
“At any given movement, a new herd may still be heading south,” Barlock says.
Simon climbs into his Jeep. Learn to fix bayonets, because we don’t have the ammo to fend off another throng.



“Trixie?” Wanikiya asks.
“I left her. No vectors in the vicinity, giving her time to cut her bonds and assemble her gun. She has enough daylight to find shelter. And if she’s smart, she’ll travel north and live,” Simon says.
“Worst part of this job.”
“You going to let those three men stay inside the fence?”
“Grayson’s team? Yes. They’ve earned it,” Wanikiya says.
“I want to protest this vector head inside my compound.” Simon scolds the warrior towering two feet over him.
“We need to understand how winter will affect the undead.”
“A good snow should slow them down and freeze their blood.”
“Will that kill them?” Wanikiya asks the experienced warrior.
“They move while on fire. Until the brain cooks.”
“Cooking destroys the brain.”
“So does freezing,” Simon adds.
“No. People recover after subzero conditions. The brain doesn’t completely freeze,” Wanikiya says.
“They’re slower, but it never got cold enough to freeze them for long. I don’t believe this fridge test is worth the risk.”
“Many scientific signs forecast a harsh winner. We’re stockpiling hay and have enough to feed the livestock. How the undead behave is the only variable we can’t prepare for.”
“The sanctity of the wall concerns me. No experiment with those creatures is worth any knowledge gained if the living are in danger.”
“If we know they move slow, that gives us an advantage.” Wanikiya uses a hoe to chop a weed growing in his herb garden.
“If it gets that cold, or we’ve that much snow, it will hinder us as well. No road crews.”
“Chief, your valid point brings up other parts of civilization we’ve forgotten. There are snow plows, and none of the stockpiled salt would have been used. We should retrieve some to use behind the fence,” Wanikiya says.
“We spend a lot of time talking about what we plan to do. I plan to reload more rounds, but you sent my trained assistant on a mission.”
“People professionally trained in the proper expenditure of ammo. We don’t have enough to repel chipmunks. I work my shift in the kitchen and settle camp disputes. By the end of the day, I don’t desire to check out a movie. I plan on what we need.”
“We need another workout gym. There’s never any room in the one.”
“We’ll add it to the list.” Wanikiya smiles at the Chief Petty Officer. “A few months ago, people were running from the undead and now make requests for weight equipment.”
“People are safe, and they work hard. They need stuff to do. I don’t like how this earthquake has changed our routines. It’s dangerous.”
“We have plenty of DVDs and some Blu-ray, Chief. Why don’t you enjoy one? You’re wound tight, and we ask a lot of you.”
“Keeping people safe is how I relax. Entertainment’s not a priority until we have ammo.”
“I’m empathetic. Let’s encourage people to garden. We have yarn. We’ll need winter blankets.”
“You could offer extra food for more hours,” Simon suggests.
“No.”
“Agreed. It’s why we didn’t get cash pay in Nam. Food is a currency. You’ve extra food floating around, and people will trade or steal.”
“What would they trade for?” Wanikiya asks.
“Sex.”
“Plenty of that happening right now.”
“All consensual,” Simon says.
“After Ethan passed judgment on that Kyle kid, there wasn’t any other kind,” Wanikiya says.
“Extra supplies might promote prostitution. We don’t need to encourage sex for items. Food’s our one control. It’s the one variable that keeps us from falling apart. Our people eat.”
“Nothing needing to be done should be done after dark, and people should read.”
“I’ve got another bucket of brass to inspect and clean. I’ll train a new reloader tomorrow.”



“Twenty-four hours and no aftershock.” Wanikiya places a soup pot on the stove.
“I haven’t felt one in days,” Nina says.
“There’ve been slight tremors in the force. The Indian in me notices.” Wanikiya’s war-painted face reveals no emotion.
“I feel like what you said should be offensive. But you’re a Native American. I’m confused,” Nina says.
“Even after the end of the world, you suffer from white guilt.” Wanikiya takes a wet washcloth to the inside of the pot. “And I am Sioux.”
“Without seismic equipment, your detection of the ground shifts makes you useful.”
“Makes you miss all the science, doesn’t it?”
“I miss a lot of useless crap we had before the apocalypse. Mudslinging politicians, intermittent Wi-Fi service and telemarketing scam artists.” Nina smiles.
Wanikiya rinses the pot. “Who knew we’d trade it all in for living like Pioneer Days in my hometown.”
“You had a Pioneer Days on the reservation?”
“And you don’t believe your assumption of my childhood is offensive?” Wanikiya’s face never breaks its hard, warrior grimace. “I grew up in suburbia.” He adds, “I did spend many summers with my grandmother on the res.”
“We had Ole Country Time Festival. Lots of handcrafts, fire-cooked foods. Watched a blacksmith, once.”
“I’d love to find him. His skills are now marketable again instead of novelty. All those old-time skills are now marketable again,” Wanikiya says.
“Ethan did scour around my town. Not much there. People ran.”
“The evacuation calls and then centers filling and directing people to new locations scattered everyone. None of the people with me the day the world ended made to Acheron.” Wanikiya washes his hands in the stainless-steel sink.
“It didn’t help that refugee centers were quickly overrun, and new people still flooded to those locations. The plague spread fast when people scattered.”
“Is this what FEMA prepared for—disasters? How is it in a real emergency, they saved no one?” Wanikiya places a case of tomato soup cans on the counter.
“No one was prepared for the dead to return,” Nina says.
“I agree it was an unplanned scenario, but they could’ve treated the undead like major flooding to evacuate people. The growing number of undead were like the rising waters during spring rains.” Wanikiya uses a hand-crank can opener. “Are you too young to remember Hurricane Katrina? Government did a bang-up job then.”
“We did all right holding this place together. We must have slaughtered every biter north of the Missouri River. And with no government help.”
“It depleted our reserves of ammo. Even with recovering most of the brass, Simon doesn’t have the material to reload it all.” Wanikiya dumps each can into a cook pot. He places each tin on the counter next to the sink.
“I bet we find reload material easier than new bullets. In their haste, scavenging people wouldn’t take bullet making supplies, they would want ready to use bullets,” Nina says.
“Granted.”
“Wasn’t there a fireworks making facility in Creve Coeur?”
“What are you going to do, lure them away with rockets’ red glare?” Wanikiya’s face cracks a thin smile.
“You make fireworks with gunpowder,” Nina says.
“You might be brilliant, but Creve Coeur is somewhat central in the mess of undead that is now St. Louis. I don’t think we’ve the kind of ammo needed to get in there to retrieve the materials.” Wanikiya fills each can with water, swirls it around and dumps the reddish water in the pot. He tosses each can into a collection bin to be recycled.
“I’m sure what you said was a paradox, but it’s got to be worth investigating.”
“Karen and her team are still somewhere, hopefully near Springfield. Danziger and his group are checking on the caravan from St. Louis to Fort Wood and might have an idea if infiltrating the city is possible, and Ethan’s weeks from returning from Memphis,” Wanikiya says.
“He was close to the quake’s epicenter.” Nina chews her bottom lip.
“The best route to Memphis would have brought him close to New Madrid.” Wanikiya remains emotionless.
“I bet the aftershocks are still detectable there.”
“In all fairness, the earth rumbles in that small town every day, or so I read once.” Wanikiya adds, “I miss reading the daily news.”
“Is he dead?” Nina asks her most feared question.
“Ethan?”
Nina draws in three breaths. “If anything might kill him, it would be an earthquake, but chances are, in the middle of the day, he was outside on the road and not in some building that would have collapsed on him. Chances are better than average he survived.”
“We have no more ammo, and, if people think Ethan’s dead, this place could fall apart.”
“Don’t bring it up and no one will think about that. If we go around saying he’ll be back, people will believe. I believe,” Nina says.
“I know. We all do.”



 






 
 
ETHAN LEANS AGAINST the passenger door of the SUV. Gentarra cuddles under his arm, her bare chest exposed to the night.
“I never thought I’d be standing outside like this with my tits uncovered.”
“You’re not a coy person.”
“You would think. Still, this is nice. Something I never thought I would do again.”
Ethan kisses the top of her head.
“Smart of you to stash the guns in case you lost,” Gentarra says.
“I never lose.”
“He might have run you through.”
“I’d have shot him.”
“I had your guns.”
“You’d most of my guns.”
“What’s it like out here?” Gentarra asks.
“The scariest scenarios imaginable. Be prepared, some of your people aren’t going to make it.”
Gentarra asks, “You delivered a living baby from an undead?”
“The mother died during the delivery. The baby still had a chance.”
“But if it had turned while you were operating?”
“Babies don’t have teeth. To become infected, the skin must tear, and whatever pollutes has to dribble in.”
“We’d an elderly couple from Memphis in our camp. He died of a heart attack. He had no bites.”
Ethan stares up at the stars. His hands slide under her bare breasts.
“What are you thinking?”
“The romantic answer would be being inside you again, but that is not a meteor moving across the sky, but a satellite.” Ethan points the reddish dot moving across the starscape.
“Do you think it still broadcasting some crappie reality TV show?”
“I don’t know. But it makes me think of the poor souls on the International Space Station.”
“Do you think they are alive?”
“It was made to last for decades. I don’t know how much food they have,” Ethan says.
“I wonder if, when they die, they stay dead?” she asks.
“I was having the same thought.” He cups her warm breast. “It’s been so long since I had this.”
“I can’t imagine you haven’t had offers.”
“I was thinking of the conversation. The sex was great, but to talk, and not about the biters, mostly.”
“They’ll fill most conversations, but we’ve a new world to explore and speak about,” Gentarra says.
“We’ll make a better one. The work-for-your-food system seems profitable,” Ethan says.
“You could become a king to those people. My people.”
“No. Eventually, an elected council. The number should grow as the population does, but always be odd.”
“Maybe don’t elect them. Do some kind of lottery, or jury duty-style selection. People who desire power aren’t the best candidates for president.”
“Lottery?” Ethan asks.
“Put all the eligible candidates in a hat and draw names. Once they’ve served their year, or whatever term limit, they’re not eligible for the draw again.”
“It doesn’t represent the people fairly or give them a representative voice. What motivation does the person have if he can’t get reelected?”
“That hadn’t worked out so well before the end,” Gentarra says.
“I can’t argue there.”
“Most people should want to do well because after their term’s up they have to return to living under the rules they introduced or enforced.” She continues, “And you never know who will replace you. You piss everyone off, and you may suffer at the hands of the next council.”
“You’re smart. I’m going to add you to my cabinet. We don’t need the council always turning over new members.”
“Stagger the terms. And set the numbers for growth. Say you set a three-year term.”
“We’re not keeping a calendar.”
“Spring solstice is easy to recognize. People used the sun placement long before the Gregorian calendar. Make your first group three people. Offer volunteers to accept a one-year posting, a two posting and three. If they all select the three years, draw lots. Then you have a yearly election, and when your population reaches the next level for five, the next spring you vote in two more. Plus the one. Eventually, you have eleven or thirteen, some years you may have selected one person, others five, but you’ve your system. Write a mandatory revocation after ten years. Hell, if we’re still around then.”
“Many laws should have an expiration date. Not bad. All your brain thoughts make me want to be inside you again. I’ve a thing for intelligent women,” Ethan says.
“Government’s not romantic. I desire you inside me, too.”



Ethan nibbles at sex sweat on Gentarra’s neck.
“My first time, I mean real first time, when I was going to let a boy inside me with his Johnson, I lay there as he kissed my neck.”
“Fine way to call out my method.”
“Oh, you’re doing fine. Don’t stop. I’d let another boy kiss me before. But this time, it tickled. I couldn’t stop laughing even though I desired him. I wanted to know what sex was like. Some of my classmates spoke about how great it was, others that it was terrible and they’d no idea how anyone could ever let a boy move up and down on top of her. I’d like to know for myself. But he tickled me, and even when he stopped, I still laughed.”
“You devastated the boy.” Ethan follows the curve of her shoulder with his mouth and teeth.
“Yeah, he was rock hard, and later experiences would teach me to be respectable in the male organ department, but he must’ve thought I was laughing at him. He stormed out. Never spoke to me again. Never told anyone either.”
Ethan works around her arm with each kiss.
“I decided I’d give up my V-card. It was something to get out of the way. I turned to a friend of my father’s. He wasn’t as old as my dad. That would have been gross, but he was twice my age I’m sure. He kissed me, and I giggled. He didn’t get angry. He changed how he kissed until I relaxed and was comfortable enough to accept him.”
“I guess it beats two virgins groping, fumbling, hoping you hit the mark.”
“My point is, maybe Emily needs someone who knows what he’s doing for her first time, then she’ll move on to a more age appropriate boy.”
“Wow. I share way too much with you.” He bites down on her nipple.
Gentarra pops his back. “That hurts.”
“So does this conversation.”
“I know you need a few minutes before you’re ready to go again, stud.”
“This isn’t exactly conversation I was hoping for. Emily might be close to sixteen now, but I don’t find it appropriate. Nothing along my trip to Memphis changed my mind to make me jump into bed with a young girl. And now I have someone of your talent. No jailbait ass has what you offer.”
“Fine. You don’t want to discuss your current prospects, how about your ex-wife?” Gentarra asks.
“Another conversation designed to get me excited.” Ethan frowns. “Why do you need to know about her?”
“Sometimes dealing with other people’s problems over your own is better.”
“She’s not a problem, anymore,” Ethan says.
“Sometimes, in bed, it’s a three-way. Me, the guy and the ghost of the girl he was last with,” Gentarra says.
“I dated one or two girls like that.”
“What about the one you married?”
“I couldn’t make that story up if I tried. She was a Russian mail order bride.”
“You don’t seem the desperate type to have to select your dates from a catalog.”
“Beats swiping left. But I didn’t order her. My neighbor did. He was this seventy-year-old man. He bought her. Or he thought it was buying a wife. He brought her over, and then she wouldn’t do whatever he asked. He got mad, delayed the marriage, messing up her green card, attempting to blackmail her to succumbing to his perversions. Without the marriage certificate, she’d return to Moscow.”
“What did he… Better a butt fucking here than a butt fucking there,” Gentarra says.
“I think it was more twisted than rough anal. I got the impression some BDSM mistress would blush at what he desired. I don’t know if she was willing to give in or not. The bastard up and stroked out on her. His death ensured she was going back. I, like a fool, was young and dumb and fell for her charms. She pretended to be my perfect girl. And I didn’t have much time to consider my choice before her visa expired. I married her. She should have a couple of Oscars, because she wasn’t who she pretended.”
“How did she change?” Gentarra asks.
“At first, it was a constant romp fest. We fucked for days. And every chance we had a moment. It blinded me. Once she conceived, it was done. She was pregnant, and then all affections ceased. She claimed it was hormones, but slowly I figured it out.”
“She had to stay married five years to earn her citizenship,” Gentarra deduces.
“I left out all the technical aspects, but yeah. And a baby would cement her here even if we did separate. In Missouri, you can’t even file for divorce until after the child’s born. She was golden. I was screwed for the next twenty years.”
“But you had a baby.”
“No, we had twins, and she used my love for those two girls to get whatever she demanded. It was why I was so far away working when the end of the world happened.”
“And they were gone when you made it home.” Gentarra knows.
Ethan’s body stiffens.
“I’m sorry.” She kisses the closest patch of his skin she’s able to reach without messing up their comfortable position. “No one should have to bury their child.”
“I only buried one.”
Gentarra bites her bottom lip.
“I’ve accepted a lot of this in the last ten months. I lie to my people. I use precious gas to search when they think I use shoe leather. I found one. It took all my love. I don’t know what their mother was thinking. She kept going to evacuation shelters, then coming back to the house. At least she escaped the evacuation before they were overrun, but…”
“There’s a chance your other daughter’s still out there…”
“I ran out of places to search. I put all my soul into it. I resolved to help and save people, hoping someone would do the same for her. I figure she’s alive. Her mother would do whatever she needed to have someone protect her.”
“You can’t shoot her,” Gentarra says.
“What?”
“If you find her, and your child’s among the living dead, you’ll shoot her. I’ve seen you. You’ll kill anyone who prevents you or those you love from being safe. And not just the undead.”
“Not a bridge I’m ready for, and if she’s alive, and my girl isn’t, then she’ll have a hefty toll to pay.”
“You‘ll protect my people with the same passion?”
“All the way to Acheron,” Ethan promises.
“And if one of them screws up?”
“If they can’t live under camp rules, then they’re free to leave.”
 “I meant along the way. Would you kill one of them if their actions put us is in danger?” She circles her index finger through his chest hair. “Don’t lie to me.”
“I’ve shot more than one person whose actions almost cost me my life. I won’t hesitate. Out here is the new wild west, and none of the old-world rules apply.”



Outside the fortified telephone pole walls of the camp, two semi-trucks with flat, long bed trailers house the belongings and people. Several support trucks and SUVs surround the semis.
“Technically, each truck has enough gas for a four-hundred-mile trip,” Shayne says.
Ethan checks the tie strap on the pickup. “We’ll burn fuel, and not every road’s clear. Plenty of unexpected detours. Does everyone have a rifle?”
“And two boxes of extra ammo.”
“I’d prefer everyone had more training with the M16, but we’ve wasted enough daylight. Time to move out.” Chad faces the super herd. I no longer notice aftershocks, even if others claim they can. Time to move before the biters break up or bridges are too damaged to cross. Ethan marches to the flatbed stocked with crates and supplies, checking more tie-down straps. Residents who claim they can shoot ride shotgun.
Between the semis, a Dodge tows an extended stock trailer for the knights and their horses. Not my plan. I don’t like the horses trapped if the undead corner us. Most of the residents on the first trailer hug all their worldly possessions.
Gentarra marches along the opposite side of the trailers, checking the tie-downs. “Interesting how Chet scrounged these vehicles up so fast.”
Chet sits with two black eyes and his broken nose taped in the third-row seats.
“Doing good there, Chet?”
“I’m fine, Mr. Edwards.”
“Glad to hear it. You’re my number one scavenger on this trip.”
Ethan climbs into the driver’s side of the SUV. Gentarra takes shotgun. In the middle seat, behind him, Serena rolls down her window. “It smells like all-out vag. Hope you too got all your fucking out of the way.”
Ethan ignores her.
Corduroy buckles his seatbelt.
“We may need to change up the people in the trucks to deploy quick to clear the road.
“I can shoot,” Gentarra says.
“So can I,” Serena says.
“Not me,” Corduroy admits.
“You might be better on the trailer. Keep your people secure.” Ethan turns the key. He waves his left arm out the window in a cowboy move-them-out gesture.
“They were never much for having me around. They liked clean water,” Corduroy says.
“You’ll find a place with my people.” He shifts into gear and rolls forward.
“And the knights?”
“We’ll use them, but they won’t have the same control. They’ll work and scavenge for the good of all, not only them. Your place might have worked if they hadn’t been selfish.”
“You bring this up now?” Corduroy questions.
“I’m being selfish. I need your people to complete the plans I have for my camp,” Ethan admits.
“You never said what your plans are for us.”
“Maybe make Soylent Green.” Ethan smirks.
“Not funny, Charlton.” Gentarra punches him in the shoulder.
“My people are constructing twenty miles of fence from the electric source to train tracks.”
“You’ve an operating train. Brilliant way to travel,” Corduroy says. “Do you have the engine functioning?”
“My people were working on it when I left. I don’t know how far they got. Can you operate a train?”
“I understand engines. I would be of some use.”
“You just became my second priority to get back to Acheron alive.”
“Who’s your first?” Serena asks.
“Don’t worry, it’s not me,” Gentarra says. “His people rescued a baby he feels responsible for.”
“He told me about the baby.”
“I don’t know if the way I told my team to take is the best for us. But we keep an eye out. Unless I missed my guess, the outer layers of the super herd will dissipate as the aftershocks lessen.”
“That was the motivating factor in convincing our people to move. It wouldn’t hurt for them to witness, firsthand, the herd. Remind them they made the correct choice.”
“I’m all for tough love, but we get too close and bring the wrath of the super herd down on us, all this is for nothing. Better we stick to the plan.”
“A plan only you know.” Gentarra never liked that part.
“We move north. What else do you need to know?”
“If I’m navigating, I need a better instruction than north,” Gentarra says.
“Get us up Highway 63 until Thayer, Missouri. Then we’ll move from there.”
“You want to go through Jonesboro?”
“No. But I figure the undead from that city have moved into Missouri. The highways will be congested. Stick to smaller two lanes. With any luck, there’ll only be a few cars to push out of the way.”
“If not?”
“Then this thirteen-hour trip turns into days. I’m also swinging out a bit in the hopes the bridges aren’t damaged by the quake.”
“I hadn’t considered bridge damage. When the bridges collapse, we’ll return to the lifestyles of the 1880s.”
“Steamboats. Aren’t there dozens in mothballs along the river?” Corduroy asks.
“There are a few that did tours. But even with 1880s tech, we still have to deal with the undead.”
“Right now, you’re going to have to deal with the professor.” Chet breathes through his mouth.
“Not what I was expecting. A bit psychedelic, even for Willy Wonka.”
Clad in purple buddha robes, the bladed man, with a beard envious of most wizards, steps before the SUV.
“You let this guy dictate policy?” Ethan puts a hand on the door handle.
“Don’t shoot him.” Gentarra claps her hand onto Ethan’s.
“You need to deal with him?”
“Not anymore. He’s all yours.”
Ethan slides from the seat.
“You shall not pass!”
“Really, Gandalf.”
“You lead these people on a path to their death.”
Ethan shoots Gentarra a glance of “how the fuck was this guy in charge?”
“They’re aware of the dangers. But it beats starvation. I’ll give you one shot to gather anything important to you and bring the rest of these people with us.”
He raises his arms like Moses parting the Red Sea. “I give my people one chance. Return to your homes and duties.”
Ethan turns to Gentarra. “It better be good.”



 






 
 
“WE’VE GOT MOVEMENT!” crackles in Travis’s earbud. He sweeps the area with his rifle. Mounted to the top, a computer screen shows the infrared layout of the building. No humanoid shapes, only the cold, blue outline of structures. Warm red flashes.
Can’t be a vector. I spotted orange and red. People. Live people. Travis raises his right hand and balls his fist to signal his team to freeze. We need all the live people we can get. Or at least we don’t need to turn any more into undead.
He waves his arm, giving silent commands. Two soldiers break off and circle around the building. Travis secures his lower body against the concert wall. “US Military! We’re collecting survivors. We offer you safe haven.” If conscription’s safe.
The empty air hangs heavy around him. No matter what, I can’t get used to the quiet. No power wire hum. No passing cars. No dogs barking. Nothing. A dead world. “We offer food. Shelter!”
“Sir, why won’t they answer?”
“Would you trust, if you’d been out here for ten months?” If they won’t come in, we’ll have to push them outside the wall.
“Orders, Sir?”
I get we don’t need rats behind our wall, but they don’t have to be conscripted. “Same as they were yesterday,” Travis calls out again. “We are the US Military. We’re here to help.”
No answer.
“We push them out, so the construction crew can move the fence through.”
Gunfire.
Short, quick burst from an M16.
My troops. Fuck, I hope they aren’t killing the living. Travis signals for two men to remain and cover this position, while he moves the squad toward the noise.
He rounds the corner. His two soldiers stand over three dead vectors.
“SITREP.”
“One of the living ran across here to that building, and before we could follow, these three popped out.”
Trap? They’ve no trust for us. Ten to one they assume we abandoned them. “Fan out. There could be more vectors.”
“What about the people, Sir?”
“They’re free to move past the line.” Travis stops in front of the door. He leans his head in to amplify his words. “If you don’t want to go back with us, it’s your right. We’re clearing this area. Anyone unauthorized, once we build the fence, will be fired upon. Come back with us or head north.”
Any port in the storm, even if the storm means permanent military enlistment.
In the dark of the building, a shape lumbers forward. Travis glances at the scope. The being displays red and orange. “We need help.”
The person moves close enough to reveal a feminine shape. “You’re building a wall?”
“Across the state. Once complete, it will be a vector-free safe zone. We’ll focus on retaking more of America back from the undead.”
“What do you do with us?” she asks.
Unsure if she’s scared, bait in a trap, or slow, he keeps the barrel of his rifle high enough to put a bullet in her abdomen. It won’t kill her immediately.
“Nothing. Unless you come with us.”
“Is there a price? Every time someone promises safety, they require something.”
I guess we do too. “If you come with us, you’re expected to join the military. No one can be a civilian anymore.”
“What do you mean? My friends. We’re tired. I don’t have much fight left.”
“No one can sit on the sidelines. We’re at war with the undead. We’ll feed you, clothe you and give you a warm bunk. You’ll join and train and become soldiers. Everyone’s a soldier now.” Travis uses the voice Hannah once cooperated with before her tween years.
Whispers. Out of Travis’s earshot.
“What if we don’t want to be soldiers?” another voice asks.
“Head north past Highway 75. You can live how you want.”
“Are you taking it back?”
“America. We are.”



“Colonel Travis, the brass isn’t happy their expert in dealing with vectors is out in the field leading a search and tag platoon.”
“You forget your place and my rank,” Travis snaps. Damn newbies. Putting the civilians in uniforms doesn’t make them soldiers.
“Sorry, Sir.” The Private snaps to a salute.
“Do you have a report for me, Private?”
“I was ordered to bring you to the temporary command center, Sir.”
“Get these people to processing. And give them a few days to recover before you put them into basic training. Many we recover have endured more than we’ll ever have to.”
“I fought the vectors, Sir,” the Private adds.
“You have to shoot your mother? Your child? Scavenge for food? Starve? Run for days? No. We’ve had full supplies and gear, remember that those people fought with nothing.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Travis slips into a jog. His team escorts five people, emaciated and in garb, making them impossible to discern from the undead. The Private directs the civilians to a tent.
Lieutenant Browns salutes Travis. “Sir, honored.”
“They’ve kept you close to the brass since we abandoned Fort Wood.”
“They’ve scattered all the troops from Fort Wood to less experienced units. They think we were out there chopping up vectors on a daily basis.”
“We were as protected as they were on their ships.”
“At least they’re listening to you about retaking the land, Sir.”
“I’m moving too slow. But if vectors get past us, then we’ve no safe space,” Travis says.
“Miami will be difficult.”
“I’m cutting it along the same latitude as the highway. And building a fence along the south edge. We move in and clean out block by block, building by building, room by room. Then we have a land base. The troops will love to get off the ships.”
“The brass supports you. Then demand it’s completed faster,” Lt. Browns says.
“Tell them to get off their asses and lend a hand. Five more men and we put up twenty more feet of fence a day. The city needs troops to guard both sides as the team places barriers.”
“Travis. We’ve been through a lot since Afghanistan. I followed your orders and have never spoken about Hannah.”
Is this the blackmail speech? “I’ve always trusted you, Browns.”
“There’s been an earthquake.”
“Where?”
“Missouri. The epicenter under Caruthersville in the Boot Heel.”
“What was the magnitude?” Travis asks.
“8.1.”
Travis soaks in the information. “They would have felt it in St. Louis. In 1812, it rang church bells in Canada.”
“Travis. Sir.”
“I’ve no means to do anything for her.”
“I was informed there was a Military base near Memphis still in operation.”
“I thought Fort Wood was our Alamo,” Travis says.
“They’ve lost contact with the base. You’re to lead a team to check it out.”
“Why?”
“You’re experienced in the field. I thought you should know before they brief you.”
Travis pats Browns on the shoulder. “Glad I pulled you out of that foxhole, my friend.”



In the makeshift command center, cramped with computer stations, two other Full Bird Colonels examine a map of the lower Mississippi River valley.
Travis never met these men before. Most of the officers he encounters lack field experience. Too many chiefs and not enough Indians.
“Colonel Travis. You’re quite the cowboy.”
“Have we met, Sir?” Travis asks.
“No. Colonel Wilde, and this is Colonel Patterson. We’ve been assigned to accelerate your progress.”
“The brass isn’t too happy with you having your boots on the ground. You’re their most experienced officer when it comes to dealing with the vectors,” Colonel Patterson says.
“I sat in an office while good soldiers and helpless civilians were butchered. I won’t stand by again,” Colonel Travis says.
“In the last week, you’ve only advanced a fourth of a mile.”
“It’s a mess for sure. First and foremost is the safety of my teams. People are a vanishing resource. Each one I lose only makes the enemy stronger,” Travis says.
“We’re aware. You’re relieved of this operation,” Colonel Wilde says.
Oh, hell no. You desk jockeys will risk my men needlessly for a better status report. Heinlein was onto something when he suggested officers only rise from the ranks of the enlisted. “Sir?”
“We’ve been able to keep several spy satellites functioning and under our control. We’ve set this one to pass over the ground quake’s suspected epicenter,” Colonel Patterson explains. “We get a flyby every four hours. These photos show how a few vectors have gathered, and more pour in, attracted to the central point of the quake.”
“Epicenter?” Travis feigns knowledge of the tremor. Officially, he has none.
“Were you not informed?” Colonel Patterson asks.
“No. I’ve been in the field.” Being a soldier.
“The New Madrid fault line activated. The initial quake registered an 8.1. Subsequent aftershocks have been less frequent. Some of our scientists speculate a much larger quake is building, like in December of 1811 and again in late January 1812, which is beneficial to us,” Colonel Patterson says.
Not to the poor, living survivors.
“Much of the Ohio River valley has leveled. A second massive quake will eliminate most of the structures west of the Mississippi,” Colonel Wilde continues, placing picture after picture of the same location, only in each image, more and more vectors arrive. “We estimate, on this growth, there will be two million soon. Even those on the east side of the Mississippi are drowning themselves to get across.”
“It’s the noise. Earthquakes generate a frequency humans can’t hear,” Colonel Patterson adds.
“Do we have a seismologist to analyze this data?” Travis asks, picking up the last picture. “How many more aftershocks will occur?”
“They’ll diminish, and those vectors on the outskirts will return to milling about until something else grabs their attention, scattering, and we lose this opportunity,” Colonel Wilde says.
“Or they’ll stay as a herd of millions. Their march in any direction will devastate the landscape. Nothing will be left to restore when we finally reach this section of the country,” Travis says.
“We’ve considered options. Fire a ballistic missile from one of our subs and eliminate the threat,” Colonel Wilde says.
“We can’t nuke a fault line,” Travis says.
“We’ll never get another chance to take out so many vectors in one shot,” Colonel Patterson says.
“You launch a tactical nuke at a fault line, it will activate the fault. You could set off every fault line in the country all the way to California, and even some we don’t know about,” Travis says.
“The seismologists are examining the data, but there’s little danger of the bombs activating the fault line unless the explosions occur underground,” Colonel Wilde says.
“We could drop thermite and cluster bombs. Burn the fuckers out,” Travis suggests.
“It’s a lot of fuel with little support.”
“We lost contact with the base at Memphis. Part of it has burnt, but satellite photos show intact fuel tanks and support buildings,” Colonel Wilde says.
“I remind you gentlemen of the reports of the Russians using nukes in the first days. Now they have a plague of radiated vectors roaming the countryside. Those undead caught in the blast won’t die from radiation. They’ll scatter and destroy the countryside. You’re also contaminating a major source of fresh water that flows into the Gulf of Mexico. The jet stream will carry radiation to the New England states. You’ll contaminate half the country. The half we’re working to retake.”
“A herd of millions of walking dead people will destroy half the country,” Colonel Wilde says.
“The superswarm is across an unfordable river. It remains a natural barrier. And ones east are being drawn to the Mississippi River. From St. Louis on down, the water is becoming a mass of corpses.” Colonel Patterson says, “General Powel has authorized us to eliminate this threat. You’ve the experience, Travis. Where do we go from here?”
“Bomb New Madrid. Two B-2 Spirits should eliminate the threat.”
“Excuse us, Colonel.”
Travis examines each picture, waiting for the pair to return. He hopes they authorize his Blackhawk option.
“If I had known it was going to be fifteen minutes, I’d have used the head,” Travis says.
“Sorry, Colonel. We were checking the seismologist’s data,” Colonel Wilde says.
“General Powel worries about activating the fault line with conventional bombs. And jet fuel is at a premium. The base at Memphis has a stockpile of napalm.
“Send Blackhawks. They refuel. Bomb the undead, return to the base and refuel again before heading back to the Gulf,” Travis says.
“Burn them out. Even if they spread fire, it lacks radiation,” Colonel Patterson says.
“Better to utilize the napalm on the vectors and not have any accidents or civilians who might loot the base,” Colonel Wilde says.
“Colonel Travis, the base has a scientist. We need him here. He has vital information about the vectors. Search the base, recover him and return, post haste.”
“This brainiac have a name?”
“Dr. Ellsberg.”



“Lt. Browns, will the helicopter crews be loyal to me?” Travis asks. He and his once trusted aide speak in the open field next to the tents.
“I’m attempting to get the roster. They’re going to send a carrier to the mouth of the Mississippi River. From there, the choppers will move north to Memphis. They’ve the fuel to travel a few hundred miles more. You’re expected to refuel at the base after you load cargo nets with the napalm.”
“That’s a gamble,” Travis says.
“More like a bad video game.”
“If the fueling tanks at the base are damaged, the crews won’t return, even if they complete the mission. Do the men know this? It should be a volunteer assignment.”
“They won’t warn them,” Lt. Browns says.
“What’s the logic?”
“There’s no logic in any of this, Sir. The base went dark. The earthquake drew millions of vectors from the city north, and they overran the base. The main structure burnt to the foundation with some evidence of civilians looting. The Marines stationed there stood valiant. Some made a run for the Desoto Bridge to escape into Arkansas. Satellite shows Humvees reaching that far.”
“The quake will have thinned many undead. We land and refuel with little vector interaction.” Travis plots his mission in his head.
“They can’t cross the Mississippi River.”
“No. They’ll move into it. But it will take a lot more than an earthquake to pull them back. Even our choppers might not be loud enough if we move now. I need my crew on my helicopter.”
“What if they get orders to shoot you down?” Browns asks.
“I’m counting on being across the Mississippi by then with a reason to do a fly-by inspection.”
“Order them back, say you’re remaining in a hover to check something, give yourself a good head start before they figure out you’re not returning,” Browns suggests. “Colonel, what if I go search for your daughter? That way you can order the other choppers not to fire.”
“Her location’s classified. I can’t. If this goes south, I don’t want those survivors, or her, at risk.”
“And not bringing your daughter back here is safer?” Browns asks.
“I trust you, but there’s no prize in it for you to do this. You should remain here. Have those soldiers on my chopper be my people. I wouldn’t ask anyone else to face a court-martial. Under our new Junita, I’m sure we’d face a firing squad.”



 






 
 
THE ANCIENT, WOODEN, high back chair reeks of piss and dead blood. The men dig handcuff bracelets into Chad’s wrists. They take turns punching him in the face.
Chad spits blood. “You didn’t even ask me a question.”
“This isn’t about information.”
The two men drive fists into his stomach.
“What we have here is a way to operate, and you’ll conform.”
“I’ll conform. There’s no need to…”
They punch him again.
Chad feels his pants fill with warm wetness. “I gave in when we ran across your men. I ended my friend. We don’t want trouble—just to be safe.”
“We all want to be safe. But we need you to understand if you don’t follow the rules, the next beating will be before the group. And I’ll make it the old man.”
The two men uncuff Chad. As they drag him from the room, Walter winks at him as they force him into the chair.
Protect the baby.
They toss him in a holding cell. Chad skitters across the rock floor, landing next to an older woman in a blood-dotted, white dress and a gash in her forehead. “They beat women here?” He doesn’t bother to adjust the crumpled heap he’s become.
“Not yet. I was in a car accident. They interrogated my companion and tossed me in here. You smell like piss.”
Chad’s voice changes with the swelling of his jaw. “I was informed of the rules. We don’t follow them, and they’ll beat them into us.”
“It’s not all. Sex is one form of currency here.”
Ethan never allowed rape. Chad clinches his stomach.
“Not quite rape. It’s all willing, but if you need certain items, then sexual favors become mandatory.”
“How do you know, if you’ve been locked in here?”
“They informed me of my options to get out faster,” she says.
“I take it you choose to remain chaste?”
“Spreading my legs for survival’s not an issue for me, but not for some low-level perfunctory,” she says. “You’ve a name?”
Don’t say anything about your community. “Chad.”
“Do you know where we are, Chad?”
“You’re not from Missouri.” He doesn’t ask a question.
“Not originally. I was hoping to make Rolla my new home.”
“We’re the cave state. This’s the famous hideout of the outlaw, Jesse James.”
“Meramec Caverns. Fitting for this group of vagabonds,” she says.
“It would be a secure location from the biters. Plenty of fresh water.” Chad closes his eyes.
“They’re raiders. Took me and my friend.”
“I was never your friend, Regina.”
In the dim light, Chad spots the fresh bandage on the arm of the man at the cell bars.
Guards shove him in and lock the door.
“New guest. You attempt to woo him to your cause, Regina?”
“I see you did no better with our host than I did, Kale.”
He slides down the wall, so he has Mary’s eyes level in his view. “Well, turns out our brother, Kame, may have fucked us all.”
“You said fuck.” Mary’s eyes grow to saucer size. “You don’t swear.”
“Before the fall of Fort Wood, Kame knew about this place. While doing his supply runs, he was trading goods, equipment and sometimes for women to satisfy his disgusting fetishes. Had the world not ended, the serial killer would be in prison,” Kale says.
“We’re both still in this cell, so he left a debt you can’t cover.”
“Seems redneck brothers stick together. Kame was killed by the same man who murdered Kade. I speculate when he killed Kame, he murdered his men and the men they were meeting from this camp.”
“And one of the dead men was the brother of the guy who runs this place.”
“Bingo, Regina. Only I’ve no proof of this lone murderer, and now they hold a grudge against the Bowlins.”
“They have plans for us?” Mary asks.
“I offered to provide compensation and information about the real killer,” Kale says.
“That’s when they put you back in here,” Mary says.
Chad says nothing. Luckily, his bruising face hides his shock. He thinks of the old movie he watched with his grandfather. The classic. The one set before WWII in…where was it? No matter, it’s the line about being in all the gin joints at the same time.
No matter. Protect the baby.



 






 
 
ETHAN STEPS FROM the SUV. Fifteen cars line both sides of the two-lane blacktop. He calculates fuel lost in turning around and discovering another route, or if moving some of the thirty cars is faster. He’s not sure if they’re placed here intentionally or they got stuck in some botched evacuation attempt.
Gentarra peers into the back of the SUV. “You stay here.” She warns the professor, now with a taped nose and racoon eyes matching Chet’s. She joins Ethan.
“Gentarra, take the wheel. Serena, stay on my six right here at the end of the cars.” One quick swipe of a biter pinned under the car and your bare legs are toast. Ethan draws the M&P from his left thigh, transferring it to his right hand.
Ethan makes each hobble step prepared to repel an ambush. The cars covered in the dust of half a year indicate a lack of people. I don’t like how they’re parked in a perfect line.
A trap? Who sets a trap like this here in the middle of butt-fuck nowhere? If the cars were abandoned, who parks them as if they used a ruler?
“Do we get some people to move some of the cars?” Gentarra calls after him.
He waves his left arm to signal her to be quiet. She should know better. He brushes away some of the white dust from a window. The backseat has luggage. If we move the cars, we should check for gear. Ethan counts twenty pairs of cars before they disappear over the knoll. Damn, this could take all day. But we don’t spend gas going around.
He marches back to the SUV. “Have Shayne and the knights run a perimeter. Let everyone stretch their legs. Have a few inspect these cars for anything useful. No one leaves this spot. Before we move any of the cars, we check how far this line goes over the hill. Beware trapped biters.”
“Why would anyone do this?” Serena asks.
“I don’t know. It’s too far out of a populated area to be a trap. I think they were escaping and got stuck,” Gentarra says.
Ethan marches toward the hill. If five biters popped out right now, I’d feel better than none at all. Hell, even vagrants would make me feel better about this line of cars.
Ethan meets with Shayne. “Do you know this area?”
“No. It’s outside our range of scavenging. You were making good time.”
“Ever see anything like this?”
“Plenty of fleeing cars blocking the road.”
“It’s a staple of many cities, but these are in a straight line. They were parked this way. No deviation.”
“We can spend hours moving them, or detour.”
“Detour, if it’s faster,” Shayne votes.
Ethan slips a Garmin from his vest. It takes several minutes for it to acquire a satellite. “It needs updated, but I doubt the roads have changed.”
“Handy device. I would’ve thought they stopped working with no one to maintain the satellites. Their orbits have to be adjusted frequently,” Shayne says.
“I don’t know how long it takes for a satellite’s orbit to decay, but as long as it’s close, it’s something. Besides, I never stopped at a convenience store to pick up an Arkansas map.”
“One of these cars has to have one in the glovebox.”
“Were you guys into Renaissance reenacting before?” Ethan asks.
“We did weekends playing knights and LARP fighting. We were traveling for a big week-long Renaissance Festival when the plague unleashed. We plan it every year. It’s our vacation away from our families.”
“You don’t know?”
“We know.” Shayne lowers his head. “Without us there to protect them, they’re gone. Two of our buddies left and have never made it back. The armor and horses need a supply base. We can’t travel far with all this gear, and we need it for protection. If we thought there was a chance they were alive, we wouldn’t be here.”
“We all have family to search for. But by now, they’re gone. Or what they’ve done to survive makes them people we wouldn’t recognize,” Ethan says.
“The old world’s over. The sooner people accept it, the better. We’ll carry some of the guns you get. But we stick with our blades. They don’t draw as much attention as a blast of thunder.” Shayne pats the hilt of his sheathed sword.
“I find it effective to take them down quick. Even if it draws more in, they aren’t fast.”
“You’ve never seen a fast one?” Shayne asks.
“Some fresh ones have speed, but none I couldn’t pop.”
“Not these fuckers. We’ve encountered a few. And this one chased down a horse at full gallop, leaped and brought down our man and his mount. It’s the only death our remaining group has had. They can’t bite through the armor, but they chewed on his feet. We can’t armor the bottoms of our feet. Or shins. We lost our friend and horse. Both are irreplaceable.”
“I’m sorry you lost a friend.” Ethan punches in Fort Wood, then seeks alternate routes. “We need to locate a motorcycle and scout some of these side roads. If this bridge is gone, we’re right back here moving cars.”
“If we shove the right lane into the ditch, we can squeeze through.”
“Spread your knights out to protect those moving the cars. I’m going to scout ahead. I don’t like this layout at all.”
BOOM.
Ethan crouches between the cars. He slips the GPS in his pocket before drawing his Magnum. People from the camp race to a fallen member.
“He shot himself,” Shayne says.
“Get your knights and patrol. The shot might draw biters.” Ethan races to the fallen man. “Gentarra, any of your people medics?’
She pulls an orange bag with a caduceus emblazoned on the flap from the SUV.
“Put pressure on the wound,” Ethan orders as he pulls the M16 from the fallen man’s hand.
“There’s blood everywhere.” Serena panics.
Ethan, never in a panic or hurry, folds the towel given to him.
Much like water boiling over in a cooking pot with an ill fitted lid, blood squirts up, spills out, then a few seconds pass before more splashes out. He covers the hole. “Press down on it and don’t let go or move.”
The victim grunts from the pressure.
“I’m hurting him,” she protests.
“Good. Means you’re clamped down tight enough to stop the blood flow.”
“We don’t have a real doctor.” Gentarra opens the bag. It spreads out flat, allowing for access of all tools at once.
“I’m only a basic medic. I’ve no knowledge on how to sew the kid up,” Ethan admits.
“Is he going to die?” someone in the crowd asks.
“He’s lost a lot of blood. I think the bullet nicked a vein, and that requires a surgeon to repair.” Ethan would rather Gentarra draw her own conclusions. My camp has two surgeons, a medical staff and a dentist. Accidents like this don’t happen. No one carries until they’re certified by a military instructor. “The kids going to die.”
The professor stands over Ethan. “You caused this with your guns and taking my people from their home.”
“You got any medical training?”
“No. My doctorate is in academia.”
“Then shut the fuck up.” Ethan and Gentarra both say in unison.
“Ethan, save him,” Serena whispers. “He’s not breathing.”
Ethan draws his Magnum—a bit of overkill for this job at this distance.
Gentarra slides between him and the boy. “Wait, you’re going to shoot him without attempting CPR? You said you had medical training.”
“I never took an oath to do no harm. You want to be performing mouth to mouth when he wakes up a biter? Stand aside, woman.”
Ethan lines up the sights. “I promise you a clean death.”
The thunder echoes throughout the parked cars.



Serena hands Ethan a pair of binoculars.
He scans the lake. “Four, no, five house boats lashed together and anchored.”
“No biters could reach it,” Serena says.
“There’s a canoe. And no movement.”
“I can swim it,” she offers.
“No. There’s nothing worth it out there.”
“How can you be sure?” she asks.
“I can’t, but I’m betting any gains aren’t worth the risk. I don’t even see biters, so the people abandoned it, or ended it after all their supplies were used up. It’ll take hours, and at some point, the super herd’s going to break up, and I plan to be well north of it when it does.”
“I thought there would be some guns. You said we need all we can get.” Serena storms off.
“What the fuck did I do?”
“I think you bonded with her and now you hurt her feelings,” Gentarra says. “She needs to be useful. She could do nothing to save Jonny.”
“Is this one of those things I’ll never understand about women?” Ethan asks.
“She needs you to be proud of her. She hurt her ankle. It almost dumped you in the Mississippi. You found her with Chet. She believes she’s responsible for Jonny bleeding out. She has guilt.”
“I’ll talk to her.”
“No, let it go. At least for now. Wait for a moment. From what I know of you, you’ll know the correct one,” Gentarra says.
“It’s not a good idea. And it’s too early in the day to camp and let her try.” Ethan visually inspects the boats again.
“Why would they abandon it? Why tie off five boats for a few people?”
“Room. Storage. Space. It’s cramped, prevents cabin fever. They scavenged after more supplies and got killed,” Ethan says.
“The more time I spend with you, the more I think you were born for this. What did you do before the end?” Gentarra asks.
“You need to get into the betting pool at Acheron,” Ethan suggests.
“I doubt they’ll let me. I’m humping their boss. Unfair advantage.”
“That’s going to break a lot of hearts.” Ethan smiles. His thoughts again turn to his shitty luck with women before the apocalypse.



 






 
 
ZEKE PLACES HIS tray down before slipping onto the bench seat welded to the table frame. He glances around the cafeteria before working his legs under. I hate to eat here. The constant reminder of the once happy place for children to have lunch ruins my appetite, despite it now being the community building for Acheron. I wish they’d cover the remains of the mural of contented children of every ethnicity playing as if in a Small World ride.
He rereads the rules of Acheron, scrolled over whitewash.
 
Rule #1: Biters are NOT people. Infected will be executed immediately.
 
Rule #2: All citizens, once properly certified, will carry arms.
 
Rule #3: Everyone works: Everyone Eats.
 
Rule #4: Punishment of violations will be severest as to the crime.
 
Rule #5: Protection of the Compound circumvents all other rules.
 
He bangs his knee. “What are these seats for—elementary kids?”
“They are. Don’t you eat down here often?” Jada sinks her teeth into a square-cut frozen pizza slice.
“I thought the tank was cramped. I remain at the dam end of the camp. Not many of us are capable of driving the iron beast.”
“We spend all days together, you think you’d want to socialize with others.”
You’re losing her. If she ever even glanced at the hook. “How’s the girl?” Numbskull, you’d have done better if you remembered her name. Should know all those rumors about her and Ethan.
“Emily? Weak. She was weak before the attack. I don’t know how she faired so well. But she has spirit. I train her.”
“You skipping guard duty?” You’ve got to come up with better questions.
“She must recover. Beginning will be slow. It will not affect my duty.”
Don’t ask if she’s ugly now. “Were her wounds bad?”
“Arm will heal. Her face, I’ve not seen it without the bandages.”
“She’ll be fine with you teaching her to fight.”
“It’s not about fighting. I never enjoyed pounding some weaker opponent.”
“You didn’t know they were weaker until they faced you.”
She nods approval. “I trained to be better than I was yesterday.”
“It paid off. You’re here and alive.”
Jada smiles. She tosses her half-eaten slice of pizza on the tray. “I eat this shit because it’s all we have. Next year, I’m expecting to eat more garden-fresh food. What got me here was blind luck. My time in a fighting cage served nothing.”
“I would have thought it would have prepared you for this new world.”
“Glance around. We’re stuck on boring guard duty because we lack useful skills. Carpenters. Welders. All get moved into personal quarters first.”
“I hadn’t noticed.” Which is crazy because north of the dam are dozens of camping parts and storage units for campers.
She sips from her cup. “No, you’re too busy staring at me. You going to ask me out or not, white boy?”
“What!?” Zeke’s left hand clamps the end of the table. His mouth hangs agape.
“I’m not blind. But you lack stones.”
“You knew I wanted to ask you out.”
Jada smiles.
“I don’t…I want to…it’s not like there’s a movie to take you to.”
“You could workout with me.”
“As long as it’s free weights. I might be able to keep up with you, but if you wish to spar, we’ll be spending the rest of the evening in the infirmary.”
“You come up with something interesting, and I’ll spend the evening with you.”
Zeke smiles. “I’ll come up with something to knock your socks off.”



 






 
 
SERENA SLIDES OPEN the cabinet built below the cabin cruiser’s bench seat. She falls back with the teeth of a five-year-old sinking into her forearm. She kicks her legs, propelling herself backwards. The tiny space gives her no room to escape. Ethan draws his gun. The cramped chamber will damage their hearing and alert the others on shore. He slides his knife into the back of the child’s skull, puncturing her lizard brain. Black oil oozes from under the little, undead girl’s head, soaking her pigtails.
“I’m going to become one of those monsters. Promise me you won’t let me!” She paws at Ethan’s arm.
He grabs her by her shoulders, pinning her against the seat.
Ethan considers slapping Serena the way the line of passengers did in Airplane! for the hysterical woman. “Listen.” His clamping hands squeeze until the pain brings her attention to him. Her emerald eyes are beautiful, even full of tears. “At the military base, they experimented on a girl who was bit. The cure made her sick, near dying sick, brought her close to death.” He slips a case from the edge of his vest.
The container resembles a diamond tennis bracelet giftbox. He cracks open the clam shell.
“My guess is you’re willing to try. But this must be our secret. If it works, I don’t have enough for everyone. If it fails, you die anyway. I was hoping more could be synthesized.”
“I should’ve listened to you. I’m dead. Stick me. I’ll die fighting.”
“That’s my girl.”
Ethan stretches out her bleeding arm and thumps her skin before the elbow. The veins perk. He sticks the capped needle in his mouth and pulls out the razor point. Sliding it under her skin, he injects two ccs of the twenty-cc syringe. Spitting out the cap, Ethan also ejects the sharps. “I’ll have to find more needles.” He snaps the clam shell closed around the syringe and secures the case in his vest body armor.
“I feel sick.”
“You will. Sicker than any other time in your life. We’ll have to find some way to filter water.” He tears a sheet from the bed to make a bandage. After wrapping it tight to staunch the blood, he seals it with duct tape. “Tell them you fell on something rusty. We’re super worried about infection because you don’t know when your last tetanus shot was.”
“Promise me.”
“Don’t worry. If it kills you, I won’t let you come back, but you promise to fight, because my guess, with no good bacteria in your body, you’re going to shit everywhere.”
“I don’t think tetanus turns to a fever this fast,” Serena says.
“It doesn’t. Let’s get you back to the SUV.”
Ethan carries Serena from the canoe to the SUV, stashing her in the back.
“Why bother with me?” Serena asks.
He puts the seats down to give her a bed before hooking the elastic straps of a medical paper mask over her nose and mouth.
“You don’t strike me as the kind of man to allow a bit person to linger.” Her eyes water.
“Nope. I’ve put bullets into people as the teeth break the skin.” Ethan slips handcuffs from his duster pocket.
Gentarra climbs into the back. “What happened?” Grabbing the bandaged arm, her stoic face cracks.
“Listen. I witnessed a bite victim be cured at the military base. She was killed by men on the bridge. Some of the blood you wiped from my face was hers.” He shackles Serena’s wrists behind her. “She won’t be comfortable, but if it doesn’t work or the cure kills her, she won’t be able to come after one of us too quick.”
Gentarra crawls in next to the redhead. “The base is gone. She’d turn before we got her back there.”
“I’ve one injection of the cure. It kills all viruses and bacteria in your body. Even the good ones. They kept the other girl in a hermetically-sealed clean room until the good bacteria grew back.” Ethan tucks the blanket around Serena’s shivering frame.
“Even the ones we need to digest food?” Gentarra rests her check against Serena’s using her body to keep the girl warm. Ethan notices, for the first time, the outline of the same facial structure.
“All. They kept this girl in isolation until her body could restore its balance and grow some resistance to diseases again.”
“We’ve no way of doing that for my Serena.”
“I gave her a lower dose. We boil all her water and no one with a sniffle gets in here,” Ethan says.
“Will my daughter live?”
“Not everyone will withstand the cure, and I’ve enough left to run tests on. No more. And I don’t know if it’s a permanent cure, or if it only kills the virus after you’re bit. I don’t know if you’ve immunity, or each time you get bit, you must live through a new shot.”
“Fuck.”
“I know. Too many variables. If someone injects themselves and aren’t bit, they may die. This secret cost me.”
Gentarra touches Ethan’s stubbly chin. “You should’ve allowed her peace. You can’t risk saving anyone else. Not if you have people who can analyze this and reproduce it. Even if we must carry it around like an EpiPen. You hold the most valuable substance on the planet. And none of our lives are worth what it is.”
“You’re hardcore, lady.”
“No. I’m real. You should leave us and get that to your home,” Gentarra says.
“I do that, then this cure means nothing. If I don’t save people, then there’s no reason to cure anyone.”



 






 
 
MIKE TOSSES A stick. The dog chases after it. He brings it back. Mike rubs all over the dog’s neck, praises him for being a “good boy.” “Guess we need to give you a name.” The dog wags his tail as the stick sails through the air again.
He pats the hood of the El Camino. “No trust left in the world. He takes a plastic tub toy boat kids would find at the dollar store from the front seat.
The dog returns, and Mike slips the red collar from his neck. “Guess you’re free.” He slides the collar into the boat. He tosses the stick again. The dog races after it.
Mike marches to the Osage River and places the boat in the water. He shoves the toy so the current catches it. “I christen thee, Go Fuck Yourself.”
The dog returns the stick. Mike sends it across the field. The dog zips after it.
He climbs into the bed of a truck parked next to the El Camino where he transferred Kelsey from her bed of comfort.
He takes her hand in his. “I wish you’d wake up. I’m heading northwest, but to cross the Missouri River we must go into the capital or past Columbia on Highway 70. I won’t lead them to your group, but you need a doctor.”
The dog jumps into the bed, dropping the stick at Kelsey’s leg. He whimpers with concern.
“I know, boy.”
“Kelsey wake up. Tell me where to go.”
Kelsey’s eyes pop open. The blue sky, full of fluffy clouds, fills her view. “Beautiful.”
He squeezes her hand.
“Where are we, Mike?” She asks without opening her eyes.
“Some park next to the Osage River.” How do you tell her?
“My toes?”
“Kelsey, we need to get you to your doctor.”
“What happened to Dr. Griffin?” She walks on her elbows in an attempt to sit up.
“We wore out our welcome.” Mike assists her but holds her before she’s able to view her legs. “He had to operate. The burns to your legs were tremendous.”
Her eyes water. “Did he?”
Mike pulls her up.
“He amputated your leg—”
She slugs him. Her wide swing manages to impact his ear with her forearm. “You let them cut on me!”
“To save your life.” Mike hugs her tight enough she won’t be able to swing at him again. He cries with her.



 






 
 
KAREN LIFTS GRACE above her head, handing her to Alec. She cups her hands together to support Harley’s foot and boosts her into the back of the dump truck. Alec offers his hand to assist Karen up.
Boom.
A shotgun blast echoes. Alec calls from the truck. Karen drags him under the oversized wheels. She searches for a bleeding wound.
“Alec, where are you hit?”
He responds in a moan.
“Fuck.”
The ping of bullets off metal resonates above her.
“I was hoping the dump truck bed was thick enough to protect us.”
“We can’t keep running.” Alec moans.
“Where are you hit?”
“In my shoulder. They want us alive.” He presses a beanbag into her palm.




 






 
 
CORPORAL SANCHEZ HOPS from the truck. “Kenneth, remain at the wheel.” She places her notepad on the seat. “Don’t lose the shopping list.” She secures her assault rifle and draws her .22 pistol. Missing her assault rifle immediately, Sanchez accepts the camp’s mandate to spare the higher caliber weapon rounds.
“You might need that if there’s still a herd around.” Kenneth waves a hand toward the rifle.
“Twenty-two ammo remains in good stock. We encounter a herd, we run. We don’t have enough rounds to stand our ground.” Sanchez marches around the truck. “Maintain noise discipline. It’s only a theory all the vectors have been drawn to the southeast. And some will be trapped.” And pissed off.
One other car rests in the parking lot of the gun store. She swings wide of the open door to check for a reanimated cadaver strapped inside. The body holds a rusty pistol used to end the once living person inside. She reaches in to grip the gun. The useless weapon holds live, spendable rounds safe in the handle. She slides the gun across the pavement to the rear of the truck to be retrieved later.
Sanchez whirls to the boom. Seconds pass, and the bang repeats. She waves her hand. Cromwell and PFC Vockins take defensive positions at the truck. Combeth and Nick follow her, spreading out with enough distance between them a grenade wouldn’t kill all three. They move out past the businesses to the residential area.
Sanchez steps onto the grass of the yard. The house’s off course from their search plan, but noise brings biters and biters prevent loading of supplies. Her failure at retrieving the fence remains at the forefront of her decisions. She lost one in her command, and several were wounded, including the permanent scar on her left leg. Now a raise in pay grade, even if it’s more a battlefield promotion, puts her rank in command.
At least they only jumped me one rank. Had they made me a sergeant, I might’ve lost the respect of the soldiers given to Acheron. This way, I appear to earn my rank, and it wasn’t a gift, or worse, because I’m a woman. Despite my failure at Orscheln’s, I’ve more field experience with the biters than the other soldiers, including the equally ranked Nick. We were all so well protected at Fort Wood, and all those men who were routinely outside the fence were recalled.
Recalled to where? The one question that sometimes doesn’t allow me to sleep. Where did the troops withdraw to? What plans does command have for retaking the country?
Why does the mind race through unimportant questions? Focus, girl. I fucked up. I saved the camp. Fucked up at the dam and you’d have ended everyone at the camp. Why the hell am I in command?
The bang occurs again. She flips her left wrist to check the second hand on her watch. It has a pattern. Maybe it’s a window shutter, but we need to silence it. It will fascinate the undead.
Combeth flips the latch on the gate. She kicks it open.
A biter flings itself against the wooden fence. It bounces off, leaving bits of putrid flesh and coagulated blood against the wood. The boards are stained black from the constant assault from the creature driven to chase the earthquake noise, demanding to escape the yard. It has beaten its face to the bone, exposing half a skull with only one eye.
Spotting no other biters, she holsters her pistol, unsheathing a knife.
Never ask your men to do what you’re unwilling to do. She drives the blade into the skull.
“At least we know they’re still being drawn to the southeast.”
“I hope it means the town is mostly clear.” Combeth lowers his rifle.
Sanchez whips her head so fast her neck pops. “Maintain noise discipline.” She flashes a hand signal, and they double-time it back to the gun store. She draws her weapon as they reach the pavement. Breaching a door, tactical style, was part of all their training. Sweeping for Insurgents another.
Different training will need instituted as biters don’t attack like the living.
Combeth stands opposite her, rifle pointed to eliminate any threat inside the door. Nick reaches for the handle. His arm tenses as he expects resistance from a lock. It flings open fast at his tug, giving none of them time to notice the piano wire connected to the inside handle.
The shotgun blast shreds Nick’s left thigh in half. His torso hits the sidewalk with red streams spurting from the stump.
Time freezes for the team.
Nick’s leg remains poised, pumping blood, fountaining as if trapped in a B-rated slasher film. None of the standing trio reacts—standard procedure in this situation lost on them. The surreal moment, unexpected, leaves them dumbfounded. Only time doesn’t freeze for Nick’s life flowing from him.
Sanchez recovers her faculties. With all her experience dealing with the biters, she forgot about how the living are. Never expecting to encounter a booby trap.
“Medic!” Wait! Do we have a medic?
What the fuck can a medic do for him?
Even without a Navy Corpsman on the team, her order snaps the others out of the trance of witnessing Nick’s leg shredding by tiny pellets of lead.
Combeth shoulders his weapon. He unclasps the nylon thigh strap securing his holster to his leg. As he bends to operate, his rifle flips from his shoulder. He tosses his weapon to Vockins and slips the strap around Nick’s leg stump. The tourniquet pinches the blood flow to a steady dripping.
Nick thrashes. Banshee wails of how he’s going to die permeate the stillness of the air.
Sanchez considers, Put a round in his skull. Chances are he’ll bleed out. We don’t have medical supplies to save him, and he’ll die of blood loss before we reach Acheron.
What if it were Combeth?
What if it were Ethan?
No wonder Ethan wanted no attachments.
Attachments lead to emotional conflict, and there’s no place anymore for love.
Fuck it. We don’t give up on family. We do all possible for them if necessary. I’ll put a bullet in him because he’s dead.
She slides an arm under Nick’s pit. “Help me move him to the truck.”
Combeth complies. They move with purpose.
Kenneth fires up the motor.
Combeth hops into the back with Nick.
“Cromwell, Vockins clear this store and prep all supplies to load. I want the gun store empty when I get back. If we set off a door trap, then it’s not been looted. Check for more traps. Combeth, do what you can for Nick,” Sanchez directs as she leaps to the running board. “There’s a clinic two blocks down. Go!”
Kenneth slips the truck into gear. The quick takeoff almost shears her grip from the mirror. All I need is to bust my ass with road rash while I lose another man.
The truck lurches forward as the gears stick. Kenneth gets the vehicle up to speed, jumping the curb.
“Won’t a clinic have been overrun? Most medical facilities have.” Kenneth focuses on the road. He swerves around a stalled car.
Sanchez tightens her grip. “Private practice. Not at a hospital or an urgent care. Wanted to check it out, as it might have been overlooked by looters.”
He drives across the grass straight to the clinic entrance, barely remembering to shift into park before Sanchez hops off.
“Stay here. I’ll clear it!”
She marches to the door, drawing her pistol. Sanchez moves with machine precision as she flings open the door, sweeping through each room, popping every biter in the face she encounters.
She races to the truck. “There’s a little outpatient surgery room. It’s clean.”
Sanchez pops the clip, dropping it in her dump pouch, and inserts a full one. “Let’s move him.”
She loops an arm around Nick’s leg and the stump, leading the way inside to make sure the pathway remains clear of undead.
“He’s lost too much blood,” Combeth reports.
“End me!” Nick bellows.
They dump him on the table, no time to be gentle.
Sanchez jerks open drawers. She tosses medical supplies onto the counter. “Not until you’re dead. We don’t give up until you’re gone.”
“I don’t want to bite anyone.” Nick’s light brown skin pales.
“You won’t. I’ll end you, but not until you’re dead, soldier.” When she has all the bandages and other necessary supplies, Sanchez nods at her partner.
Combeth pulls on medical gloves before cutting away the tendrils of Nick’s pant leg with shears from the growing pile of supplies. “Open a bunch of those large gauze pads. We’ll have to stop the bleeding with pressure. We have ten more minutes with the tourniquet.” He slaps layer after layer of gauze over the stump.
“Burn it,” Nick pleads.
“You’ve lost too much blood to live through the trauma of cauterizing,” Sanchez says. It might be a last resort.
She slaps more gauze over the first few layers already soaked through, on the stump, and presses down. “We get it stabilized, and we transport him straight back to Acheron. We grab the ammo. It’s a slow trip. Too many bumps and it’ll break open the wound.”
“You got to stop the bleeding first,” Combeth says.
“I don’t want to be one of those things.” Tears never flow despite Nick’s whimpers.
“You won’t, Nick.” Sanchez presses fresh gauze on the soaked old.
“Tell Hannah I love her.” Nick’s fingers crawl past his hip and fumble the securing strap on his pistol.



 






 
 
TRAVIS KNEELS, PINCHING a spent shell casing between his thumb and forefinger. He sniffs—a hint of powder. Fired days ago. He tosses it aside.
“Sir, refueled and ready to lift off with the cargo nets full of napalm drums.”
Travis claps his hands to brush away the dirt of the ground. “Perimeter secure?”
“Not a vector in sight, Sir.”
“More happened here than being overrun by vectors. Someone loaded weapons crates from this warehouse. They left the forklift out.”
“They burnt the rec hall, gym, and pool building down. We discovered grenade pins scattered near the entrance.”
“I doubt the Marines set those. They would have used the C-4 I found in the weapons stash. If they scuttled the base, they’d have blown the armory.”
“Agreed, Sir.”
“Your men sweep all the buildings?”
“Not a living soul, Sir.”
“Secure the entrance to the medical building. I’ve got orders to check an office.” Travis leaves the soldier outside as he follows his prebriefed path to Dr. Ellsberg’s office.
Without the climate-controlled environment operational, the body, sporting a blood-stained lab coat and Ellsberg name tag, reeks from rot.
Travis clamps a hand over his nose and mouth.
He checks the office of a second doctor, discovering it lacked the ransacking Dr. Ellsberg’s experienced. Someone knew what to retrieve, which is more than I was prepared for. Maybe he gave information to a soldier. Even at the end of the world, those in power protect secrets. Armageddon be praised.



“Approaching Caruthersville Bridge,” crackles in Travis’s earphones over the thrump of helicopter blades. Peering through binoculars, he inspects the bridge.
The center support pillars are blacked from flames. Other supports have collapsed from the quake damage when the center supports were bombed. The military did strafing runs on the bridges to prevent the flow of undead across the natural water barrier.
Hundreds of undead line the road and the east side of the bridge.
As the vectors reach the shattered end of pavement, one cadaver tumbles, splashing into the water. It bobs to the surface without struggle, jamming against dozens more undead stuck against a fallen section of human architecture.
The logjam will break under flood conditions and sweep the undead to the Gulf of Mexico.
The next aftershock will send the herd into the water as those stuck on the bridge wait for direction. I may be the most experienced officer to deal with the undead, but even I lack the familiarity with groups of this number. Never have I known them to stand. Stand and wait.
“Never seen them do that before,” reverberates in the earphones.
“No one has. The seismic waves must screw with whatever lizard brain remains.” Travis prays that’s a satisfactory explanation. Now would not be the moment for his men to second-guess him. Truth—no one knows answers when it comes to the undead.
“Next stop, New Madrid. Twelve minutes, Sir.”
By air. A forty-mile driving stretch to avoid the natural bends in the river. Now it’s a lake. Treetops poke through the flooded area, along with a rooftop or a cell tower. Near the epicenter, the land has forever changed.
“Colonel!” Dallas, too excited to curb his loud voice in the speaker, splits all their eardrums.
A swatch of black earth has plowed across the landscape. The shuffling of millions of feet carved away the first few inches of plant life and soil. No saplings remain, nor evidence of trees, mashed down until only scattered twigs remained. Puddles of goop reflect the sun where a cadaver fell, trampled to syrup.
The constant thumping of the rotor blades hangs over Travis. After a bomb blast, even a nuclear one, some evidence of life remains. Piles of bricks. Burnt lumber. Bone. Those horrid shadows of human forms flash-burnt into the wall.
Someone dropped the blades of a snowplow and scraped away everything. Even after a forest fire, stumps remain.
Boards of a collapsed structure contain struggling undead determined to reach the epicenter. One cadaver tears free, leaving behind its legs and lower stomach contents. It claws at the dirt, dragging itself forward.
“Sir?”
The voice breaks Travis from his gaze. Undead scrabble over a hill. They ignore the thrumping of the Blackhawks.
“The ground must be rumbling.” The only explanation as to why they don’t turn and move toward the choppers.
“Ten miles out.”
The mass of what was once people reaches an impasse. Packed together, as if crammed into a subway car, millions of dead people lean toward a central point. They don’t claw or shove. They butt up against one another, leaving no space. As more arrive, they connect with the collective.
“Sir.”
Even through the earphones designed to protect human’s hearing from the deafening thrump of the helicopter blades, the low, rolling moan-howl permeates.
“Sir.”
Even when dictators marched children, linked arm in arm, across a mine field, they were never as tightly compact. These creatures become one flesh.
“Do we drop, Sir?”
“No. Our goal is maximum effectiveness.” A fire in the dead center will eliminate hundreds of thousands. They’ll keep moving toward the epicenter, despite the flames.
Nothing survived the quake, and the undead stand on rubble, creating an ocean of putrid flesh.
Travis recalls footage of people flooding the football fields after a victory and the way the mass of people flowed, filling the empty spaces as they hoisted the team upon their shoulders.
“Colonel, I’ve not had much interaction with vectors, but shouldn’t they be interested in the Blackhawks?”
“Noise of any kind.” Travis slips a palm-sized GPS from a pouch in his BDUs. “They must be engrossed in a greater distraction.”
Travis fiddles with the device. The digital landscape appears. Blue dots surround a red one. He waves his arm. “Swing us around.”
The chopper moves.
Travis holds up a finger, dropping it once the blue dot merges with the red.
“Drop it!”
The cable releases, and the cargo net containing barrels of napalm smash against the mass of undead.
The disruption causes them to pack tighter, many hugging the drums. They fill in the empty space, leaving no trace of the cargo net.
“Change of plans.”
“Trevors, Gruber. Circle out to a quarter mile from target. We’ll create a firebreak. They’ll march straight through the flames to reach the epicenter.” We should burn more this way. “Flarentine and Cashous, give me a half mile from target.”
“Colonel. The blast pattern…”
“We’re after the long burn. Remember, fighting Vectors is the new war. Our old tactics are ineffective. Adams and Davidson, give me three-fourths of a mile out. Drop your payload and head back to the barn.”
“Take us a mile out.”
The Blackhawk zips over the rot. Not one undead notices. They cram tighter to reach the epicenter.
Travis didn’t have time to learn the names of all the men on this mission, but he knew the chopper pilots. He distributes the rest of the Blackhawks in a circular pattern within a mile of the epicenter.
“Colonel?” Lt. Browns’s voice crackles in the earphones.
“They desire to be at the center mark. They’ll stumble through fire to reach it. We’ll burn more this way.” Justification. Now to get my command back to the carrier. “Lieutenant, take point. As you drop your payload, head back to the Memphis base for refuel.”
Travis waits for each blue dot to disappear from his GPS screen. “Maneuver us out of the blast radius.”
He flips the trigger guard. Travis activates the remote detonator. Pressing his finger against the metal stitch, he holds. They’re no longer people. God, please accept them into your house, for they know not what they do. He whispers into the mic, “Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth: Yea, sayeth the Spirit, that they may rest from their labours; and their works do follow them.”
A low, respectful chorus of Amens follows in his ears.
Travis flicks the button.
Within a tenth of a second, each hidden collection of drums erupts in a pillar of flames, raining down on the cadavers. All his training flows through his head. Water boils at one hundred degrees. The fire spreading across the vectors averages one thousand. They don’t experience pain or asphyxiation. In the two seconds after the blast, the liquid, a firestorm catches in the wind, jumping from cadaver to cadaver. They don’t flail around as a living person would, but the flames stick to the skin. As one falls in a charcoaled mass, more step into the flames and cook.
Whole sections of undead fall. More shuffle forward to fill the gaps—igniting. Radiant heat melts the sagging, rotten skin from the bone, exposing the tops of skulls.
If they were alive, they’d be fainting from dehydration and carbon monoxide poisoning. If they were alive, I’d be sick.
Plumes of thick, black smoke spread.
Travis wishes for wind, as it would feed the flames and increase the square yards of damage.
Cooked, rotten meat stink wafts into the chopper.
Fire opens gaps in the lines of undead. More slide forward.
No matter the damage, they all demand to be at the epicenter.
Two of the flame pyres join together
“Colonel, the smoke.”
Ash flickers in the air like upward shifting snowflakes.
“Bring us over the outer fire.” Travis snaps the GPS off. He tosses it into the lapping flames. “Dump your GPS.” Each man tosses a personal transmitter out the side doors.
Dallas removes the LoJack from the helicopter and dumps it.
“They might still follow us in sat photos.”
“They’ll do a flyby of the epicenter. By the time Lt. Browns reports us missing, we’ll be too far north to be detected.”
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