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Chapter One


“It’s been five
days…” Silas says as we lay together underneath an enormous pile of blankets
that we collected from the house we’re currently squatting in. The garbage can
fire burns in the middle of the room near the cracked window. It’s nearly
burned out, but that’s okay since we need to get up soon anyway. He doesn’t
finish his sentence, but he doesn’t have to.


We’ve been up and down the river bank, searching for my dad, Jack, and Ryan, but so far, we haven’t found even the smallest trace of them. We’ve gone miles upstream, just to turn around and walk back, and do the same thing in the other direction. We’ve moved camp each night, clearing the houses of people long dead. We’ve encountered large groups of zombies, dodged men patrolling in the woods, and walked miles and miles until both our feet were blistered, and still nothing...


“Tell me again,” I
say, rolling over to face Silas as he lets out a sigh. He knows what’s coming.
It’s the same thing we’ve gone over every day since that first night. I just
can’t let it go though. “You’re sure you saw them jump in?” I prompt, and Silas
nods.


“Positive,” he
tells me for at least the tenth time. “They jumped in before I did, right after
you. I was the last one in the water,” he confirms.


I let out a deep
breath as my mind critically scans over this small piece of information. I want
so badly for it to mean something—to be the clue to cracking the mystery of
where the rest of our missing group went—but it’s still just a small piece of a
much bigger puzzle. I can’t make it reveal anything more to me than it did
yesterday, or the day before.


I don’t even
realize I’m chewing away until Silas presses his finger to my bottom lip to
stop me. His touch sends a small thrill through my body, but I brutally ignore
it. There is no space in my brain for anything right now, other than finding
Dad and the others.


“Do you think…?” I
can’t bring myself to finish the sentence, but I don’t have to. Silas knows. He
always seems to know exactly what I’m thinking, sometimes better than I do.


“I don’t think
they drowned,” he confirms.


I slowly release
the breath I’ve been holding. “How do you know?” I press.


He lets out
another sigh as he rolls onto his back and puts his arm behind his head. I know
I’m annoying him. He surprises me when he reaches out and pulls me closer
against his chest, rather than snapping at me like he might’ve done even a few
days ago.


“I can’t know for
sure, but this is what I think…” he begins, and I’m hanging on his every word.
“We haven’t found any bodies.” He winces when my eyes go wide, and my face
turns pale. “Think about it,” he cajoles me. “There are three of them missing,
even if someone didn’t make it; the odds are in our favor that someone
survived. And the fact that we haven’t found anyone…” He shrugs. “I think
they’re all together somewhere and they’ve holed up to recuperate.”


I want so badly to
believe him, except one thing doesn’t ring true. My dad. He wouldn’t just hole
up. He would be sick with worry wondering where I was, and he would be out
looking for me—if he could. That is the part that scares me so badly. Why
haven’t I found him out along the river looking for me? “Silas…” I start to
say, but he interrupts me by pressing a kiss to my lips.


“It’s daylight now.
We should get back to searching,” he tells me.


I nod as I try to
find enough energy to toss off the blankets and get moving.


Silas finds his
motivation before I do. Once he throws back the blankets and the cool air hits
me, I get up as well and pull on an extra sweater and my coat. I go to the
bathroom, using a bucket of river water to flush, and then I meet Silas back
downstairs where he hands me a granola bar. I shudder as I take it, but my body
needs the fuel.


Silas pours
another small bucket of water over the coals in the garbage can and it hisses
and spits, smoking like crazy as the embers go out. We don’t want to
accidentally start a fire, who knows how long the blaze would go unchecked now
that we can’t just call the fire department. Plus, it would be a pretty big
giveaway to the men in the woods that we’re still in the area.


“Ready for another
day?” Silas asks.


I nod even though
another day of combing the river for any sign of Dad, Jack, or Ryan, is the
last thing I want to be doing. I just want to find them already, so we can go
home and leave this horrible place. My every morning starts with this same
sense of dread, what if we don’t find them? What if we do, but they aren’t them
anymore?


 


We step outside to
the snarl of a zombie. My knife is already in my hand, but Silas reaches him
first and spikes him through the temple. The zombie drops like a sack of
bricks, and I barely spare it a glance as I step over its body. The days have
been unseasonably warm, and I try not to breathe in the scent of moldy,
decaying flesh—I’ve been spoiled by the cold weather and the frozen zombies
back home.


We head towards
the sound of roaring water, and it’s only a short walk down the bank. The house
we stayed in was practically right on the river’s edge and was probably
somebody’s vacation home before the outbreak. It had a very nice deck with a
hot tub that overlooked the water. I’d spent a lot of time out there last
night, perched on the top of the hot tub cover, staring towards the darkened
river and hoping to see or hear some sign of the others, until Silas finally
made me come inside.


I begin to imagine
what kind of lives the people who owned the house might’ve had before. I’d
stared at their smiling faces in the photographs lined up on the mantle. They’d
looked happy. It’s too depressing though because they’re most likely dead
now—even the kids. So, I force myself to think about nothing instead and just
focus on putting one foot in front of the other.


Silas isn’t chatty
either as we reach the bank. The sound of the water is nice, but I can’t let
myself enjoy it too much since it’s the main reason I can’t find my dad. It
also masks the moans of the dead, which is a pain in the ass and especially
dangerous when they sneak up on you. We’ve had more than one zombie come
charging out of the trees at us, not hearing it until it was practically
ripping the flesh off our backs.


“Let’s continue in
the same direction as yesterday,” Silas says.


I let out a grunt
of agreement as I adjust the straps on my backpack. It feels heavier and
heavier every day I spend trudging up and down this river bank, even though in
reality it’s getting lighter since our supplies are dwindling. We’ve spent our
nights combing through the houses we’ve camped out in, but there’s almost never
anything useable left. Silas thinks scouts from Louisville have probably
scavenged this whole area and cleaned it out. Yesterday, he suggested that if
we were to find a place off the beaten path—away from the river—we would have a
better chance at restocking. But I don’t want to risk missing the others if we
stray too far. I just want to find Dad and the others, everything else can
wait.


It rained last
night, so the ground is wet and soupy. I wince as my boot sinks down well past
the ankle, and I struggle to pull myself free. The mud puts up quite the fight
before it finally let’s go with a noise that I can only describe as a
disturbing slurp. The sky is gray. As if on cue, the clouds open up and it
starts to rain again. Silas digs in his bag and pulls out two cheap, clear
plastic ponchos, he unfolds them and hands the first one to me. I shake it out
and throw it on over my head, and I’m grateful that it’s loose enough to cover
my backpack too. The only thing worse than wet clothes, are wet supplies when
you really need them.


Even with the rain
slicker on, it’s wet and cold and miserable. The plastic keeps making a
crinkling sound that has me constantly looking over my shoulder with each
rattle.


 


We walk all
morning. My teeth are chattering by the time Silas stops for ‘lunch.’ He hands
me another granola bar and I try not to wince.


“Maybe we should
stop for the day?” he suggests.


I look at him
sharply. I know it’s raining like hell, but it’s unlike Silas to give up on
something just because of a little wet and cold.


I realize then
that he’s looking at me with concern on his face. Oh. He’s worried about me;
this has nothing to do with him needing a rest or him being wet and cold. I
force my blue lips to stop shaking and give him a forced smile.


“I think we should
keep going,” I tell him.


He purses his own
lips as he stares at me, considering. Finally, he nods and pops the rest of his
granola bar into his mouth. I can’t help but notice that his is the gross plain
granola kind and the one he gave me has chocolate chips. I feel my annoyance at
him melt away. It’s not his fault that we’re in this situation—he’s just trying
to take care of me like he always does.


I walk over and
give him a hug and our poncho’s crinkle loudly when we touch. Silas wraps his
arms around me, and for one blissful moment everything else melts away. It
lasts about ten seconds before I feel Silas stiffen in my arms and hear his
sharp intake of breath. He shoves me away so hard that I fly sideways and hit
the ground.


The air is knocked
out of my lungs and my next breath doesn’t come easily as I struggle to force
air back into my body. I look up at Silas angrily, but the anger is quickly
replaced with fear when I see him struggling with the damn poncho, trying to
pull his knife out of his belt while three zombies stagger towards him out of
the trees. They are way too close for comfort. When the first one reaches him,
Silas has to give up on his search for a weapon and use his bare hands to push
the zombie back by its shoulders.


The zombie snarls
and snaps its teeth. Swinging its arm, it whacks Silas across the side of his
head. I watch him stagger back and fear for his safety courses through me,
awakening my frozen limbs from their temporary stasis. I grab for my own knife.


I immediately realize
why Silas is having so much trouble. It’s nearly impossible to reach the
holster at my waist with the poncho on. The cheap plastic hangs down well past
my knee and stretched out over my backpack the way it is, the material is taut
and immobile. I attempt to worm my hand underneath the poncho but get fed up
and finally rip it off over the top of my head. It doesn’t come off without a
fight, and it makes me glad the zombies haven’t spotted me yet. The rain starts
permeating the last remaining dry areas of my body, but I don’t care as my
fingers finally wrap securely around a weapon. I run into the fray with my
enormous Crocodile Dundee knife held at the ready. Silas always uses a smaller
blade. He claims he likes the accuracy, but I don’t have half the strength that
he does, so I prefer the bigger blade since it inflicts the most damage.


I grip the handle
of my knife with both hands as I approach the smallest of the three zombies. I
sneak up on it from the side. Since zombies don’t seem to have the best peripheral
vision, I’m right beside the stinking thing before it seems to sense me. It
turns on me with an angry hiss, but I’m ready. I steel my nerves and use the
entire force of my body to drive the blade through its eye socket. The knife’s
tip punctures the brain, but my momentum is short lived as the blade’s width
becomes too much and my thrust is stopped by the zombie’s occipital bone. My
knife is too large to go any deeper, but it doesn’t matter because the zombie
goes still like an animatronic that someone has just pulled the plug on. The
disgusting creature crumples to the ground and its momentum pulls my knife from
my hand. I don’t panic though because practice has taught me that it’s easier
to remove the blade once the zombie is down on the ground.


I plant my boot on
the zombie’s forehead to stop it from coming up with my knife, and then I give
the blade a series of sharp, short tugs. It comes free of the zombie’s face
with a wet slurp, and I don’t bother wiping the blade since I intend on using
it again right away.


Silas now has a
stick that he must’ve grabbed off the ground somewhere, and he’s using it to
hold the two remaining zombies at bay. He prods the first one in the chest to
push it back and then swings quickly to do the same thing with the other. It
seems to be working, but it’s a dangerous game because eventually Silas will
tire out and the zombies won’t. He could run, but I know that he would never do
that. I take a deep breath and jog over, looking for my opening. I again choose
the smaller of the two zombies, even though the remaining zombs are both male
and much larger than me. I pause and fully assess the situation before tossing
my knife to the ground. It isn’t going to work for this. I don’t really feel
like going hand-to-hand in combat with a nearly six-foot tall zombie. The
height makes it harder for me to reach the top of his head and when he
inevitably starts clawing and scratching, his reach is going to be much farther
than mine.


Instead, I grab
the small axe that I keep hanging from my backpack. Their attention is still
entirely focused on Silas, so I have the time to make the switch. I toss my
pack to the ground as well. I know Silas wouldn’t like my treatment of my
knife, or of the pack that carries everything I own in this world, but I
rationalize that he also wouldn’t enjoy being bitten and zombified either.


I sneak up behind
the zombie I’ve chosen, using the distance between us to raise the hatchet over
my head. I bring it down at the base of the zombie’s spine. The creature
stiffens but doesn’t fall. This is exactly why I hate the big ones! I raise my
arms back again and again and hack away, splitting the rotten skin open like an
overripe peach and chipping away at its spine until, finally, the spinal cord severs,
and the creature falls to the ground twitching.


 


Silas has his
stick pressed into the chest of the last remaining zombie—holding its gnashing,
cracked and blackened teeth at bay. While he watches me, he nods his approval
for helping even the odds. The rabid beast hasn’t spotted me yet or appears to
notice that he is the only creature left standing. Silas is still wearing his
rain slicker, so I know his chances of gaining access to his weapons are slim
to none, especially with his hands full. I toss my axe near his feet. My arms
are too tired to try a repeat performance, especially with the six-foot
two-inch towering mass of rotting flesh currently snarling at Silas.


Silas shoots me an
appreciative look and forces the zombie backwards with a well-placed shot to
its face with the stick. The resulting sound is a crunch that makes me wince,
and the zombie stumbles. It’s not much, but it gives Silas enough time to bend
down and scoop up the axe. I barely have time to anticipate his next move
before the zombie is down on the ground with the axe planted firmly in the
middle of its forehead. I look away from the gruesome sight. For some reason it
reminds me vividly of last summer, when Dad and I had trouble splitting open
this enormous watermelon that we bought at the supermarket. I quickly force
myself to think about something else, anything else. It’s bad enough the
zombies have ruined my future; I don’t need them retroactively intruding on my
past too.


“That was a close
one Blondie,” Silas says as he pulls my axe from the zombie’s forehead and
wipes it clean on the zombie’s own shirt before handing it back to me. I nod my
thanks as I tuck the axe back into its holder on my backpack. Silas is still
wearing the poncho and I frown at it as I walk forward, picking up my knife as I
go. I slice the damn rain slicker down the middle before pushing it off his
body.


His eyes go wide
at my behavior, and I shoot him a grin as I tuck my knife away. “That thing
almost got you killed,” I tell him, tossing it to the ground beside my own. I barely
resist the childish urge to stomp on them both—death traps!


“I know,” Silas
tells me seriously, and then a small grin breaks out on his face. “Do you feel
like cutting off any more of my clothes?” he asks, waggling his eyebrows
suggestively.


I can’t help but
laugh, despite all the crazy stuff that just happened. I give him an assessing
look, like I’m actually thinking about it, and then shake my head.


“Not your clothes,
no,” I tell him, shooting him a meaningful look downward. I watch him frown.
Then I blow him a kiss and dance away out of his reach as he makes a
half-hearted attempt to grab me.


And just like that
we carry on down the river like nothing happened. The rain doesn’t abate, but
at least now I know there are worse things than having to absorb a little
moisture—not being able to reach your weapon in time when a zombie wants to
make you their breakfast is definitely one of them.


We’ve just been
attacked by zombies, and I’m so wet and cold that it feels like I’ve been
standing in an icy shower with limited water pressure for the last ten years.
But my mood has improved, and I think Silas’s has too. There’s nothing like
nearly getting killed to remind you that you’re still alive, and that despite
all the stuff going wrong in your life right now, you really do want to stay
that way.


Silas shortens his
stride to match mine and reaches down to grab my hand, holding it as we walk. I
lace my fingers with his, and he shoots me a grin that ignites a tiny flame of
happiness somewhere in the frozen nether regions of my chest, despite the
weather, the zombies, and the fact that we still haven’t found Dad and the
others.


I truly don’t know
what I’d do if I didn’t have Silas.






Chapter Two


“I’m getting so
sick of this,” I complain, throwing my backpack down on the floor in defeat and
giving in to my childish alter ego. I BARELY resist the urge to stomp my feet.
Silas frowns at me, but I don’t care at this particular moment because I’m wet
and cold. My happy glow has long since abandoned me. It’s been a long, hellish
day—though not nearly long enough since we didn’t find the others, again!


I had wanted to
keep going, but Silas made us stop nearly a whole hour before the sun went
down, so we could find somewhere safe to hole up for the night. I know all the
reasons why we can’t just go walking around in the dark, and I truly wouldn’t
want to be out there in the dark anyway. But every time we stop, I can’t shake
the feeling that Dad could be right around the next corner and I’m somehow
missing him by calling it quits for the day.


Far from picking
the fight that I’m spoiling for, Silas walks over and presses a kiss to my
forehead before slinging his own backpack down to the floor. We’ve cleared the
house and locked the doors, and even taken a few minutes to check the
cupboards. They’re all empty, of course. His kiss takes the wind right out of
my sails, and I deflate in defeat.


“You should get
into some dry clothes,” he tells me as he digs in his bag and pulls out an
extra pair of jeans and a sweater. His dry clothes aren’t clean by any leap of
the imagination, but I’m in no position to judge him because I’m in the exact
same boat. We’ve been alternating them day after day since escaping Louisville.
Tonight, I will leave my wet clothes out to dry for the following day and then
fold them up and put them in my backpack so that I can wear them tomorrow when
my next set of clothes is wet and crusty. We really need to find the others!
And we need to get away from this river so we can stop off somewhere that
hasn’t been completely ransacked and find some new clothes and food. I would
give anything right now to be able to head back home to the cabin.


“You okay?” Silas
asks, pulling my attention away from my daydream about our stockpile of food
waiting back at the cabin.


I nod, and Silas
disappears into the next room to change.


I quickly shuck
off my wet clothes and drag on a pair of flannel long underwear. It isn’t the
most glamorous thing I’ve ever worn, but at least it’s clean and I won’t be
sleeping in a pair of zombie encrusted jeans.


I stare at the
gory denim in horror for a long moment before I decide to take the time to
actually wash them. They are already soaking wet, I might as well add a little
soap too. I test out the bathtub and am relieved when the pipes start to groan
and the first dribble of rusty red water splashes into the bottom of the tub.
The sun has already gone down, so I doubt Silas would’ve let me go down to the
river to fill a bucket. The water gushes forward and I quickly add the stopper,
grateful that this house must have a water cistern.


Silas walks up
behind me with a handful of his own wet clothes and I motion for him to toss
them in.


“I’ll wash them,”
I offer.


He shoots me a
grin, tossing them in before disappearing back into the bedroom.


Our clothes are
disgusting, and if I hadn’t already known it, the nasty rusty black color of
the water would have clued me in pretty quickly. I scrub them as best I can to
get all the loose blood and gore off, and then I wring them out and drain the
water. It’s too gross to keep going.


“Yikes,” Silas
says as he walks back into the bathroom with a jug of liquid laundry detergent
in his hand. “I found this by the washing machine,” he says.


I shoot him a
grateful look as we both watch the last few dregs of scummy water disappear
down the drain. I rinse the tub before I even attempt to refill it, and then I
add a huge cap of the fresh smelling soap. My hands are starting to feel numb
from the cold water. Silas gets down on his knees beside me at the edge of the
tub and tries to help, but I shake my soapy hands at him.


“Don’t,” I murmur,
and he shoots me a quizzical look. “There’s no point in us both getting cold
and clammy,” I tell him.


He opens his mouth
to argue.


“Can you just go
start a fire, so I can warm up when I’m done?” I ask.


He closes his
mouth and finally nods, squeezing my shoulder on his way out of the bathroom.


I scrub each item
of clothing as much as I can and rinse them out one more time before hanging
them up over top the shower curtain. Silas has started the fire near the
bathroom door, so the heat will help dry them out, hopefully before morning. My
hands are red and cold, and goosebumps are visible on my arms as I quickly dry
my hands on the leg of my own thermal underwear when I can’t immediately find
a towel. I can’t help but think about how cleaned out this house really is as I
make a run for the bed and dive underneath the covers. I’m surprised the
looters didn’t take the bedding too, but I’m grateful they didn’t.


Silas is hunched
over the small metal firepit that he brought in from the deck. I watch him as
he puts the mesh screen over the top and then stands up and crawls into bed
with me, pulling me against his body for warmth.


I snuggle into him
and finally allow myself to release a long breath. Silas didn’t hand out any
food tonight, and I doubt it is because he forgot—his backpack must be as
empty as mine. My stomach growls loudly as it tries to devour itself and
Silas’s arms around me tighten.


“I’ll find
something tomorrow, Blondie, I promise,” he tells me.


I nod my head even
as I press my face closer. I press in on him until my lips rest against his
neck. I want to tell him that none of this is his fault. That he isn’t solely
responsible for feeding us and keeping us safe. I want to help take some of the
pressure off of him, but I know Silas and none of it will matter to him. So
instead I press my lips to his neck and kiss him, breathing in deep the smell
that is uniquely him, the smell that is still present over the odor of other things
like our unwashed bodies and dried up sweat. Silas kisses the top of my head
one more time, and it’s like a drug that has my eyes beginning to droop. Today
was exhausting both mentally and physically, and sleep might be the only thing
that will distract me from my empty stomach. I take one more reassuring huff of
Silas’s scent and let my eyes shut. Tomorrow has to be a better day.


 


“Wake up!” Silas’s
words are spoken so urgently that they pull me from my dreamless sleep
immediately. He isn’t yelling, but his hushed tone is even more terrifying.
Something bad is nearby, and it’s close enough to hear us.


“What is it?” I
whisper, even as my ears pick up the sound of breaking glass. Silas is already
easing his way out of bed and pulling me along with him. “Zombies?” I ask,
trying to gauge just how much trouble we’re in here. Everything is pitch black,
even the fire has burned down to a few smoking embers, and I hit my shin on the
night table. I barely manage to suppress a groan as pain radiates up my leg.


“No,” Silas says,
and that scares me even more. Zombies we can deal with, find a safe place to
hunker down out of reach and pick them off one-by-one if necessary—humans are
much worse.


Silas races into
the bathroom, pulls my clothes down from the curtain rod, and quickly tosses
them in the cupboard under the sink. His actions leave me confused and I want
to ask what he’s doing. But a thud from somewhere in the house and a distinctly
male voice cursing makes me bite my tongue.


Silas grabs both
of our packs and shoves them into my arms as he draws his gun. The moon isn’t
very bright, but it illuminates enough of the room that I can see the stark
look of worry on his face. He and I have been through enough crap together that
I know that look, and if Silas is scared, then I should be absolutely
terrified.


Silas goes to the
window and tries to open it, but it doesn’t budge. I crowd in behind him,
hoping no one is going to burst in the room and gun us down.


“It doesn’t open,”
Silas tells me as he spins and starts heading for the door that leads into the
hallway. I want to yell at him to stop—that the door leads to the people
breaking into the house—but of course, he already knows that.


Silas turns back
to me, and I realize then that my feet haven’t moved to follow him.


“We have no other
choice,” he whispers.


I rush towards
him, feeling like an idiot for freezing up. Silas edges out into the hallway,
staying close to the wall, and I mimic his every move.


“We know you’re in
here,” a voice calls out.


It turns my blood
to ice inside my veins. Silas doesn’t bother answering as he tugs me along
behind him. The texture of the wall changes underneath my fingertips, and I
realize it’s a door just as Silas eases it open and I follow him in. The room
is pitch black, there isn’t even a sliver of moonlight, and I realize pretty
quickly it’s because this room has no windows. I want to scream as he closes
the door gently behind us and the darkness swallows us whole. Silas thrusts
something into my hands, and it feels like fabric of some kind.


“Put my shirt
along the bottom of the door,” he tells me.


I drop to my knees
and feel along the seam of the door as I start stuffing the shirt into the
opening without questioning why.


“Okay,” I whisper.
I hear a click and then the whole room is lit up as he turns on the flashlight.
Silas quickly inspects my work to make sure light isn’t escaping into the
hallway, and I use the opportunity to check out our surroundings.


We’re in the
laundry room, and it’s tiny. There’s an older model washer and dryer set to my
left with a laundry sink between them and a mirror above it. There is a
refrigerator on the right that Silas and I already checked out earlier, but it
was empty. There’s also a door that leads into the garage straight ahead and I
start walking towards it, but Silas pulls me back.


“The house is most
likely surrounded,” he tells me, and that stops me in my tracks. “We’d be
running right into a trap.”


Hopelessness
swamps me, but Silas isn’t standing still beside me commiserating. He heads
towards an enormous cat scratching post tucked into the corner next to the
fridge and pulls it out of the way. “What are you doing?” I whisper, and he
points his flashlight down to the floor where I can just make out the strange
outline of a metal square in the linoleum.


“I saw this
earlier. It’s a crawl space that goes underneath the house.”


Relief hits me in
waves as Silas pulls the latch up, revealing a yawning dark chasm below. He
presses the flashlight into my hand and motions for me to go first. I balk, but
the sound of feet in the hallway pushes me into gear. I grip my knife in one
hand and my flashlight in the other as I climb down the ladder, hoping like
hell that nothing is going to jump up and bite me in the leg.


When I reach the
bottom, I realize that I can’t stand up underneath the house, so I squat down
and pan the flashlight around into all four corners. Thankfully, there’s
nothing under here but cobwebs. I suppress a shudder, but I’ll take spiders
over zombies any day of the week. Silas drops the backpacks down beside me and
then hunches down so he can talk to me.


“I’m going to shut
the lid,” he tells me.


I nod
automatically, but then I realize that something is wrong. He isn’t climbing
down the ladder to be with me.


“What?” I squeak
out, barely managing to keep my voice quiet.


“They know someone
is in here and they have people outside. If they don’t find at least one of us,
they won’t stop looking until they find us both. I saw this crawl space easily
enough. They will too if they start looking hard.”


Horror washes over
me as I realize what Silas is talking about doing. “No!” I protest, “We can
fight them together.” But he’s already shutting the door.


“Don’t make any
noise, Jane. I’m pretty sure these are the guys from Louisville, I’ve been
noticing tracks for the last few days. I will try and get away, but I need you
to promise me something. Head back to the cabin, there’s a map in my bag that
outlines the route, and I’ll meet you there if I can.”


“Silas!” I say
sharply, beginning to panic as I push up against the lid, trying to get out,
but he’s too strong.


“I’m so sorry that
I have to leave you alone like this, but you’ll have a fighting chance this
way. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you,” he tells me. Then
he pauses for a second…the lid hovering all but a couple inches away from being
completely shut. “Stay away from the river now… I love you to death, Blondie,”
he tells me just before he shuts the lid.


I’m left standing
alone in shock, clutching the flashlight like it’s my lifeline. I hear
footsteps and something heavy being drug over top. And then I don’t hear
anything at all, even though I’m straining my ears.


I want to scream
his name until he opens up the lid and takes me with him, but now he’s up there
all alone and I don’t want to bring the men running into the laundry room to
find him. I hear a slam as the door above is kicked open and then male voices
fill the room. I hear a man I don’t know screaming at Silas.


I hear the
stranger say, “Put your gun down, or we’ll shoot!” And I have to suppress the
scream that’s bubbling up in my throat. I snap the flashlight off and squeeze
my eyes closed, and for the first time in a long time, I pray. I don’t know
what trick Silas has up his sleeve, but I hope it works.


“Put it down!”
another voice shouts, making me wonder how outnumbered Silas actually is.


“Grab him!” yet
another voice yells. I hear a scuffle and then a thud from up above.


“Where’s the rest
of your group?” a harsh voice demands.


I can’t quite
catch Silas’s reply, but I do hear his sound of pain. It starts off as startled
yelp, but he quickly bites it back—he probably doesn’t want me to hear it, but
I do. Tears are streaming down my face now, and it’s all I can do not to start
banging against the trap door. It would be idiotic though, and if he ever got
the chance, Silas would probably strangle me for it. So, I restrain myself and
pray that they don’t kill him.


“What did you say,
boy?” a voice above growls, and I hear another dull thud, like flesh being hit.


“I don’t know!”
Silas shouts hoarsely, and I hear another thump as they hit him again. This
time he can’t hold back the grunt of pain.


“Bullshit.” I hear
another guy spit, and then all I can hear is a muffled murmur as the men talk
amongst themselves.


“It’s true,” Silas
yells angrily. “When we jumped into the river we got separated. I’ve been
walking the banks looking for them for days. Why else would I stay around this
shithole?”


He gets hit again
for that one, and I wince as the sound reaches my ears.


“Search the
house,” one of the guys commands the others, and I hear feet stomping away to
do his bidding.


I wait with my
breath held, wondering if they are still up there, or if they took Silas out of
the room with them.


“If you’re lying, I’m
going to enjoy slitting your throat,” a gravelly voice says, making me jump.


I hear Silas tell
the guy to piss off, which earns him another round of, what I can only assume,
are punches or kicks.


I have no idea how
long I kneel-huddle underneath the trap door, waiting to hear even the faintest
sound that might tell me something, anything. My legs get stiff as the cold
seeps inside my long underwear, but I barely even notice it. Finally, after
what feels like hours, the foot stomping returns.


“Well?” the
gravelly voice that threatened to cut Silas’s throat demands, and I feel a wave
of pure hatred towards him.


“Nothing.” I can
almost imagine the guy shrugging.


Gravel Voice lets
out an annoyed huff that coincides with Silas letting out another sharp sound
of pain, like the guy just hit him for spite.


I clench my fists
in anger. I’m pretty sure if I ever run into this guy one-on-one, I will have
no problem pulling the trigger. My urge to murder startles me for a moment and
opens up a flurry of moral questions that bombard my brain, but I mentally kick
it all out of my head. There will be time for all that crap later.


“Let’s load up and
get the hell out of here then,” Gravel Mouth says, and I hear the crackle of a
two-way radio. “We got him, you guys can break the perimeter and meet us back
at the trucks. Over and out.”


His words chill
me—Silas had been right about men surrounding the house in case we tried to
escape.


I listen to their
stomping steps fade away as I sit there, frozen in the dark. My heart beats
painfully in my chest with each step that takes Silas further away from me, and
then suddenly I can’t breathe.


Alone.


I am alone, and
something is horribly wrong. I claw at my throat as I struggle to draw a deep
breath, but I can’t. I gasp and only get a tiny bit of air. My head spins as
dizziness hits me and I begin to really panic. Everything around me is pitch
black, and it seems to somehow get darker and more suffocating. An imaginary
weight settles itself firmly in the middle of my chest, and I let go of my
spinning head to grab at my chest. This is it. I’m having a heart attack and
there is no one around to help me, not that it even matters because there are
no hospitals anymore either. Sweat breaks out all over my body, and a wave of
heat engulfs me, and I collapse against the cement as I continue to gasp for
breath, certain that any one of my ragged pants are going to be my last.


I don’t die.


I lay on the
cement so long that I lose track of time, until finally I become aware of the
cold stone against my cheek. It helps to cool my overheated body, and slowly
I’m able to draw a full breath again. I remove my hand from my chest, where my
heart is still thundering, and roll onto my back—right into a spider web. I
spit the disgusting web out and frantically swipe at my face until I’m sure
nothing is crawling on me.


I am alone for the
first time since the night the zombies came. I go through a wealth of emotions
as I lay there in the dark: terror, worry, self-pity, and then anger—at myself.
Silas just gave himself up to the bad guys to save me; he even took a beating
and he still didn’t waiver. I have no right to lay here and wallow in pity.


He told me to go
to the cabin, to save myself, and that is exactly what I am not going to do!
Silas would never leave me behind, and I am damn sure not going to do that to
him. The only difference is that Silas would be much better at rescuing me.


I sit up stiffly
and turn on the flashlight, nearly blinding myself. I need a plan, and I know
it’s weak, but I really wish Silas was here; he would know exactly what to do.






Chapter Three


I take the time to
give the crawl space more than the cursory glance I did when Silas stuffed me
down here. It’s definitely creepy, probably only three and a half feet tall in
any place. I can’t do more than kneel, but it’s massive in other ways and spans
the entire length of the house. I carefully shine the light in all four
corners, but thankfully there’s nothing down here but spiders and cardboard
boxes labeled Christmas.


“I never thought
I’d see the day I would be grateful for a room full of spiders,” I say to
myself, and my voice sounds so weird and out of place down here. “And now I’m
talking to myself!” I huff before I realize that I just did it again, and I
bite my lip to quit the verbal diarrhea.


Maybe Silas was
right—I really do talk too much…


I sit cross legged
on the cement to take some of the pressure off my knees, as I glance around
trying to think of my next move. I’m pretty sure it’s still the middle of the
night, so I’m trapped down here until sunrise at least. I decide to stay in my
crawl space and wait it out. I remember hearing smashing glass when the men
broke in, so it’s safe to assume that the house is no longer secure against the
dead. My creepy crawl space is looking safer by the minute! Four solid walls
made of wood and the only entrance is hidden above my head; a zombie would
never be able to figure it out, and so far, the people that took Silas missed
it too.


I reach over and
pull Silas’s backpack towards me. I already know the pathetic contents of my
own. Zero food, low ammo, basically nothing much to help me survive—even all my
matches were ruined the day I jumped into the river.


Silas’s backpack
is as empty of food as my own, but he has other stuff. I pull out a couple
extra knives, and a laminated map of Illinois. He doesn’t have the location of
the cabin highlighted, in case the map falls into the wrong hands, but I know
it by heart. I set the map down after staring at it longingly for a moment. I
can’t help but wonder what Abby is doing right now. I really wish she was here
with me, even though I know it’s selfish because Abby would hate it.


I pull out the
photo album that I discovered when Silas, Dad and I took that trip up the
mountain and I took down that moose. It makes my heart ache a little. That was
before my Mom and everyone else got sick. I pat the plastic cover fondly, but I
don’t open it as I set it to the side with the knives and map. I’m here alone,
and that’s terrifying enough, I don’t want to be inviting any ghosts.


I pull out a
small, tightly folded square that looks like shiny aluminum foil, and I can’t
help but smile a little at Silas’s forethought. I shake the mylar emergency
blanket out and am surprised that it’s as big as it is. I wrap it around my
body and continue to dig.


Silas has rope,
hooks, a sling shot and a bunch of smooth metal balls for shooting, matches
that he was smart enough to keep inside a waterproof bag with a couple extra
lighters, half a bottle of water and not a whole lot else.


My adrenaline is
flagging by the time I replace everything, so I pull the crinkly blanket up
around my head like a cocoon and lay back, forcing myself not to think about
the spiders. I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep after everything that’s
happened, but my body has other ideas.


 


I wake up with the
blanket stuck to my face, my mouth dry, and for a minute, the intense darkness
has me confused. I grope for the flashlight, panicking for a second when I
don’t immediately find it. My fingers grasp it finally, though, and I breathe a
sigh of relief when the light goes on. It’s still black down here, and I have
no idea how long I’ve been asleep, or if it’s even morning. I sit up and peel
the tinfoil blanket off my face where my sweat must have acted like some sort
of binding agent. I wince a little as it comes off, taking a few hairs with it,
and reach for the half bottle of water that I left out. I’m so hungry that my
first instinct is to chug the whole thing, but I don’t have another bottle, so
I limit myself to only half. My stomach growls angrily when I set it back down
and twist the lid back on.


I rub my face as I
shine the flashlight around the crawl space, trying to think about what to do.
My gaze lands on the two backpacks, and I know I can’t realistically carry them
both.


I decide to take
Silas’s and leave my own—at this point I’m practically dragging around an empty
bag anyway—at least Silas still has supplies. I transfer over my few meager
belongings into Silas’s bag and switch the clip that holds my axe to the back
of the bag, and then I waste way too much time painfully folding the emergency
blanket back into a tiny square. I’m tempted to leave it, but I don’t know if
I’ll need it again or not, and I don’t want to be responsible for losing
Silas’s supplies. I don’t want more to answer for when I come to his rescue.


I don’t know how
long I stare at the door above my head before I finally make my move. Silas had
the only watch on his wrist when he was taken. I’m rooted to the spot by fear,
and I know it’s weak, but I allow myself to indulge in it a little. I’m
relatively safe down here, but as soon as I open that door, anything could
happen.


I know what Silas
would say if he was here.


“Get your ass in
gear, Blondie.” My voice sounds weird in the silence, but it does the trick,
nonetheless. I’m half scared that the door will be locked when I try and lift
it, and I’ll end up slowly starving to death down here—but it’s not. Of course,
Silas would never do that to me.


I climb the ladder
with my axe in my hand. I don’t want to get too close to the zombies if I can
avoid it, and my gunfire might bring back the men that took Silas. My first
push against the lid is tentative and encounters a lot of resistance, which
makes my heart stutter in fear that I really am locked in down here. I push
again, harder this time, and it moves a little.


“What the heck?” I
mutter to myself as I shove against the door—something is on top of it.
Horrible ideas of what it could be flash through my head. What if it’s a
zombie, or Silas’s body and they didn’t really take him away last night but
instead they killed him, and I was actually sleeping underneath his corpse this
whole time. Or, what if it’s Silas, AS a zombie. The thought fills me with
nearly paralyzing fear—before I remember the cat scratching tower that sat
there and hid the door. It only makes sense that Silas would put it back over
top to try and hide me. I climb a little higher up the ladder and use my back
to push this time. Something crashes up top and the weight above me is gone. I
don’t adjust the pressure I have on the door quickly enough, and it slams open
with a bang, making me want to jump out of my skin. I shine the flashlight up
above me, expecting to see a rotten face staring down at me at any moment, but
nothing happens.


The room above
appears dark, but it is a windowless room, so I climb the ladder a little
higher to get a better idea of what’s going on. The door to the hallway is
splintered and hanging on its hinges, and I feel a tight knot in my stomach
that has nothing to do with the hunger. I wish Silas hadn’t sacrificed himself
to save me. I never wanted that.


Light is visible,
shining down the hallway. So, I know the sun is up. I have to go outside. I
pull myself the rest of the way out of the hole in the floor, keeping a tight
grip on the axe. I nearly walk away and leave everything wide open, but I have
a ‘What Would Silas Do?’ moment and carefully shut the hidden door, without
slamming it this time, and replace the cat scratching post. It never hurts to
have a secret place we can come back to, and I don’t want those men to come
back and see that Silas was lying to them.


I pause in the
doorway, listening for anything that might try and kill me, but it’s hard to
hear anything over the rapid pounding of my own heart. I retrace my steps, back
to the bedroom where Silas and I slept before the men came and retrieve my
pants from underneath the sink where Silas hid them. It makes more sense to me
now, he didn’t want the men to know another person was here.


Silas’s clothes
are gone from the shower curtain and I’m sure the men took them, although I
have no idea why anyone would want someone else’s zombie encrusted jeans.


My own zombie
encrusted jeans are still wet, but since I washed both pairs, I don’t have any
other choice than to throw them on over top my thermal pants, and it helps to
keep most of the dampness away.


I pause in the
bathroom doorway and stare in the mirror, my blonde hair is pulled back into
the braid that I always wear now, and my face is lined with worry. I’m out of
excuses and reasons to stay in this house.


I force myself to
walk down the hall towards the front door, and that’s when I hear it. The weird
rattling sound of a zombie. Silas’s backpack feels kind of weird on my back,
but I push the stray thought from my mind. I need to focus on not getting
killed.


I see the zombie
as soon as I step into the living room. The glass insert in the front door has
been smashed out, but the door is still intact, and the zombie is leaning
through and peeking into the house, black ooze dribbles down the otherwise
white door interior. I hear the rip of fabric as the remaining glass shards
tear holes in the zombie’s already ragged shirt, and I try not to think about
what the glass has probably done to its skin—hence the black ooze.


The zomb starts
raising hell when it notices me, and its rattle turns into excited moans that
make me cringe at their volume. The zombie only has his upper torso sticking
through the top of the door, while the rest of him is still outside, so I rush
forward with my axe raised and hit him as hard as I can. The blade falls on the
back of his neck when he moves at the last moment. I was aiming for his head,
but it sinks down into the flesh and severs the spinal cord anyway. The zombie
goes lifeless, half in the door and half out, and I frown at its disgustingly
rotten skin.


Now it’s in my
way. I reach out gingerly, using my axe as a poking stick, and push the zombie
back through the glass. It isn’t easy with all his dead weight impaled with
glass shards, like a bramble bush snaring its victim, but eventually he comes
free and disappears back through the window. He lands on the porch outside with
a hard thump.


I turn the knob
and have to put my shoulder into it since the damn zombie is now laying right
in the way of the door. I get it open enough for me and the backpack to squeeze
through, and then I quietly shut the door again to try and keep all the other
necrotic jerks from getting in while I’m gone. I don’t want to find myself in
need of the hidey hole and then have to fight off a horde of zombies just to
get to it.


The house is set
back a little way from the river, with a tree-lined driveway that offers quite
a bit of cover. I’m not the best person with directions, but I can hear the
familiar roar of the water, so I know which way it is. I step over the zombie
and head down the steps. My first instinct is to go back to the river and
follow it upstream back to Louisville, but Silas purposely told me to stay away
from the river now. He also told me to head back to the cabin, though, so I’m
not sure how much merit I should put in what he says.


I finally decide
to go with what I know, which is the river. Over the past five days, Silas and
I have been over what feels like every inch of its banks. I still need to find
Dad and the others, but Silas has temporarily taken precedent since I’m at
least kind of sure I know here he is, and I need him to help me if I’m going to
find the others.


I head down the
driveway, staying close to the trees so that I can use them for cover if need
be. I feel a little uneasy disobeying a direct order from Silas, but I just
can’t write him off and run home like he wants.


I reach the bank
of the river after a five-minute walk, and I find it reassuring when it looks
exactly the same as it always does. Silas and I usually walk right along the
edge of the water, looking for clues that might have washed up, but today I’m a
little gun shy—literally—so I stay further away from the water and cling to the
edge of the tree line instead. It doesn’t make me feel much safer though,
because I keep expecting zombies to pop out of the trees to grab and tear at me
at any minute.


A couple of months
ago, I never could have imagined the day that I’d rather take my chances with
flesh eating monsters than members of my own human race—even the bad men with
guns kind. My stomach is in knots as I continue along the tree line. Now that
I’m further away from the roar of the water, it’s easier to hear the sounds in the
trees. I can even hear birds chirping—which is why I’m so surprised when a
gravelly voice calls out for me to stop.


“Hold it right
there.”


I’ve become so
engrossed, listening for the signature moan of the dead, that the sound of an
actual human voice scares the bejesus out of me, and I can’t bite back the
girly scream that escapes my throat.


I finally locate
the guy from his laughter; it’s cold and mean and makes me want to pee my
pants. I swear at myself inside my head for not following Silas’s instructions
and staying away from the river.


The guy is huge,
probably every bit as large as Jack, but the rest of him is nothing like Jack.
He’s tall, but he’s overweight, wearing a grubby white wife beater top, and he
has mean eyes. His whole face looks, for lack of a better word, mean. I briefly
think about making a run for it, but the handgun he has aimed at my face
dissuades me.


“Hold it right
there, girly,” he says, stepping out of the trees, and I frown.


I recognize that
voice. It’s the same guy that was hurting Silas last night—the ringleader. I
glance behind him to see if Silas is with him, but as far as I can tell, the
guy is alone.


“What do you
want?” I demand, barely keeping the quiver of fear out of my voice. The man
seems to think scaring me is funny and laughs again.


“We can start by
you throwing down that axe,” he tells me, motioning to the axe that I’m still
gripping in my right hand. I realize then that he hasn’t spotted the smaller
knife in my other hand. I toss the axe at his feet, using it as a distraction
to tuck the smaller knife further up my sleeve.


“Happy now?” I
demand.


The man nods,
spitting a huge gob of tobacco out at my feet.


I don’t even try
to resist the urge to jump back.


“Ecstatic,” he
deadpans back at me, and I’m pretty sure this guy has never been ecstatic about
anything in his entire life.


“What are you
going to do to me?” I blurt out, but I instantly regret asking. I’m not sure I
really want to know. The guy gives me an assessing look.


“Where are the
rest of your little friends?” he demands.


On the spur of the
moment, I decide to play dumb. “Who?” I ask innocently.


The man glowers at
me, his finger twitching on the trigger. “I don’t have time for games. I want
that bonus for bringing back the scum that killed the doctor, and the poster
did say dead or alive,” he warns me.


My blood runs cold
thinking about what that means for Silas. “What did you do to him?” I demand,
my grip tightening on my knife.


Gravel voice
laughs at me again. “Oh, now you know each other?” he demands, but I can barely
hear him over the anger pumping through my veins.


“Where is Silas?”
I scream, barely keeping my wits about me enough to keep the knife hidden.


“Was that his
name?” the guy taunts me.


And of all the
crazy things to do in that moment, I burst into tears. I can’t help it,
thinking about a world where Silas no longer exists is just too much. Gravel
voice is completely unmoved.


“Shut the hell up,
before you bring every dead head in the area right to us,” he hisses at me, but
I’m too far gone. It’s been one hell of a week and I just can’t stop, at least
no one but this jerk is here to see it!


“I... can’t…stop,”
I manage to get out around ragged gasps as the tears continue to roll down my
cheeks


“Jesus. H. Christ.
I didn’t kill him!” the guy yells at me, striding forward a couple steps to
grab my arm. He squeezes it painfully, making me gasp when I feel the bones
crunch uncomfortably. “He’s back in Louisville in jail, and you’ll be joining
him shortly,” the guy promises with a twisted smile.


I try and yank my
arm out of his punishing grip, but he just holds on tighter as his other hand
comes out of nowhere to slap me hard across the face.


I would have
collapsed from the force, but he keeps my arm twisted, holding me up. I let out
an angry scream and he slaps me again, openhanded across the other cheek.


“Stop it,” I
manage to spit out, along with a gob of blood from where my lip hit my front
tooth.


“I can keep going
all day, girly,” he promises me, and I have to resist the urge to stab him
right then and there. He’s too strong, and he’d probably take the knife away
before I could inflict any real damage. He watches me to see if I’m going to
lip him off again, and it’s tough to resist, but I swallow my insult back. The
man laughs gleefully. “That’s better. They don’t care what kind of condition
you’re in when you get there,” he tells me, his eyes flickering towards me in a
way that fills me with dread.


A moan sounds
behind us in the trees and the guy lets out an annoyed sigh. “I told you, your
hollering would bring them,” he tells me, landing a final hard slap to the side
of my face before throwing me to the ground. “Just remember that you can’t
outrun my gun,” he warns me as I land hard against a rock and scrape up my
hand.


It hurts but I can’t
think of that now. I look up at my captor, my entire face burning with the heat
of his blows, and I watch him raise his gun. There are three zombies grouped
together, wading out of the underbrush. Gravel Voice raises his gun and takes
down the first one with a deadly accuracy that I know I can’t outrun.


I scramble to my
feet, but he doesn’t even spare me a glance; he’s so confident that he has the
upper hand against a little girl. A horrible idea hits me, and I know I have to
act fast. It’s one of those things that you can’t allow yourself to think about
for too long, or you’ll never have the balls to do it.


I creep forward
with the knife and stab him as hard as I can, right in the side. I feel a bit
of resistance and am pretty sure that I hit a rib. The guy lets out a surprised
scream as he drops his gun and clutches at his side. I leave the knife in him
and take a couple steps back.


“You stupid
bitch!” He screams at me in a rage, his entire focus now completely on me and
the knife sticking out of his side. I can see the zombies still coming out of
the trees, but he’s somehow forgotten about them. The guy takes one drunken
step towards me before the first zombie breaks out of the trees and latches
onto his shoulder.


His screams make
me go completely cold, but they excite the zombies. The other two catch up and
swarm him, biting anywhere they can. The zombies seem distracted, so I risk
running a little closer to grab the gun he dropped, and my axe.


The guy is down on
the ground now with the zombies on top of him like a pack of ravenous wolves.
It’s been less than a minute, but already large strips of his flesh are missing,
and his screams have thankfully stopped.


Silas probably
would’ve taken them all out, but I just don’t have the strength in me right
now. All I really want to do is vomit. The fear of being attacked while I’m
weak and hurling in the grass makes me swallow it down and keeps me on my feet.
I turn and start running away from the gory scene and away from the cursed
banks of this horrible river.






Chapter Four


I run until I
can’t breathe, and my lungs burn, and even then, I keep going, right up until
an oversized branch snaps back and smacks me square in the face.


“Son-of-a…” I yell
out before slapping a hand over my mouth to shut myself up. My restraint lasts
about three seconds before I rip my hand away and gulp in huge mouthfuls of
air. My face is stinging like crazy, especially my nose, and when I lift my
hand to gently prod at it, my fingertips come away smeared with blood.


This is exactly
what I don’t need out here in the open surrounded by flesh eating monsters. I
wipe my fingers on my jeans and use my sleeve to try and stem the flow of
blood, hoping it isn’t broke. Even as my eyes water, I’m still quickly scanning
the woods. I need to make sure that I’m not attracting every zombie within
smelling distance of my blood—not that I’m even sure that’s how zombies find
their prey—but the idea is terrifying.


I fight the urge
to feel sorry for myself and cry. I’m failing miserably without Silas and my
dad here to save me. I’d even be happy to have Abby right about now, at least
then I wouldn’t be alone. The bleeding eventually stops, though my nose is
still sore to the touch. I force myself to keep walking in what I can only hope
is the right direction. These woods can’t be more than a mile or two thick—at
least that’s what I tell myself. I don’t run again though. The stitch in my
side prevents it, even if I’d wanted to, which I don’t. It’s probably better to
save my strength in case I really need to run.


The image of the
guy I just killed is burned into my mind and follows me through the trees like
a ghost, haunting me as I go. I know that technically the zombies killed him,
but I also know that it was the cut of my knife that condemned him to die. I’m
almost relieved to have the distraction when a rotting corpse staggers out from
between the trees right in front of me and lets out a demonic sounding growl.
Thankfully it’s only the one, and I know I can deal with it.


The training kicks
in naturally, like second nature, and gives me a welcome reprieve from my own
thoughts as I raise my axe and charge towards the zombie. I don’t want to give
him enough time to come at me and build any momentum. Charging zombies are the
most difficult to stop, especially if you are using a melee weapon instead of a
gun. The axe slices down into the top of its head, the contact between blade
and skull vibrating up my arm with force, and it stops the creature dead in its
tracks. The zombie drops like a lead balloon, and I glance around to make sure
the coast is clear before reaching down to retrieve my weapon.


It comes away
gummy with half-rotten brain matter dripping from the blade in clumps. I make a
face as I wipe it off on the remains of the zombie’s red flannel shirt. The
irony that this zombie happens to be dressed like a lumberjack, and I just
killed it with an axe, is not lost on me. It’s one of those things that Silas
would have laughed at, had he been here, and it makes me miss him even more.


I’m not the best
judge of distance, but after roughly another mile of hiking I’m out of the
woods—literally, but not figuratively. I feel a mixture of warring emotions as
I step out of the tree line and into the direct sunlight and squint. The woods
started off as this terrifying thing for me, but now being out in the open has
me feeling way too exposed. The woods, though scary, offered a lot more cover.


I briefly consider
going back into the trees, but I know there isn’t anything for me in there,
other than the illusion of safety. I need to find a map, something to eat, and
figure out some kind of rescue plan, so I force myself to continue. I cross the
grassy ditch and climb up onto the road.


I don’t have the
river to guide me anymore, so I take an educated guess and start off in my
chosen direction. The weather is cool, but the glare of the sun is bright as I
trudge along the road. Nausea hits me as my stomach starts growling like crazy,
and I have to take several deep breaths. I’m so hungry that I’m starting to feel
sick. I actually begin to heave, but there’s nothing in my stomach to even
throw up, so I keep walking, forcing one foot in front of the other.


I finally come
across a road sign that looks like some hillbilly peppered it with buck shot,
and it brings back that sick feeling in my stomach as my eyes scan the words. Louisville
30 miles.


I’m going in the
right direction, but without a vehicle, thirty miles feels like it might as
well be thirty thousand miles. I fight back the urge to cry again, and it makes
me hate myself for being so weak. If Silas was here right now, he sure as hell
wouldn’t be crying. He’d be telling me to get a grip.


“Come on,
Blondie,” I murmur sternly to myself as I adjust Silas’s backpack more securely
onto my back. It’s been rubbing me uncomfortably since I put the damn thing on,
and I regret my hasty decision not to just bring the pack that I was used to.
Silas would have understood me leaving his bag behind—especially if it rubbed
him as much as it’s rubbing me!


I walk a few more
miles without incident before I see it, looming up ahead. I blink several times
to make sure I’m not imagining it, like a person in the desert that sees a
mirage when their dehydrated brain starts to play tricks on them. I open my
eyes and a smile breaks out on my lips.


It really is a gas
station, smack dab in the middle of nowhere. I pick up my pace to a quick walk,
but the anticipation is too much, and I break into a jog. I run until I get
closer and catch my first view of the parking lot.


Zombies.


I count six of
them, and I have to fight off my initial urge to turn and run away. I won’t
normally confront the dead if I have a choice, but there might be supplies
inside and I’m getting desperate. My finger twitches towards my gun, but I know
I can’t risk making a bunch of noise and attracting any more attention.


They haven’t
noticed me yet, so I’m pretty sure I can use the element of surprise, at least
against the first one or two. But then all hell is going to break loose and
I’ll have a pack of hungry zombies after me.


“Silas would do
it,” I whisper angrily to myself as my feet seem to grow roots. My stomach
growls again super loudly, like its agreeing, and I can’t believe the zombies
don’t hear it. My fingers grip the axe that hasn’t left my hand since the crawl
space this morning, and I finally gather up the courage to take my first step
forward.


That one step is
all it takes to draw the attention of the closest zombie, and it lets out a
hungry howl as it begins its unsteady shuffle towards me. I look behind it and
see the others slowly starting to turn around at the noise. Well damn it, I’m
in it now, I can’t help thinking as I jog forward to the meet the first
zombie. It’s a female, a little bit shorter than myself, and she goes down
pretty easily when the axe comes slicing down on the top of her head.


My adrenaline is
racing. I pull the axe from her crushed skull like a knife from warm butter and
then turn, ready for the next monster. It’s still a couple feet away, so I rush
forward and take the fight to it. I don’t have time to wait for them all to
come at me, or I’ll eventually be swarmed by more than I can handle.


I rip the blade
from its head just as the third zombie lumbers up behind me, the fourth one is
not too far behind it. My arms are getting tired and this zombie is a lot
bigger, so he takes three swings of my axe before he goes down.


I’m breathing hard
now. My heart feels like it’s going to explode from exertion and fear as I tug
hard at the blade that’s lodged into my downed zombie’s skull. It doesn’t
budge.


“Come on!” I
scream at my axe in frustration. But it doesn’t care that I need it for the
next zombie, and I’m forced to leave it and dance out of the grasping claws of
the next ugly contestant in the Eat Jane Competition. It snarls and hisses at
me, and the sight of it turns my stomach to a liquified puddle of vomit just
waiting to happen. It’s missing its nose like someone tried to take it out but
couldn’t quite push the blade in deep enough, and so the entire middle of its
face splits in half every time it growls at me. It’s a gory sight, its exposed
skull winking at me with every movement of its snapping jaws. I reach for the
knife at my hip, even as I keep moving, staying out of the zombie’s reach with
a series of spastic movements that Silas would normally mock me for.


This is going to
suck. I don’t like using my knife on the zombies, especially not the huge ones
with the long reach, and this one is definitely at least six feet tall. These
are the ones I would usually leave for Silas.


My Crocodile
Dundee knife almost seems to shrink in my hand as the zombie lumbers closer,
until I’m convinced that it will be no more effective against this monster than
a dinky swiss army knife might be. It’s probably my own fault for getting so complacent.
By carrying around the axe, I’ve gotten used to the relative safety its long
handle provides. I tuck my knife back into my belt and start jogging off in the
opposite direction. The zombies follow me, shuffling along like I’m the Pied
Piper of disgustingness. When I think I’ve gotten far enough away, I turn and
circle back, running as fast as I can.


When I reach my
axe, it’s still embedded in the stupid zombie’s head. My heart is pounding so
hard that I’m scared I’m going to have a heart attack right here on the gravel,
or at the very least another panic attack. I take a deep gasping breath and
check over my shoulder. The zombies have turned back around and are shuffling
towards me again, but I’ve bought myself a little time.


I grab the axe and
my hands slip off the glossy handle. I barely suppress the urge to scream as I
hastily wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. I try it again, and this time I have
traction. I yank so hard, I’m surprised I don’t pull my arms out of their
sockets, but I just deal with the pain and keep tugging until it comes free and
I land backwards hard on my butt.


My skin prickles
at the unknown something that is probably getting ready to take a huge bite out
of the back of my neck, and I practically ninja spring back up to my feet.
Being an ex-cheerleader has not really had its advantages so far in this
apocalypse, but I will give it props for my nimbleness in getting back on my
feet. The zombies are still a little way off, so I guess I had a bit more time
than I thought, but I’d rather not push it.


I raise the axe
over my head and let loose a savage war cry that probably sounds more like a
cat getting its tail slammed in the door. I surge forward at the new pack
leader, who is thankfully not the split-faced zombie from before. I swing my
axe so hard the impact vibrates up my arm and I’m forced to let go as the
zombie slumps to the ground.


I grab for the axe
as the other three flesh eaters stagger closer. Yes three, I apparently
miscounted and there were seven zombies, not six. The fucking axe stays stuck,
again! I let out a roar of frustration and give up all pretense of trying to
silently kill the zombies, so I don’t attract attention. I’m failing out here,
and keeping quiet really won’t matter to me, or anyone else, if they eat me. I
pull my gun from my hip with a practiced ease that helps to reassure me that
everything might actually be okay, and I plug the first zombie right in the
middle of the forehead when he’s no more than three feet away from me.


The sound of the
gun, though muzzled, still sounds like an enormous crack of thunder that is an
advertisement to anyone in the area that might want to come murder, maim, or
cannibalize me, but the damage has already been done, so I raise the gun and
fire off two more swift rounds. The second zombie goes down just as easily as
the first, but the last one… The DAMNED split-faced zombie takes the slug in
the shoulder and keeps on coming.


“You have to be
kidding me,” I mutter to myself as I raise my gun and fire again. The next round
hits him in the neck. I watch as a hole opens up in his throat and black sludge
starts to ooze down over his already grubby shirt collar. It might be an
oxymoron, but this has to be the luckiest damn zombie I’ve ever seen. I raise
my gun and empty the chamber into his face. Thankfully, he drops, and this time
stays down.


I get the
heebie-jeebies looking down at him, half expecting the stupid thing to have
some sort of magical power that will reincarnate it, even with the three rounds
drilled into its face. But thankfully it doesn’t twitch, and I force myself to
tear my attention away from its disgusting face.


I keep my gun up
and glance around the parking lot, looking for anything else that might pop up
and try to eat me, but I’m completely alone. The afternoon gets a little bit
darker as the sun sneaks behind a large bank of clouds, and I examine the
carnage scattered all over the parking lot as I tuck my gun back into my
holster. A total of seven bodies.


I start to head
towards the convenience store, but I stop after only taking three steps. These
downed zombies might as well be a welcome mat for anyone wandering by. They are
a sure indicator that someone killed all these zombies and is probably inside
the store. I reach into Silas’s backpack and pull out a pair of thick gloves. I
grimace as I grab the first zombie by the ankles and start dragging him off
behind the gas station to hide the body—he feels like he weighs a ton.


 


I’m sweating and
weak by the time I have the last one by the ankles, the split faced zombie, of
course. I’ve taken the hat off one of the other zombies and used it to cover
his face. It’s pretty much burned into my retinas anyway, but it still makes me
feel a tiny bit better.


My legs tremble as
I drop the two-faced zombie into the pile with the rest of the man eaters and
resist the urge to kick him—I’d probably drop from exhaustion if I tried. I’ve
already vowed that if I’m ever in this type of situation again, I’ll lure the
zombies to the back while they still have the power to shuffle their own asses
over. Work smarter, not harder, my dad always told me. I’m pretty sure,
in his wildest imagination, he never thought I’d be applying his logic to the
undead. But adapt or die, was another one of his favorite things to
say—usually when I was complaining about a particular teacher or a test I’d
bombed—but zombies… I shrug, even though I’m the only one around.


The store looms
ahead of me, like a mecca that I’ve finally reached after an eternity of
travelling. I want to race inside and chug soda and eat candy bars until I
collapse, but I have to be careful. I’m pretty sure nobody alive is in there,
or else the zombies would have been beating down the doors, but I could be
wrong. Or there could be more zombies—there always seems to be more zombies.


I pull my gun from
my hip again after tossing the gore encrusted gloves down on top of my zombie
Jenga pile, and I creep around the front of the building, making sure I keep my
back against the cold brick wall. I’m the only one around to watch my back, and
it’s a depressing thought. Maybe I was spoiled, but I honestly never thought I
would find myself alone in the middle of the apocalypse.


I reach the front
doors without incident and decide to take the cautious route as I reach up and
knock on the door. The tone of my bare hand against the glass sounds loud to my
ears, but hopefully it will bring whatever creatures are lurking around in
there, front and center for inspection. Ryan always called this trick a zombie
roll-call.


I force myself to
knock again and wait at least five minutes, but nothing shows up to scratch and
moan against the glass, so I decide to Goldie Locks the hell out of this place
and let myself in. I test the door, and it’s surprisingly unlocked.


A windchime
rattles as the door swings open and the happy little melody about makes me want
to crawl out of my skin. I grab for the chimes, rip them off the door, and
carefully set them down on the floor—they might as well be a dinner bell!


The door closes
noiselessly behind me and I get my first real look at the place. Rows and rows
of shelving, and all of it completely empty.


I fight the urge
to sink down to my knees and never get up again. All this effort and wasted
energy for a veritable utopia of nothingness. Frustrated tears slip down my
cheeks, and I don’t even have the energy to wipe them away. I finally allow
myself to sink to my knees, right there in the middle of the cold floor. I
don’t even bother moving away from the glass. In this particular moment, I
don’t care about anything other than my own starvation. I hate being a quitter,
but hunger and dehydration are the two hardest things I have ever had to face
in my life, and that includes the zombies. It’s like my body is just giving up
on me, and my mind is not far behind it. We were starting to go hungry even
before Silas was taken, and if he was having trouble feeding us, what hope do I
have? This entire area has been cleaned out by those jerks from Louisville. I
don’t have the means to drive further away to scavenge, and I definitely don’t
have the energy to walk. I rest my face against the ice-cold tile of the floor
and allow my eyes to slowly drift shut.


It feels good to
rest, but something is nagging at my subconscious—something I saw. I force my
eyes open and stare hard at the small patch of floor hidden underneath a shelf.
I probably never would have seen it if I hadn’t gotten down on the floor. A
small bit of energy enters my body at the possibility of food, and I get to my
knees and crawl forward, ignoring the hardness of the floor against my knees. I
reach the shelf and reach out with shaking fingers. I can’t even let myself
breathe. If this turns out to be an empty wrapper, I really am going to give
up.


I feel bulk when
my fingers curl around the plastic, and I don’t even know what it is, but I
give a hoarse shout of excitement. I pull it out. It’s covered in a few dust
balls and abandoned spider webs, but it’s the most glorious thing I’ve ever
seen. My mouth waters as I rip into the chocolate covered peanuts with shaking
fingers. I want to savor them, but an animalistic hunger takes over and I
barely chew or taste them. I reach the bottom of the bag way too quickly, and
then I begin crawling on my hands and knees down each aisle, searching
underneath the dusty shelves for any more forgotten treasure. I come away
empty, but the candy was enough to at least stop the dizzying hunger from
gnawing a hole in my belly. I slowly get to my feet and creep around the store
looking for anything else that might come in handy—it’s completely empty. I’d
been hoping to find a bottle of water, or anything, but nothing is left.


I find a door
labeled washroom and try the handle, but it doesn’t open. I press my ear
against the door, wondering if it’s locked because someone locked a zombie inside,
but I don’t hear any shuffling when I knock. I stare at the door for a moment
before a sign catches my eye: ask cashier for key.


I head towards the
front of the store and poke around in behind the till. All the cigarettes and
food have been cleaned out. Even the cash drawer is hanging open and empty,
which makes me shake my head. I seriously doubt that money has any value
anymore. A key hanging on a hook, dangling from a chain with a small orange
parking cone on it, catches my eye. I stare at it for a minute before plucking
it up and carrying it towards the bathroom. It’s awkward and big in my hand,
but I guess that’s why they did it, to keep customers from running away with
their keys.


I get to the door
and pull my gun out, just in case, and then I put the key in the lock, swing
the door open, and jump back.


Nothing runs out
and tries to eat me, but the room has no windows so it’s black inside. I get my
flashlight out of Silas’s bag, keeping an eye on the dark room. Then I shine
the light around each corner, feeling very much like the main character in some
sort of horror flick. It’s empty—just a small room with a sink and toilet. I
rush to the sink and turn the facet on. It lets out a small squeal, but nothing
comes out.


I turn away and
head for the other door. A store like this must have a store room, maybe the
scouts didn’t check it? Hope builds in my chest as I turn the knob and it
actually opens. It’s a large office with half the room taken up by a desk and
the other half obviously used for storage. It’s completely empty, except for
empty cardboard boxes scattered around. My heart sinks, but I determinedly turn
towards the desk and start pulling each drawer open and shuffling through the
paper.


The last drawer
yields a half-eaten bag of cheese puffs. In another life, eating half a bag of
stale ass chips that some stranger munched on before me would have grossed me
right out, but not today. The puffs are so stale they taste like I’m chewing
Styrofoam, but it’s calories and my mouth waters as I quickly chew them down.
If I was smarter, I would save some for tomorrow, but I can’t stop myself. My
starving body keeps demanding more and more until they are gone.


When the chips are
gone, my thirst returns with a vengeance. So, I tip toe back through the store
and doublecheck that I haven’t missed something. I haven’t. I even
go back into the bathroom and try the sink for the third time.


I’m starting to
feel hopelessness creep back over me when the beam of my flashlight lands on
the gleaming white porcelain throne to my right. My brain instantly rebels at
the idea of drinking toilet water, even as my dehydrated body takes a curious
step forward in anticipation. I’m pretty sure that this is an all-time low for
me, but I’m not so concerned with winning any popularity contests at the
moment.


I lift the lid and
see a couple inches of water floating around in the bowl.


“Oh God,” I moan
as I stare at it in horror. Rest stop bathrooms like these are probably what
bred the zombie virus in the first place.


I know I’m going
to drink it. I pretty much have to if I want to survive, but that doesn’t mean
the idea doesn’t fill me with dread.






Chapter Five


When I lean in
closer to the toilet, my knee hits it clumsily, making me say a word that
would’ve had Dad giving me the ‘look.’ I almost don’t hear the lid of the tank
shaking as it rocks precariously from my clumsy bump. The sound draws my
attention, and I curiously lift the top of the tank and shine my flashlight
inside. The back of the tank is full of water. I pan the light around to make
sure I’m not missing any weird stuff growing in the deepest, darkest regions,
but it looks clean, like completely clean, and hope starts to bloom in my
chest.


My fingers start
to shake in excitement as I sling my backpack off and dig around until I find
the empty plastic water bottle that’s kind of crunched up and has definitely
seen better days. I fill it up and chug the ice-cold water until the entire
bottle is empty and my stomach aches, but I don’t care. It’s almost like I can feel
the slowly dying cells in my body bursting back to life. I refill the bottle
and resist the urge to drink from it again. My stomach already feels water
logged and gross, and it’s not like I have an unlimited supply. I make sure the
lid is on tight and then tuck the bottle back into my pack and carry on with my
exploration of the store.


There isn’t one
useful thing left in the whole store, but I do find a bunch of scratch and win
tickets behind the counter. I stuff them into my bag, on a whim, as I head
towards the office at the back. It’s a small dusty room that doesn’t have much
to recommend it, but it does have an old scuffed up leather desk chair and it’s
a hell of a lot softer than the ground. In all our days on the road, I’ve never
spent the night in a gas station before, but it’s here and it’s already cleared
out, so I settle in for the night, after doublechecking that the doors are
locked. I don’t want to push my luck trying to find somewhere new to sleep when
I’m already here. It has four walls, and the zombies are cleared out—it will
do.


I pull the shiny
emergency blanket out of my pack, tuck it around my legs, and set to work
scratching at the tickets with a quarter that I found in one of the desk
drawers. It hardly matters anymore that there used to be strict laws
prohibiting me from doing this. I can’t even ever cash them in, I just need
something to keep my mind busy and the panic at bay. I scratch the enormous
pile until it’s gone, and my finger and thumb are sore from gripping the
quarter so tightly. My math is not exact, but I stopped tallying my winnings at
around ten thousand dollars—not too shabby for a couple hours’ work.


“Would’ve been
nice,” I mutter to myself.


I think I say it
out loud just to hear something other than the ringing silence that is somehow
the most overbearing thing I’ve ever heard in my life. I thought hearing a
voice would make me feel better, but it actually creeps me out, like it’s out
of place. I lean back and close my eyes, and the face of the man that I stabbed
today is the first thing that pops into my mind. I watch his mouth open in an
agonizing scream as the first zombie rips into him, and my eyes pop open. I
know it isn’t real, but my heart is hammering.


A tear leaks down
my cheek and I angrily wipe it away and close my eyes again, leaning my head
down on the desk like we used to do when we’d play duck, duck, goose in school.
The horrible face of the gravel voiced man pops prominently back into my brain
and the tears come with it. I’m a monster. I never thought I’d be the kind of
person that would kill another human being, no matter what the circumstances,
but I am. I now know that I’m the type of person that will do anything to
survive. The apocalypse has turned me into a monster, I’m just not the
noticeable kind with the rotting gray skin. This guy wasn’t even the first
person I hurt, or even the second. I lay my head back down on the desk and let
the gruesome images come—I deserve it.


 


The sound of
breaking glass wakes me up, and at first, I don’t realize what the noise is— I
just can’t believe that I’ve actually managed to fall asleep with the horror
show playing in my head. I hear a male voice and it turns my blood to ice. I
sit straight up, and the chair lets out a super loud groan, and I want to jump
out of my own skin. I freeze and strain my ears in the dark, praying that they
didn’t just hear that.


The man laughs and
I finally let myself breath again. They didn’t hear me—but I’m still up Shit
Creek without a paddle—another one of my dad’s favorite sayings. There is only
one way in or out of this room, and whoever just broke in here is on the other
side of the door. I ease out of the chair, and it lets out another horrifying
creak. I kick my leg free of the space blanket and sling the backpack at my feet
up over my shoulder. My hand goes to the belt at my hip, I never took it off,
and I grab my trusty nine-millimeter. I’m running low on ammo for it, and I
hate the idea of firing it, especially in the middle of the night, but I might
not have a choice.


I can hear their
footsteps getting closer as they make their way through the store, laughing
loudly and, by the sound of it, knocking stuff over. Each loud bang, as shelves
and other useless crap hits the floor, makes my heart stutter in my chest.
They’re getting closer. I lift my gun in response and say a silent prayer to
some meaningless God. After all, he didn’t help Silas, and what kind of God
would let his subjects reanimate and eat each other? I don’t even know what I
believe anymore, but I say a prayer anyway. Please don’t let them hurt me,
and please don’t make me have to kill another human being today. I’m
standing in the middle of the room like an idiot when the thought hits me. It’s
the zombie apocalypse, everyone opening up doors these days is going to do so
with their guns up and ready to take down any zombies that might be lurking on
the other side. I can’t just be standing here like a fool when that door swings
open. I have no idea what to expect when it does, and I don’t want these guys
to be readier than me. They could shoot first and ask questions later, thinking
I’m a zombie. Or, and this is the most likely scenario, they could be bad
people and want to do bad things to me. I grip my pistol so hard that my hand
aches as I look around for somewhere to conceal myself. This room is like a tin
can, but I finally settle for hiding behind the door, since it opens inward and
will hide me for a minute, giving me a small opportunity to get the jump on
them. I fix my eyes on the door and try to control my erratic pulse.


I’m barely in
place when the door comes flying out. I hold my breath and nearly pee my pants
when gunshots echo into the room. The gun clicks empty in a matter of seconds,
but that’s all it’s taken for me to start sweating.


“What the hell,
Jerry!” I hear one of the guys yell. There’s a sound of slapping flesh and the
other guy grunts.


“Just wanted to be
sure, man,” comes the idiot’s response, and even though I’m terrified, even I’m
shaking my head at how stupid he is. Every zombie for miles probably just heard
those shots—my ears are still ringing.


“Let’s check out
that desk,” the first guy says.


I hear them start
walking forward, and my heart pounds even harder in my chest. I’ve reached that
critical moment where I have to pull on my big girl panties and force my
shaking legs to move forward. If I stand here too long, they will most likely
see me cowering behind the door and I’ll have lost the element of surprise. I
wait until I see their shadows pass by, and then I take a deep breath and step
out from behind the door.


I’m light on my
feet, so they don’t hear me. I’ve also lucked out and their backs are towards
me. Their hands are down by their sides now, and their guns are tucked back
into their belts, so it’s as good as it’s getting for me.


“Stop right
there!” I yell, and the one guy actually jumps. They spin around to face me,
and I can see their hands automatically going for the guns. “Don’t touch your
weapons,” I shriek hysterically, and they both stop. They are staring at me,
assessing, and I know what they see—a little girl that they can easily
overpower. I swallow hard and motion at them with my gun. “Stay right there,” I
warn them.


The one guy
actually smirks. “Listen, girlie. We won’t hurt you; we didn’t know anyone was
in here.” He holds his hand out reassuringly. I point my gun directly at his
heart, and he actually has the nerve to laugh. “Do you even know how to use
that thing?” he asks skeptically, and I can’t help the flash of anger that
burns through me at the dismissive way he talks to me.


I aim my gun a
little left of him and shoot a glass paperweight that’s sitting on the desk. It
explodes with glass flying everywhere, and both men yelp and turn away to
protect their faces.


“Does that answer
your question?” I ask, relieved that I didn’t miss and make a fool of myself.
The man frowns at me.


“Shit, lady, you
didn’t have to do that!” the guy yells at me.


I channel my inner
Silas and shrug, like I don’t have a care in the world. It made me graduate
from girlie to lady, so I guess I did have to do it.


“Listen, we have a
safe place. We can give you a ride,” the one guy says.


I start to worry
that I might be the bad guy here. These men haven’t tried anything horrible
yet, maybe I jumped the gun?


“Where’s that?” I
ask, and the man grins like he thinks he has me right where he wants me.


“Ever heard of
Louisville?” he asks, and I have to resist the urge to do a fist pump.


I shake my head
and the guy nods cajolingly.


“It’s a safe
town,” he reiterates, and I bite my lip, not sure what to do with these two.


Out of the corner
of my eye I see movement, and it’s the second guy’s hand trying to sneak down
to his belt.


“Are you trying to
get yourself shot?” I demand as I swing my gun over in his direction, and he
freezes again. Something catches my eye in his belt, and I do a double take;
his knife looks achingly familiar.


“Where did you get
that knife?” I demand, and the guy shrugs.


“My mother gave it
to me,” he says without hesitation, and I frown at him.


“Take your packs
off and dump them out on the floor,” I tell them, and both men look confused.


“Are you trying to
rob us?” the one guy scoffs incredulously.


Instead of
answering I move my finger closer to the trigger. They both scramble to take
their packs off and dump them unceremoniously on the ground. My eyes quickly
sort through the junk they’ve tossed, while still keeping an eye on them so I
don’t get myself shot. I see a couple zip ties and motion to them.


“Use those zip
ties to tie up your friend,” I tell the smaller guy, and his jaw actually drops
open. “Do you want to die today?” I yell when they don’t immediately move, and
the guy drops down and grabs the zip ties. I watch him like a hawk as he
secures his buddy’s hands behind his back.


“Happy?” the guy
demands, and I shake my head. I’m not even close to happy.


“His feet too,” I
say, and the guy actually lets out a groan like I used to do before the
outbreak when my parents told me I had to clean up my room or I couldn’t go to
practice. I barely resist pointing that out.


The guy finishes
his task and stands up, just as his trussed-up companion loses his balance and
falls over, hitting the floor hard. I wince a little, but keep my gun pointed
on the guy that’s still loose.


“Now do your own
feet,” I tell him, and he looks mutinous.


I actually have to
put my finger all the way onto the trigger before he starts to move. I know
that would be a big no-no with Silas and his golden rule that I don’t put my
finger on the trigger unless I’m planning on pulling it, but I think, in this
situation, he would forgive me.


The guy stands up
with a wobble and I kick another zip tie towards him.


“What now?” he
mutters, and I can tell he’s super pissed off.


“Tie your wrist to
the leg of that desk.” I say, completely winging it at this point.


The guy stares at
the heavy desk and grudgingly lowers himself to the floor. I watch as he
tightly secures the zip tie on his wrist to a zip tie that he’s looped around
the leg of the desk. When he’s tethered there, I finally venture closer and
grab his remaining arm and bring it behind his back and secure his wrists
together. He tries fighting me at first and he is much stronger, but he’s also
half hogtied to a desk, so I give him a swift kick in the ribs and the fight
goes right out of him as he hunches over in pain.


I don’t like being
this person, but I don’t know what else to do.


I walk over to the
other guy, who cowers when I step near him, and I reach down and pull the
familiar blade from the band of his pants. There are a few snacks scattered on
the floor from their packs and I take those too. They have a better chance at
finding more than I do.


“It’s not
personal,” I tell them as I grab my pack from behind the door and stuff my
ill-gotten goods inside. Then I tip toe away, shutting the door firmly behind
me. I’m not a complete monster, I don’t want a zombie to come along and tear
them to shreds while they can’t defend themselves.


I step out into
the pitch black and instantly feel the temperature drop by several degrees.
They broke the large plate glass door at the front of the store, and I can’t
help but shake my head at their stupidity. This place is now useless to anyone
looking for shelter.


My heart is
pounding double time. I hate wandering around by myself in this mess, and I
really don’t like it at night. I hear a shuffling up ahead and the clattering
of glass on the floor being kicked up by clumsy feet. It didn’t take long for
the noise to attract the dead. I freeze in the darkness and strain my ears, and
I’m pretty sure there is only one of them. I don’t know if I’m sure enough to
bet my life, but I basically have no choice.


I tighten my
fingers around the knife that I just took off the guy in the other room, and
the grip is familiar to me as my fingers settle into the grooves in the handle.
I call bullshit that this isn’t Silas’s knife. The thought that I could just
open the door to the office and ring the dinner bell and escape, does cross my
mind for a moment, but I firmly push it away again. I’m not a murderer. I’ve
had to kill to survive—but this would be different.


I hear a moan and
it pulls me back to reality. I move forward as silently as I can, trying to
pinpoint the creature in the darkness. I can see the parking lot lit up by the
moonlight, but it doesn’t reach inside the store, so it’s like the inside of a
cow in here. I head towards the rustling, but then I realize that it’s not
blocking my way to the door anymore. The zombie has moved over towards the
Slurpee machines in the far corner, and I only think about it for a split second
before deciding to leave the zombie to be someone else’s problem. I can’t even
see in here. I’ll most likely end up dead if I try and be the hero.


I sneak past,
making sure to keep low and using the tipped over shelves for cover. My heart
nearly stops when my toe nudges the glass on the floor, and it lets out a faint
tinkling sound. I hear the zombie’s movements pause like it’s trying to
pinpoint the source of the noise. When I hear it inhale deeply and moan, I
decide not to wait around to become its midnight snack. I take off running and
my movements spur it into action. I run out into the parking lot and look
wildly around, not sure what to do.


I see a truck
parked close by and run towards it. Somewhere behind me I hear a loud thump
that makes me jump, and I can’t help turning around to look. The zombie hasn’t
followed me outside the broken door; it must be so dumb that it can’t
understand how to get out of the store. Instead it has run into the large glass
wall, and it’s clawing and howling in fury, trying to get to me.


I turn back to the
truck, but it’s locked. I race around the other side to try the passenger door,
but it’s the same. I search the nearby vicinity until I find a rock the size of
my fist and pound away at the glass, but it’s surprisingly tough and it doesn’t
so much as chip.


Panting, I throw
the damn rock away in anger and decide to just shoot the thing out and be done
with it. I know it’s a risk, but the possibility of gaining a vehicle outweighs
my caution.


I take one more
look around as I pull my gun from my belt, but other than the zombie in the
store, I don’t see anything else around. I pull the trigger and the glass
shatters and falls, leaving the window wide open. I reach for the lock and pop
it up, then I open the door.


It’s one of those
push-button start vehicles and I step on the brake and hit the button, praying
that it’s going to work, but my heart sinks when the No Key Detected message
lights up the dash.


“NO!” I can’t help
yelling in anger as I lean back in the seat in frustration.


I’m a failure. I
should have checked those guys for keys. I briefly consider going inside and
doing just that, but I immediately dismiss the idea. Even if I could get inside
past the zombie, it’s been almost ten minutes. They might have gotten out of
the zip ties, or at the very least are close to it, and I don’t think I would
be so lucky a second time around.


I look over and
see that the zombie isn’t at the window anymore, which can only mean he’s gone
deeper into the store. He probably heard something from the back. I get out of
the truck and do a three hundred and sixty degree turn, trying to figure out my
next move. The back of the truck catches my attention; they’ve got something
back there covered with a loose tarp. I quickly lift a corner and see cans of
food and other supplies. And an idea finally hits me.


I run to the
tailgate and climb up, lifting the tarp just enough to squeeze underneath. My
heart is pounding like crazy and I’m pretty sure this is the worst idea I’ve
ever had in my life, but I do it anyway.


I know these guys
are from Louisville, and they have a full load of stuff here, so chances are
pretty good that they are heading back to town sooner rather than later. I’m
either brilliant, or I’ve just trapped myself in here like an idiot.


I lay in the
complete darkness, my heart beating like crazy while I wait to see what will
happen. Inside the store I hear a loud crash and then gun fire—something is
definitely happening. I strain my ears and almost jump out of my skin when something
bumps into the side of the truck. I’m confused for a minute. I didn’t think
anyone had made it out of the store yet…


I hear the
horrible phlegmy rattle that can only mean one thing. It’s followed by a moan
as another one joins the first, and I start to sweat even though the night air
is cool. The sound of fingernails scratching along the side of the truck makes
me cringe and I hold my breath, praying they don’t have a special sense to
smell me in here. I still don’t know a lot about them, other than the fact that
they’re soulless flesh-eating monsters. I want to grab my knife so bad, but I’m
too scared I’ll make a noise, so I just lay curled up on my side and wait. The
tarp crinkles loudly when one of them brushes against it, and I’m convinced I’m
about to be torn to shreds at any minute.


I’m still trying
to decide if I should go for my weapon and risk a bit of noise, or keep waiting
it out, when I’m saved having to decide by the pop of gunfire. I wince,
worried a bullet could come right through the side of the truck and hit me—I
don’t know that much about ballistics. I hear a dull thump as the nearest
zombie drops to the ground and then I hear feet running fast—too fast to be a
zombie.


“At least that
little bitch didn’t take our keys,” I hear the one guy say, making me frown
underneath the tarp.


The second guy
grunts in agreement. “Let’s get the hell out of he—” His sentence is cut off by
a horrible scream and a gurgle.


“Lyle!?” I hear
the first guy shout.


I’m pretty sure
Lyle just got bit, probably in the throat.


“Oh shit, oh shit,
oh shit,” the other guy yells, his voice climbing higher with each lament.


“Help,” I hear the
second guy rasp out, but it sounds bad, like he’s choking on his own blood.


“I’m sorry man, I
can’t. I just can’t!” The first guy sobs and I hear the door open then slam
shut. He’s running away.


Lyle lets out a
scream of pain, but the sound is cut short by the roar of the truck firing to
life, and I can’t stop myself from rolling and slamming against the tail gate
as the truck takes off, fishtailing in the gravel before the guy manages to
straighten it out.


I feel the truck
shudder as we hit something leaving the parking lot, and the thumping I feel
underneath where I’m laying has me convinced it just rolled right underneath
the bottom of the truck. The crunch I hear under the back wheels confirms it.
The guy inside the cab is shrieking and now I’m scared for another reason. I’m
stuck in the back of this truck, no seatbelt or anything, and the guy driving
the truck is having a major meltdown.


I have no idea how
fast he’s going, I just know it’s too fast. Every bump hurts my hips and ribs,
and they begin to ache, pressed against the unforgiving metal of the truck bed.
My whole body becomes stiff and cold within ten minutes, and I tuck my fingers
inside my armpits to try and avoid frostbite. It may not be as cold in Kentucky
as it is back home at the cabin, but it’s plenty cold enough stuck in the back
of a truck whipping along at sixty miles per hour or better.


I’m berating myself
for getting into this situation when the guy slams on the brakes without
warning, and I’m thrown forward to bang my head against the case of canned
goods in front of me. I hear him open the door and get out, and I panic and
start crawling forward on my belly, wedging myself closer to the front of the
cab and curving my body around the unbending tin cans ahead of me.


The tarp rustles
as he reaches inside. It’s pitch-black but I can see his hand illuminated in
the sliver of moonlight that he’s letting in. I want to disappear inside of
myself, but that’s not physically possible, so I press as far back as I can.
His hand is reaching around blindly, searching for something not too far from
my boot. I slowly start to reach for my gun. I can probably take him by
surprise…


His hand stops
reaching when it lands on something that’s too dark to see. As he pulls it out
from under the tarp, I can see it’s a case of beer. He heads back into the
truck and I let out a sigh of relief—that was way too close. I never actually
thought of the logistics when I crawled back here, like how I was going to get
out without being noticed. If anyone in Louisville sees me, I’ll be joining
Silas, and I don’t know if that means dead or behind bars. The gravel voiced
man earlier did say that Silas was alive, but I’m not sure what to believe,
maybe he just said that to shut me up. A dull ache hits me dead center in my
chest and I press my hand against the pain. No, I refuse to even consider the
possibility that Silas is anything but okay.


I keep expecting
the truck to take off again and I brace myself, waiting for the guy to pull
away like he’s in the Indy 500. I don’t want to get thrown around again and
hurt myself on the sharp edges of the tin cans. After a good fifteen minutes my
shoulders start to droop under the strain, and I cautiously pull my hands away
from the sides of the truck. What is this guy doing? How come he’s just sitting
here idling, in what I can only assume is the middle of the road, in the dark,
in the middle of a zombie apocalypse? I long to sit up and take a look around
to try and get my bearings, but I know I can’t. I’m stuck under this tarp
unless I decide to make a run for it. I might get over the edge and be able to
disappear into the dark before the guy can line me up in his sites. It’s
definitely a risk though. Even if I can escape this guy, I’ll still be running
around in the dark with who knows how many hungry zombies between me and day
break. I decide to give it a little more time and see what happens. I always
have my gun, and I can take a shot at him if he tries to pull anything.


My body goes numb
first, and eventually my spinning mind does too. I lose track of how long I lay
there, my body shaking and miserable from the cold.


It takes me almost
a full minute before I realize something has changed. The truck is moving
again. I pull my head out of my jacket, and the cold assaults my face as I try
to gauge exactly what’s happening. The truck wanders off to the left a little
before the guy jerks the wheel, steering us back into the center of the road.
At first, I assume he’s swerved to avoid something on the road, but then he
does it again and again, and the realization finally hits me like a bucket of
ice water thrown right in my face.


This idiot is
drunk.






Chapter Six


My brain barely
has time to start thinking up all the horrible scenario’s, when the truck slams
into something on the road. Its jarring at this speed, and I roll forward, but
manage to use my arms to block my face. Pain radiates through my elbow, and I
bite my lip to keep from crying out. Today has been hell on my body. Through
the broken driver’s side window, I hear the guy let out a shout, then a string
of cuss words. The car is at a stand-still and I strain my ears trying to
figure out what we just hit.


I’m tossed
backwards again when the guy takes off with a weave, and this time my face
smashes into the corner of a box full of cans and my teeth sink into the soft
flesh of my lower lip. I can taste blood- and I’m sure it’s the same place the
man hit me earlier today. I have gotten myself into a very serious situation
and I need to figure out how to get out of it.


I’m pretty sure
whatever we hit was a zombie… because other than maybe a deer, what else would
be wandering around on the road right now? The guy slows down a bit but doesn’t
stop- another indication that it wasn’t something warm and fuzzy.


The truck keeps
going and there’s nothing I can do, but sit in abject terror, waiting to see
what’s going to happen next.


I lay in the back
of the truck for probably another ten minutes before the truck finally starts
to slow down. It takes a sharp right, but this time I’m ready for it and I
brace myself to keep from rolling into anything else. The truck rolls to a stop
and I hear him cut the engine and I lift my head, straining to hear anything
that might tell me where we are. My gut tells me we haven’t reached Louisville
yet, it wasn’t enough time, and there was no check stop, no people or voices.


I hear the door
open and then the clattering of… what I assume must be the ping of aluminum
beer cans hitting the pavement, and I wince. This guy really is an idiot. I
hold my breath, hoping that he hasn’t attracted every zombie in the area with
his drunken shenanigans. I have no idea how he’s managed to survive this long-
but it does gives me a tiny bit of hope that he, and by extension me, might
just survive the night.


A huge part of me
wants to jump out of the back of this truck and either try and take control, so
I have a truck, or just plain make a run for it. Both ideas have their pros and
cons. I still have my gun strapped to my hip, and I could use it… but I really
don’t want to have to add another person to my murder list. Neither do I want
to die, of drunk driving, of all things during a zombie outbreak.


 


“Come on. Come and
get some!” I hear his voice suddenly booming through the silence. I should
really expect this kind of stupidity from him by now, but it still makes me
jump. My stomach clenches in disbelief, this dumbass is actually trying to ring
the dinner bell. I hear the roar of his gun firing off and I’m not sure if he’s
aiming at anything, or just shooting it at shadows.


“Please, please,
please get back in the truck.” I urge him in a whisper, panic starting to claw
at me. I take a deep breath trying to ward off the oncoming attack- this isn’t
going to end well. It’s not even a full minute before I hear the moans and
snarls signaling the zombies have found us. Their noise runs a chill down my
already frozen spine. The worse part though is the snapping and clicking of so
many sets of teeth. The dead have come, drawn by the noise. His gun continues
to fire, though he pauses to punctuate each shot with a word. “This.” Bang,
“Is.” Bang, “For.” Bang, “Lyyyyleee.” Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.


I hear his gun
fire dry and I wince knowing it won’t be long now, unless he is ridiculously
lucky and makes it back inside the truck. When he starts to scream a second
later, I know his luck has run out. His screams tear through me, just as surely
as the zombies are tearing through him. Tears stream down my cheeks, not
because I feel bad for this idiot, he brought this on himself, but because I am
selfishly terrified. The zombies sound like they are right beside the truck,
and it only takes a minute for his screams to end in a gurgle. I try and guess
how many of them are out there, based on the growls and moans, but as the
zombies fight over the remains like a pack of dogs, it’s impossible to tell.
All the sounds blend together, and seem to echo, to create a gruesome chorus
that is impossible to tell apart.


I decide to risk
the possible rustle of fabric and my trembling fingers grab for my gun, I can
barely hear myself think over the feeding frenzy, I don’t think the dead are
going to pay too much attention to me- at least not yet. My clumsy, frozen
fingers, combined with my nerves, make me fumble the gun as I pull it free of
its holster and I drop it, making it clang loudly off the metal truck bed,
where it falls at my side. I want to crawl out of my own skin I’m so horrified
by what I’ve done. I quickly scoop the gun up, and then lay there, gripping it
so hard the metal cuts into my fingers, waiting to see if it’s now my turn to
die from stupidity.


I don’t know why I
thought having my gun in my hand would make me feel any better- it doesn’t. I
really only have one option, stay hidden and try to wait it out… That isn’t
really my only option, my adrenaline-soaked brain reminds me, but I’m too
paralyzed with fear to crawl out from underneath this tarp and go cowboy on
these zombies- it didn’t work out too well for the last guy that tried it-
granted he was drunk and an idiot.


The zombies
eventually finish picking over the scraps of my recently departed chauffer, and
then the really horrible part begins. They wander over to the truck and begin
to check stuff out. I hear them kicking up the beer cans on the ground as they
stagger in closer and I squeeze my eyes shut, before giving my head a shake and
deciding to open them. It really doesn’t matter though because its pitch black
either way. The zombies bump into the side of the truck and the gentle swaying
could almost be peaceful if it wasn’t for the stink of rotting flesh permeating
the air, and the very real possibility that any one of these minutes could be my
last.


Zombies can’t
climb, I remind myself, even though I don’t one hundred percent know that for a
fact. I’ve never seen one be too nimble on its feet, so it stands to reason
they wouldn’t be climbing up into the box of a pick-up truck, but my imagination
is in overactive mode right now and everything is terrifying and completely
possible. I even cross my fingers that the tarp will hide me. Even if they
can’t climb up, if enough of them crowd around they could tip the truck over-
that I have seen. I don’t want to get eaten, but I also don’t want to be
trapped in here by an undead mob that never gets tired or needs to sleep.


My mind can’t help
but drift to Silas. I wish he was here with me right now, he would know what to
do- hell, we probably wouldn’t even be in this mess right now if he was here.
My mind brutally clamps down on that type of thinking- it won’t help. Could’ve,
should’ve, would’ve- If had the ability to go back and change the past, Silas
wouldn’t have been taken to begin with, my Dad wouldn’t be missing because I
would have never suggested that leaving the cabin was a good idea, and my Mom
wouldn’t have died of common and preventable influenza. Hell, while I’m at it,
might as well go back and erase zombies from the history books too, save us all
the heart ache. If only.


I give my head a
silent, but stern shake. I need to focus. I need a plan. I lay in the dark
while the zombies lumber around, for what seems like forever. I don’t even
blink at first and my eyes become dry and itchy. No plan comes to me though. I
either stay in this truck and hope for the best, which hasn’t really served me
well in the recent past, or I try and make a break for it and most likely end
up becoming zombified in the process. I start forcing myself to blink.


First thing first,
I can’t do jack shit in the dark. Either way, I’ll have to wait till the sun
comes up. My hands are already so cold that I can’t feel my fingers anymore,
but I make damn sure I don’t drop my gun again. For lack of anything better to
do I start counting silently in my head. One Mississippi, two Mississippi,
three Mississippi, four…


 


I don’t sleep a
wink all night, how could I when adrenaline is pounding through my veins every
time the dead clumsily walk into the side of the truck with a bang or leans
against it and lets out a growl as they walk by. The worst yet, was when a
zombie must have walked by and scraped its fingernails down the entire length
of the truck, a shiver races down my spine at the memory. I’m not sure how long
I sit in the overbearing silence freezing, before I start to notice a tiny bit
of light that wasn’t there before. Dawn is breaking and it felt like it took
forever, when really it was probably more like two and a half hours- three
tops. My entire body has been shaking for most of that, even though I’m trying
so hard not to let my teeth chatter together. I don’t want the zombies to hear.
I’m not sure if any of them are still out there, I haven’t heard more than the
odd scraping lately.


I lay in the hard,
uncomfortable truck bed as the sun begins to light up the sky. Slowly I can
start to make out details of the hidey hole where I spent the night. The tarp
is blue, and the boxes of canned food that beat me up last night while I was
rolling around, are a variety of stuff that makes my mouth water- despite my
situation. I’m tucked in near the tailgate and there are several more cases of
beer stacked near my feet, as well as a canvas duffel bag.


In another hour
the day is as bright as it’s going to get, and I’m left laying here with a
terrible case of nerves. Despite the zombie activity that kept me terrified all
night, being in the back of this truck has proven to be relatively safe- but
there is no guarantee what will happen when I try and leave. I try to force my
body to move several times, but my mind clamps down, freezing my muscles from
following the command. Silas would tell me I was burning daylight, and it’s
true. Silas. God only knows what those people have done to him. My leg
twitches, and I know I’ve got to quit being such a selfish baby, and get out of
my head, and stop letting fear paralyze me. I can be scared of dying all I
want, but If I’m too scared to even move to save myself, and the others, then
I’m going to die here anyway- I might as well die the way I choose and that is
trying to find Silas, Dad, Ryan, and Jack.


That little pep
talk is easier said than done because even though, in a heartbeat I would
choose to die my own way and know I would make that sacrifice to save any one
of the others, the idea of being bitten is the most horrific thing I can
possibly imagine. I start to slowly move my stiff legs and there is no way to
do it soundlessly. It isn’t anything crazy loud, but it feels like I might as
well get a neon sign advertising the Jane buffet. I look up at the tarp, and
the thin strip of sky that is visible near where the tarp doesn’t completely
cover the tailgate and I know it’s going to rattle like crazy the second I
touch it, just like it did last night when I dove in here.


I strain my ears
for another couple minutes and then decide that I have to do it, or else I
never will, and I’ll die here in fear. The only thing I hear is the same quiet
moan I’ve been hearing most of the night, but it almost sounds like its far
away. “Silas, Silas, Silas.” I almost chant to myself as a way to give me
motivation, and maybe a little courage too, and then I slowly get up onto my
knees.


I have to resist
the urge to let out a groan. My entire body is stiff and sore and aching from
spending the night in the fetal position on the freezing cold metal. I get
myself up onto my hands and knees and pause to let all my bones crack and snap
back into place. It doesn’t help.


My backpack
brushes against the tarp and makes it rustle as I move forward. My gun hasn’t
left my hand all night, but I grip it harder as I reach the little ribbon of
daylight at the end of the tarp. This is it. I pause again and listen, but
everything is quiet now. Come on Jane, I mentally admonish myself. This next
little bit will be the hardest, getting the courage to peek my head up past the
tarp and over the tail gate. I have the mental image of a zombie standing
nearby, ready to latch onto my face and rip it clean off. I tell myself I can
move faster than a zombie, even though I know that might not be true, and then
I do one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to force myself to do. I poke my
head up into the world.


At first the sun
makes me blink, but I try desperately to see past the little sun spots dancing
on my retinas to see what’s out there. I don’t see any shadows looming closely
and after a second or two, my vision clears. I quickly scan the area, and at
first my sluggish brain doesn’t understand what the rows and rows of attached
bungalows are, until I see the motel sign. I’m instantly ill at ease, there is
no telling who might be holed up in one of these rooms watching me. I do a
quick scan of the area before climbing over the edge of the tailgate and
jumping down. My legs almost buckle when I hit the pavement, but I manage to
stay upright. My first couple steps, and my foot falls asleep from the long
hours spent laying awkwardly. It makes each step agony as a million little pin
pricks feel like they are being driven into my foot.


I look around
nervously, not sure if I could even run right now, but thankfully the parking
lot is clear, except for the giant gory blood stain, not very far from the
truck. I hobble over to the truck and pull off my backpack as I climb inside.
I’m careful to avoid the few beer cans that remain scattered beside the door,
the others have either been kicked across the parking lot by the dead, or the
wind took them. I toss my bag into the passenger seat and then hold my breath
and say a quick prayer, before I again try pressing the start button on the
truck. The no key sign lights up the dash like it did last night and I want to
cry.


Anger courses
through my veins as I get out of the truck, barely resisting the urge to slam
the door. Why does everything have to be so damn hard? I know it’s the end of
the world and there are zombies, but seriously, it’s been nothing but bad luck
for a while now. You’d think eventually things would have to turn around, but
they haven’t. I’ve lost everyone I love and here I have a truck filled with
food and supplies, and the keys are missing. Silas never taught me how to
hotwire a newer vehicle- it’s probably impossible.


I angrily kick one
of the beer cans and it disappears underneath the truck, followed almost
instantly by the spine-chilling moan of a zombie. I turn quickly, and scan the
parking lot, but I don’t see anything anywhere. The moan comes again, and I
realize it’s coming from underneath the truck. I jump away like the truck is on
fire. I come to a stop a few feet away and stare hard at the underbelly of the
truck. I hastily put my gun away and pull my axe free of my pack- it’s not the
hoard I was expecting when I got out of the truck, so I shouldn’t risk firing
my gun and drawing attention.


I almost turn and
start walking away, but when a third moan comes, I slowly bend over to take a
look. I tell myself sternly not to do it, but my own morbid curiosity has the
better of me. I finally get low enough to see and I’m instantly horrified. I
stand up quickly and turn away. That has to be the most horrible looking zombie
I’ve ever seen in my life. He’s so chewed up, he’s barely even a zombie
anymore. My stomach rolls a bit, but its empty, because I’m starving, so there
is nothing to vomit up even if I was so inclined. I take a deep breath and
start scanning the parking lot again, wondering what my next move should be…
but there is something that nags me. There is something a little bit familiar
about that bag of meat underneath the truck, and I can’t quite put my finger on
it.


I’m not sure why
it nags at me so much, but it does, until I know that I’ve got to take another
look before I can completely dismiss whatever feeling this is. I steel my
nerves and take another peek. The zombie has made it a little bit further than
he was last time I looked, and I stare at him assessing. It’s the shirt I
realize finally. I recognize that shirt.


The dejavu doesn’t
send me instantly into a panic, because I know already with a certainty that
I’m not recognizing the shirt because it belonged to anyone in my group that is
currently missing. It is, however, the same shirt that guy from the gas station
was wearing last night, granted it’s a lot worse for wear today. That is the
only recognizable feature he has left. His face has been chewed off, to the
point its only bone and gristle, and only small patches of hair remain on his
scalp, but from what I can see, it does look to be the same dark brown as the
guy from last night.


I stand up again
and take a deep breath. I can’t help but feel a little bit responsible, even
though my logical mind tells me that the guy did it to himself. The careless
way they were acting, even before they knew I was in the gas station- it was
probably only a matter of time before natural selection picked him off. Still,
he was an idiot, but he used to be a human being.


A human being with
the keys. The idea bursts into my brain and I’m suddenly almost giddy with
excitement. I know there is a chance some zombie miles away has the key fob
inside its gut right now, but there is also a chance that its in this guys
pocket.


I take a step closer
to the truck and get down on my knees, this guy is not moving very fast so I’m
not in any danger. I wrinkle my nose up when he lets out a pathetic moan and
then I steel my nerves and make a slight chirping noise with my lips, like when
you try and call over a puppy. This creature is the farthest thing from a
puppy, but I try and imagine him that way instead so it’s not so horrific to
look at.


“Come on.” I
murmur to him as I set my axe down on the pavement beside me and slap my hands
against my thighs in encouragement. “You can do it.”






Chapter Seven


The zombie’s
enthusiasm is not matched by his speed. I guess, in its defense, it really is
just a torso at this point. It’s arms no more than chewed up stumps ending
before the elbows, and nothing left of its legs at all, except the torn
remnants of his blue jeans, trailing behind with ropes of intestine.


The more of it to
emerge from underneath the truck, the harder it gets to look at it. Finally, I
lose patience with its snail-like pace and chop it in the back of the head with
my axe, putting it out of its misery. I probably should have waited though,
because now it’s up to me to drag the rest of its corpse all the way out.


I stare down at
the creature, its head and shoulders are really the only part visible, and
there isn’t anywhere I can even grab that isn’t crusted in gore. I go back
inside the truck and start searching for a pair of gloves. It is winter, even
if this is Kentucky and much warmer than I’m used to, besides, what
self-respecting person doesn’t carry a pair of gloves in the apocalypse? I have
two pair in my bag, one is mine, and the other pair belongs to Silas, but I
don’t want to gum them up if I don’t have to. I find what I’m looking for in
the passenger side door, and nearly let out a shout of elation- but of course
that would be extremely dumb.


Back outside I
scan the parking lot for any sign of danger, but so far, my luck is holding.
Then I throw on the gloves and grab the zombie underneath its armpits and begin
dragging. He’s surprisingly heavy for not being an entire whole of a person. I
drag him a few inches before his stumps flip up and I lose my grip and land
hard on my butt with the zombie practically in my lap. I resist the urge to
scream in frustration and just general grossness and pull myself to my feet.
This time I grab him by his shirt and pull, but one good tug and the shirt
completely rips in half. It’s already in bad shape where the zombies chewed
through it to get to the guys insides. I manage to stay on my feet this time, but
my anger is building. I take off the gooey gloves and leave them on the ground
next to the body before I start digging through Silas’ bag.


I cut a length of
rope off the coil he always keeps in there, and then put the gloves back on and
tie one end tightly around the zombie’s neck. When that’s accomplished, I loop
the rope around my gloved hand several times and start to pull. The crunching
and popping of the zombie’s vertebrae makes my skin crawl, but I keep going and
slowly he starts to emerge from beneath the truck-kind of like a butterfly
coming out from its cocoon, but opposite and disgusting. I stop when I can see
the pocket of his jeans.


It’s a cool day
but I’m sweating like crazy. I stare at him for a minute, nervous to even
check, in case they aren’t there. I can see from the bumped-up fabric that
there is something in there and after a moment of staring at it
assessing, I reach with the gloves and try to find out what it is. The gloves won’t
fit though, and now I have a dilemma. This zombie is head to toe covered in
blood, some of it red, but most of it zombified black sludge, there is no way
in hell I’m putting my bare hand into a zombie’s mystery pocket.


I pull my knife
from my hip as the idea hits me and slice his pocket open, careful not to stab
the skin too much and create an even bigger mess. A black key fob falls out
onto the ground, along with a bunch of loose change and I can’t help but grin
as I snatch it up. I toss the gloves down beside the body and grab my pack as I
head back towards the truck.


This time when I
open the door, it lets out a faint dinging sound that wasn’t there before, and
when I toss my bag into the passenger seat and press start. The truck fires
right up. I let out a laugh, but it almost instantly turns into tears of relief
that I quickly wipe away as I put the truck into drive and peel out of the
parking lot.


I take a deep
breath and push my stupid girly emotions to the side. First thing first,
getting this truck and supplies was a huge win, but now I need to be smart and
think like Silas. I’m basically driving along the main artery road leading into
Louisville, it’s probably the worst thing I could be doing. I could be spotted,
taken hostage and robbed of all my newly gained goods. I turn off on the first
road that comes up. If the clock on the dash can be believed, its already a bit
past noon. My first instinct is to drive right through the gates of Louisville
and bust Silas free, but that isn’t something I could in reality pull off. I
need to have some patience, pull over for the night, find somewhere to store
all this stuff, and make a real plan.


I drive for a
little while longer until I come to an area along the road that is surrounded
by trees. It’s pretty-well covered from view on all sides but directly north
and south of me, so I pull over for a minute and pull the map out of Silas’s
bag. I don’t want to just head off all willy-nilly and get myself lost. I find
this road on the map and add a small star beside it, so I’ll be able to find my
way back to the highway. I drive a little further, making a few random turns
until the houses start getting more and more spaced out. Finally, I know I’ll
just have to pick one. I tell myself sternly that I will pick the very next
house I come across that has a garage.


Probably sooner
than my nerves would like, I come up to another house. I’m tempted to skip it
and tell myself, the next house, but that could have me doing that all day and
it’s a huge waste of fuel. I slow down as I approach the driveway, my eyes
scanning the yard, not just for a sign of the dead, but for a sign of the
living too. I want to avoid both whenever possible.


The yard is
overgrown and doesn’t seem like there has been any activity in months. The
grass in the driveway is tall and even when I squint, it doesn’t look like any
tire tracks have driven over it in a while. No smoke is visible around or
coming from the house and there is an attached garage- everything on my
checklist. I slowly pull into the driveway, still expecting a barrage of
bullets to rain down at any minute, but nothing happens. I circle the yard
before pulling up in front of the house. Nothing pops out and staggers towards
the truck, which is a good sign. I didn’t sleep a wink all night and my energy
is beginning to flag. I’m not sure how much I have left in me if there is going
to be an onslaught of zombies, or a fight of any kind.


I slowly get out
of the truck and shut the door as quietly as possible, pulling my gun from my
hip. I don’t want to mess around trying to use my knife when I’m only one
person, and I don’t know what to expect on the other side of the door. I go up
to the front door and test the door handle. It’s locked, of course. I knock on
the door and wait to see what happens, but nobody living, or dead comes to
answer.


I don’t really
want to smash a window and jeopardize the security of the house if I don’t have
to, so instead I go around the corner and start walking around the side,
testing every window as I find them, all locked, except for one that is
probably too small for me to squeeze through. I turn another corner and come up
to the back door. I test the handle, not feeling too hopeful, but it turns
without resistance. I blink in surprise as I slowly take my hand off the door
knob and knock instead. I don’t hear any mad scrabbling on the other side of
the door, so I turn the knob again, this time opening it. I wait, bracing for
something to come running out at me, but it doesn’t. I’m nervous to go inside,
but I’m also not thrilled to stand out here in the open with a bunch of trees
at my back, so that fact soon drives me inside to take my chances within four
sturdy walls.


I enter a linoleum
tiled room with shelves lined up for boots and shoes. Its pretty tiny and its
only a couple steps before I round the corner to a kitchen with the same floral
linoleum pattern. It’s clean, and quiet and doesn’t look disturbed at all. I
glance around at the woodgrain cabinets and wonder if there’s going to be any
food inside, or if it’s already been cleaned out. This house is off the beaten
path, it might not have been scavenged yet. My stomach growls at the thought,
but I ignore it for now. I’ve got to finish clearing the rest of the house
before I can see to any comforts.


The kitchen leads
to a living room, and two bedrooms. I check the closets in each with my gun up
and at the ready, but so far nothing scary pops out at me. I decide to skip the
attached garage until the end and head upstairs instead. The smell hits me when
I reach the top of the stairs and my stomach sinks- I knew this was too good to
be true.


My heart pounds as
I take in the three closed doors. Part of me wishes I could just walk away and
leave the doors shut, but if there are zombies in here, and something
definitely smells dead, I don’t want them somehow getting out of this room
while I’m sleeping and coming to feast on my flesh. I go up to the first room
and knock gently, pressing my ear closer to hear if there’s any movement
inside. I wait a couple minutes, but hear nothing, so I push the door open with
more bravado than I feel and step back, gun up, and ready.


Nothing rushes out
at me and I slowly step into the room and do a quick once over. It’s a bedroom,
by the looks of it, the master. It has a perfectly made bed, a closet with the
door open, that I can see from here is empty. I slowly sniff the air, but the
smell isn’t as strong in this room as it was in the hall.


“Okay.” I mutter
to myself as I creep back into the hallway and shut the door soundly behind me.
I repeat the same thing at the second door and again nothing. It’s another
bedroom, this one looks like it belonged to a teenage boy. Blue bedding on the
small twin bed, and lots of sports trophy’s jammed on every shelf. A new
looking mac book sits on the desk and again, not the source of the dead smell.
That only leaves the third bedroom.


My stomach knots
up with anxiety as I move back out into the hall and again shut the door to the
boy’s bedroom. It’s something Silas taught me, until the entire house is
cleared, don’t leave doors open for the zombies to wander around and mislead
you. Not that zombies have ever run away from people, but it’s still good
advice and following it, gives me a small piece of mind. I knock on the third
bedroom door, bracing myself for the thud of a zombie, hopefully just one,
throwing themselves up against the wood in a frenzy. It doesn’t come.


“What in the
hell?” I ask myself out loud as I stare at the door. Maybe I will get lucky and
this zombie has some kind of injury that keeps it from moving too quickly. I
take a deep breath, before realizing that wasn’t the smartest idea with the rot
smell pungent in the air, and then I throw open the door and step back. The
smell is worse in this room, and I wish I could cover my nose, but I’ve got to
keep my gun up, so I just hold my breath instead. It’s not a bedroom like I had
thought, but a small bathroom, and at first glance I see nothing out of order.


I’m confused. I
definitely smell it in here, but why hasn’t the zombie run out and tried to eat
me yet? There is a small closet and I slowly creak it open, but its only full
of towels. The only possibility left… I reach out and pull the shower curtain
out of the way and the vision in the tub has me having to turn away as I cough
and fight down the bile that rises in the back of my throat. I race out of the
bathroom and slam the door shut behind me, but its almost impossible to erase
the image of the rotting body from my mind.


Dead body it was,
zombie it was not. It looked like probably the father had been bitten, and
rather than turn into a monster, he took matters into his own hands and saved
himself from a hellish afterlife. I blink several times but the image of the
blood splatter on the backsplash of the tub, dotted with pieces of skull
fragments, and the overall decomposition of the body, it makes me shudder.


I walk down the
stairs slowly, feeling a blanket of sadness settle over my shoulders. I’m not
dumb, I know millions, probably billions of people have probably lost their
lives to the dead in one way or another but coming across stuff like that and
getting a peak into the suffering and anguish they must have felt- makes it
hard. This is probably selfish, but I don’t like it when the millions have
faces and stories to haunt me.


I clear the garage
next- which is easy because its empty, not even a vehicle inside, and I really
hope that means that the rest of the family got away and is somewhere safe
right now. I’m starting to get hit with exhaustion after the anticlimactic end
to all this adrenaline surging through my body, but I need to get the truck
inside and out of sight first. I use a step ladder to get up to the roof and
pull the red garage door cord that’s dangling from overhead. It releases the
door from the lifting mechanism so I’m able to manually pull the door up without
electricity. It’s a little difficult to get going, but once it starts to slide,
it goes up easy enough- thankfully the door is relatively new. Silas and I have
really had to work at some of the older doors in the past.


I get the truck
inside the garage without incident and pull the door back down, again, its
difficult to get started, and I’m sweating by the time it’s done. I know I have
food inside the truck, but if I don’t have to do anymore lifting and screwing
around today in order to eat, I will be lazy and take the easy road.


I head to the
kitchen instead and start checking out all the cupboards. There isn’t a ton of
food, but its not been cleaned out. I actually let myself groan out loud in
excitement when I come across the cans of ravioli. I dig around until I find
the can opener and a spoon and then I scarf the whole thing down cold. I could
have built a fire, like Silas would have done, but I’m too tired and hungry.


I think about
downing another can, but my shrunken stomach is already feeling too close to
full, so I file the idea under, maybe later, and keep digging around. I find
some crackers, and a couple cans of pop, which I crack open right away and chug
about half the can before letting out an enormous belch. I pile all the food I
find in the middle of the counter as I find it and tell myself that I’ll find a
box or something for it later. I raid the bedrooms for a pile of blankets and
pillows and then settle in on the couch downstairs- I can’t bring myself to
sleep upstairs with the corpse in the tub. It isn’t even four pm, and sunlight
is still shining through the window, but I can barely keep my eyes open.


I try and ignore
the fatigue though and sit with a pen and notebook I found in a desk drawer and
try to outline a decent plan. I need to find the others still, but I have no
idea where they are, and Silas has become more of a priority. He is the one
that I know is in danger and if I can get him back, he will be here to
help me find Dad and the others. It’s the most logical solution to save Silas
first- I just have no idea how. I’m only one girl and I have no real training-
just the things I’ve picked up from Silas along the way.


I write Silas’s
name at the top of my paper and then for lack of anything else to write, I draw
a big circle around his name. I sit and stare at it while the paper starts to
blur in front of my eyes, but I fight it. Inspiration hits me and I write the
word Louisville underneath. I look around until I see Silas’s backpack sitting
in the chair across the room and get up and bring it over to the couch with me.
I dig through it until I come up with the map of the area and spread it out on
the table to examine it. I let out a huff of frustration as I stare at it so
long my eyes start to blur. I am seriously the worst person to be launching a
rescue mission- it would have been much better if I had been the one taken.
Silas would have known exactly what to do to get me back.


I look closely at
the area around Louisville, not sure what I’m looking for. I notice the way the
river runs along one side of the city and I write that down on the paper, not
sure yet if it’s a pro or a con to my situation. They don’t really guard it
that closely because its impenetrable to zombies, but if I had a boat, I could
cross the river and sneak up the banks…


I chew the pen,
deep in thought for a minute, before tossing it down in frustration. It isn’t a
halfway bad idea, except that I have no idea how to find a boat, or even
operate it if I did... and the idea of going back in that water terrifies me. I
think about what I do know. The rest of the city is barricaded off between tall
chain link fences and makeshift metal and cement barricades. I could find some
bolt cutters and cut a hole in the chain link- but that would leave the town
defenseless if zombies got inside once I walked away and left a hole in their
defenses.


Some of the people
in that place don’t deserve the safety those walls provide, but a lot of the
people I saw were just women and children trying to survive in a world gone to
hell. I can’t have their blood on my hands.


Third option, I
could try and appeal to their humanity. We didn’t mean to let the zombies eat
Doctor Ruppert, it was an accident. She was an evil woman that did terrible
things to Jack. The mayors mother seemed to like us, and we did save her from
the zombies when we came across her car broke down on the side of the road that
time, but her son looked like he might be a wild card, and there was something
I didn’t like about him- so no guarantee there either.


No one solution is
really sticking out as perfect, but so far, the best one appears to be me going
back to the river that almost killed me, unless I can think of something else,
and right now I can’t. This time when my eyes start to blur, I don’t fight it.
I toss the pen down on the table and lean back against the pillows- maybe a
better solution will stick out at me in the morning.






Chapter Eight


I’m up before the
sun because of the shivering. It’s not warm, and even with all the blankets I’m
still cold. It’s nowhere near as bad as the night I spent in the back of the
truck, but I miss the warmth Silas provided sleeping beside me. I’m too nervous
to start a small fire like he would have done, because the smoke is probably
how those men found us. I know I’m in the middle of nowhere, but I’m all alone
and I don’t want to attract zombies either- so I tough it out.


I get up and prowl
around the house in the dark, bumping my shin against a chair in the kitchen,
it throbs and makes my eyes water, but I take a few deep breaths and bite back
the cuss words that want to roll off my tongue. I can make out a little bit
from the moonlight peeking in the windows and after a bit of searching I find
the can of ravioli that I left on the counter. Finding the can opener nearly
makes me crazy, but eventually my hand comes across it’s bulk. I had forgotten
that I’d left it sitting in the sink.


I don’t attempt to
open it yet, and after adding a spoon to my pocket, I carry it back through the
house with me, making sure I’m careful when I get near where the coffee table
should be. I don’t need another ache if I can avoid it. I find the door to the
garage by feel and bend down and pick up the flashlight that I left on the
floor beside it.


I go into the
garage, shutting the door tight behind me and turn on the flashlight.
Everything is exactly how I left it. The garage doesn’t have any windows so
it’s safe to turn on the light. I sit down on the step and flip my flashlight
on its end so it’s shining up towards the ceiling and it lights the area, then
I pull the can opener and spoon from my pocket and set to work on the ravioli.


It’s been less
than a week that Silas and I went so hungry, but that’s all it took to give me
a new appreciate for being able to have food to fill my belly. I hope wherever
Silas is now, they are feeding him. The thought makes the ravioli sit like a
rock in my belly. I need to make a plan and hurry it up.


I still have a
couple hours until daylight, so I decide to inventory. I can’t risk losing all
this stuff by driving around with it in the back of the truck, so I’ll have to
unload it all. It’s hard to know if it will be safe left here or not, but it
has a better chance than coming with me.


I go to the truck
and open-up the tail gate, trying not to let it thud down. The first thing I
come across is the duffel bag, I pull it off the end of the tailgate and it
lands with a quiet thump on the cement floor. I crouch down and unzip it, but
it’s just a bunch of clothes. I toss it to the side because the clothes might
be something Silas can use after I get him back.


I climb up into
the back of the truck and unhook the tarp, rolling it up and tossing it down to
the ground. Then I start lugging the boxes of canned goods towards the tailgate
and stacking them near the edge. It takes a bit of back and forth, before I
have to jump down and lift them to the floor. I’m sweating like crazy by the
time the truck is unloaded, but at least I’m no longer cold. I’ve had to shed
my jacket and am just working in my sweatshirt. I take a long


drink of water,
from one of the bottles out of the flats of water I found near the back, and
then I start cutting open boxes and taking inventory.


Boxes of dry
goods, canned goods, candles, blankets, and knives- seem to make up the
majority of what they’ve got stacked in here. I take a handful of candles and
matches and set them aside to add to my bag, along with more granola bars. I
make a face at them, but they are the ultimate survival food. Loaded with
calories and protein, but lightweight and easy to lug around. I do sort through
the boxes though and find a few new flavors- even I have my limits. I even add
a few small cans of tuna, turkey, and ham, even though they will make my bag
heavier, I weigh the pros and cons and decide that I’m willing to carry it.


Once the truck is empty,
I head back into the house with an empty box to go gather up the rest of the
supplies from the kitchen, I might as well have it all together for easy
loading when we get back. At least I will have help putting all this stuff back
into the truck- I refuse to accept that there will be any other option.


The sun has just
risen when I head back into the house, so at least I’m able to avoid running
into things. I head to the kitchen and mechanically toss everything into the
box, keeping a few things out like the last two cans of ravioli, and a couple
cans of pop, then I lug the box into the garage and set it in the pile with the
rest. I know it won’t hide it at all to anyone that cares to look, but I throw
the blue tarp over the pile when I’m done- I don’t know why, but it makes me
feel better about leaving it.


Then I stuff
everything I’m taking with me into my backpack, making sure I grab the map off
the coffee table and tuck it into my jacket pocket for safe keeping. I go
around the house and look out every window for any sign of movement. There
doesn’t seem to be any, but I know I need to be sure before I start tugging up
the garage door, leaving my legs and stuff exposed to whatever’s on the other
side. I take my gun off my hip and head out the back door and do a careful lap
around the house. The sun is bright and starting to warm the day up, and it’s
quiet here, except for the birds chirping. It seems so out of place, like the
past few months haven’t even touched this place. I make a complete circle
around the house without coming across anything out of place, so I head back
inside and straight to the garage.


I fire the truck
up, so the oil will have a chance to circulate and then I climb up and pull the
cord again, get down and lift the door up. I pause when movement in the
driveway catches my eye, and my heart pounds at fear of the unknown. I
foolishly had felt too safe and I don’t even have my gun at the ready. I reach
for my hip, but it’s not there.


My eyes focus on
the source of the movement, and at first, I think it’s a dog- but its wilder looking,
and I’ve seen pictures of them before. A lone coyote stands in the driveway,
stock still, staring back at me. I stand still as well, not sure what it’s
going to do. You don’t really hear about coyotes attacking people, but it could
be rabid, and these days, lots of previously harmless animals have gone
completely wild in order to survive. I’m not sure if I should make a run for
the truck or not, I don’t want to give it a reason to give chase.


I don’t have my
gun, I stupidly left it in the truck, sitting on the center console, but I do
have my knife. It makes me feel a little better as I tear it out of its snap-
however I would never choose to try and fend off a coyote with a blade- it is
better than nothing though.


The knife gives me
a false sense of bravado. “Get out of here.” I yell at the beast and its ears
perk up at the sound. Likely it hasn’t seen a real human being in a while. I
take a step forward and it takes a step back- a good sign. I clap my hands at it,
and it turns around and runs away. I watch it until it disappears into the tree
line across the other side of the yard, and only then do I turn around and run
to the truck, my heart beating wildly.


How could I be so
utterly stupid to forget my gun? I sit in the truck for a full minute, letting
my heart beat slow back down to normal before I put the truck into gear and
pull it out into the driveway. I don’t really want to get out of the truck with
the coyote nearby, but I know if I leave everything in the garage sitting with
the door wide open, that same coyote will probably get into the dry goods and
take off with them. This time I keep my gun in my hand and the truck door wide
open, for easy access to run back to the cab, in case the coyote comes back. It
only takes two minutes, but it feels like forever.


I only let myself
breath again once I’m back inside with the door securely locked- well as
securely as it can be. I’m kind of kicking myself for breaking the window now
that I’m the one that has to drive it. Even the passenger side window would
have been better and given me the space of a seat to deal with anything that
might try and come through it. I tell myself that I’ll be smarter the next time
I’m forced to break a window and if I can help it, it will always be the
passenger side from now on.


 


Getting all the
supplies unloaded from the truck was sweaty, back breaking work, but it was
also the easy part. Actually, leaving the driveway and heading into the unknown
danger of trying to sneak back into a place that tried to kill me, is much
worse. “Come on dummy.” I mutter to myself when my foot starts to feel like a
lead weight upon the brake. I slowly force my foot off the pedal and switch it
to the gas and creep down the driveway and out of the yard. I do a thorough
examination of the road in both directions before proceeding with caution. I’m
sure Silas would tell me I’m driving like a granny right now- the idea makes my
mouth twist into a small smile, though its hard to actually find a lot humorous
right now. My hands have a mind of their own and have a slight tremor running
through them as I hold the wheel. “You’re doing this for Silas.” I tell myself
sternly and it helps- a little.


I slowly retrace
the road I took yesterday, looking for small signs that show I’m heading in the
right direction. A light blue mailbox, the white-washed skeletons of cattle out
in a field, a small garden tractor parked beside the road, and finally the
large, oddly shaped boulder sitting randomly in the middle of nowhere shortly
before I get back to the main road. I’m not sure if it’s smart to be on this
main road I should be on, but it’s still a couple miles before I can turn off
and head down another road that will also lead me to Louisville- according to
the map anyway. My generation was always much better with using maps on our
phones- so I hope I’m reading it correctly.


I know I won’t be
able to drive right up to the gates. Sooner or later I’m going to have to ditch
the truck and go the rest of the way on foot. The idea is terrifying, but I
haven’t been able to think of an idea around it. A truck is just too
noticeable, and I really don’t want to get caught. The only thing worse than
getting caught and thrown in jail with Silas would be his reaction to
discovering I did exactly the opposite of what he told me. He won’t be thrilled
to see me regardless, I know this because he is so stubborn, but as long as I
can actually pull this rescue off and save both our asses, I think he can be
persuaded to see things my way.


I don’t have an
exact rendezvous point picked out to leave the truck, I thought I would wing it
and see how far I could get before I start to lose my nerve. I actually don’t
get very far at all before something up ahead catches my attention. I squint to
make out what it is, but its still a couple seconds before my eyesight gets on
board and I can piece it together. Another car, the thought fills me with dread
and I instantly break out in a sweat. It’s heading right towards me, and I
panic and start to slam on the brakes- maybe I still have enough time to turn
around and make a run for it or find another road to turn down and get away
from them, but the other car isn’t that far off. I don’t know if I can maintain
a big enough gap between our vehicles, even at full speed, to out distance the
inevitable gun shots that would follow a high-speed chase.


An idea permeates
my fear-soaked brain after a millisecond where every possible scenario and
outcome runs through my head at lightspeed- running can only make it worse.
They have the advantage of knowing the area, and I don’t have a completely full
tank of fuel, and maybe they do.


If they are from
Louisville, and let’s face it, they most likely are, being this close to the
fortified city, maybe they will recognize the truck and not give it another
thought when I blast past them heading in that direction. Maybe they will just
think it’s Zombie Boy returning home after a supply run. I pull down the sun
visor with trembling fingers, to hopefully block my face from their view, and I
force myself to take a deep breath, but it does nothing to calm me.


I vaguely remember
seeing something in the center console that might be helpful, and I pounce on
it, pulling the latched lid open, and shifting through some papers, all while
trying to keep the truck in a straight line on the road. I come across the
baseball cap and slap it on my head, as far as disguises go, its pretty weak-
but it’s all I have, and I cross my fingers that maybe it will be enough.


As the other
vehicle gets closer, I can see that it’s a smaller car- kind of an odd choice
for the zombie apocalypse, but I suppose it would be better on gasoline in a
world where fuel is getting harder and harder to find. I’m a little relieved to
see it’s tiny, if push comes to shove, I should be able to do just that with a
much larger truck and force the other car off the road and escape. I absolutely
do not want to have to do that, I don’t want to hurt anyone, and my idea also
comes with the very real possibility of me getting shot first, but I keep the
plan in my mind as a backup, just in case.


My foot presses a
little harder down on the accelerator as we get closer to meeting, I want to
use the faster speeds to my advantage and hopefully it will make it harder to
see who’s driving. It’s a delicate balance though because I don’t want to go so
fast that it looks like I’m trying to hide something. I keep the speedometer
right on sixty mph and try and sit up a little higher in my seat to appear more
like a man, and less like the terrified teenage girl I actually am.


I hold my breath
when the car and the truck meet each other on the highway. I keep expecting
bullets to start pinging off the metal of the truck, but everything is silent,
and the other car stays in its own lane and doesn’t try and cut me off. I can’t
quite make out the features of the other people in the car, just that there
were two of them in the front seat, and I hope that means they couldn’t quite
see me either.


My eyes rush to
the rear-view mirror, and I know I’m not out of the woods yet. They could still
turn around and give chase or start firing at me. I stare so hard at their
retreating back end that my eyes start to blur, but the brake lights don’t
light up to indicate they have any intention of turning around.


I finally let
myself release a shaky breath even though I know I’m far from safe being out
here in the open like this. There could be other vehicles that aren’t so
willing to accept this truck at face value, or the people in the car might have
radioed ahead and warned people about me. The idea fills me with terror. I have
to get off this road!


I glance in the
rearview again and watch until the other car is no longer visible. I don’t want
to do anything erratic while they can still see me. When the second the car is
gone from my sight, the longest five minutes of my life, I press the
accelerator to the floor and keep it there until I come to the first turn, I
see.


I take it a little
too quickly but manage to straighten the truck out and then pin it again and
the truck takes off like shot. I have to avoid the interstate like its poison.


 


I drive aimlessly
for a few minutes, before taking a few more random roads, trying to create a
tangled trail if anyone is trying to find me. I finally lose my nerve to keep
driving around in the truck and pull into the driveway of the next house I see.
I sit at the top of the driveway and hold my breath as I scan for danger-
tensing against the possibility that shots could ring out at any minute.
Nothing happens, but I don’t let myself relax, I slowly ease the truck further
down the driveway, taking in the run-down appearance of the property and the
long un-cut grass- not that mowing the grass would really be a priority in the
apocalypse, but I don’t see any tracks in the grass and weeds.


I pull up in front
of the house and unholster my gun- I’m keeping it close this time. I exit the
truck with more bravado than I feel and march up to the house and bang on the
door. I pause and listen and hear shuffling within. I wait a few minutes and
then knock again, jumping backwards and nearly tripping over the step when a
decayed face appears in the small window in the door and begins to go
absolutely nuts. I wrinkle my nose up at the sludgy mess the zombie is leaving behind
on the glass. Definitely no one alive living here then.


A second zombie
joins the first, and then a third, and I take another few steps back, letting
the screen door fall shut on the gory view. I don’t really want to try taking
these zombies out by myself, for all I know there could be even more inside.
The house also doesn’t have a garage- which I need to hide my truck. I look assessing
at the house- I could maybe park it around the other side of the house?


I walk around the
other side of the house and discover that the truck would still be visible from
patchy sections of the bushes that line the yard, but there is a barn further
across the yard and I get back into the truck and pull it closer to the barn.
There is no way in hell I’m going to get too far away from the truck, in case I
have to run.


I approach the barn,
and everything seems ordinary, but I do have a gruesome image pop into my head
of a barn filled with zombies. Just the idea makes goosebumps pop up all over
my skin. I decide to knock first when I finally reach the big wooden sliding
door. I crane my head to listen, but unlike the house, I don’t hear anything
moving around in there.


I start tugging on
the door, hating the way I have to pull it- if it opens and something jumps out
at me, I’ll probably still be holding onto the handle trying to slide it. I
open it a crack and jump back, but again, nothing tries to reach through the
dark space that I just opened up.


Shivering at the
excess adrenaline that’s racing through my body, I force myself to pull the
door the rest of the way open. Sunlight streams inside, lighting the area and
I’m relieved to see that its just an empty space filled with straw and a few
empty wooden pens. I step inside and lug a couple hay bales that are sitting in
the middle of the floor, to the side of the wall and then go back for the
truck.


It fits, but
barely. The mirrors almost rub on the sides of the door when I pull it through
and when I come to a stop with the hood of the truck practically touching the
far wall, I’m nervous that I won’t be able to get the door shut again, but
there’s about a foot and a half of room by the bumper. I step back outside and
slide the door shut, then turn and glance around the yard. I feel so exposed
without the truck. Even though I know its big and would be easily spotted, so I
can’t continue to drive it up to the gates of Louisville, it did give me a
false sense of security with the metal cab that wrapped all around me and the
speed in which I could travel much faster than the dead. Why do human beings
have to be so awful to one another?


I adjust my
backpack a little more comfortably and start walking back through the yard.
When I pass the house, I can see that the zombies have broken the window, but
its too small for them to actually get out- not unless they manage to break the
door open. I peel my eyes away from the smashed glass and the black gooey blood
that’s running down the outside of the door and walk a little bit faster,
trying to leave their moans of excitement behind me.


I’m keeping the
map in my coat pocket now, in case I get separated from my backpack and I pull
it out and take a look at it. I’m still a good ten miles from Louisville. I
would have liked to keep the truck a little longer, but running into those
people earlier, ruined that for me. I’m not completely sure how long it will
take me to cover the distance, but its about mid-morning now, so I’ll have to
get a hustle on it. I’m really hoping that today is the day that I actually
accomplish something. Ever since Silas and I got separated I can’t help but
feel like I’m muddling through, making a big mess of things.


The sound of glass
breaking has me turning back towards the house. The zombies have moved to much
larger window and their battering has broke it. I watch with anxiety as the
three of them tumble through the glass. They are sliced open and dripping the
black sludge, but it doesn’t slow them down as they scramble to their feet and
start after me with a moan.


Great.






Chapter Nine


My first instinct
is to run- but of course they will just follow me. I could easily outpace them
initially, but they will never get tired and I will. I don’t want to be forced
to deal with them once I’m winded from running, and what if I run into people
that I have to fight with, I don’t want to be simultaneously fighting off my
undead fan club as well.


“I hate zombies.”
I mutter under my breath as I turn and face them. They are grouped together
walking almost shoulder to shoulder, jostling each other out of the way in
their haste to get to me. I don’t really want to deal with them when they’re
all together like that. I pull my gun from my hip and bite my lip. I don’t want
to risk the noise, but I am pretty secluded, and my gun does have a silencer on
it, not that the silencer makes it completely silent.


The lead zombie is
getting closer and I make a split-second decision, raise my gun and pull the
trigger. The zombies keep coming. I missed. “Not good.” I tell myself as I aim
again, a little more carefully this time. This time the lead zombie goes down
and I let out a small breath of relief. If I had missed again, I would have
been on the verge of panic, and second guessing myself. Another shot and
another zombie go’s down. “Just breath.” I tell myself, mimicking advise Silas
has given me in the past about shooting.


My next shot is
too low, and I hit the zomb in the shoulder. I see him stagger back from the
force of the impact, but he keeps coming. I raise the gun a second time, and my
hand shakes slightly. Hes getting a little close for comfort, and if I don’t
hit him this time, I’m gonna have to run back a bit and try again, or switch to
a melee weapon- like my axe.


I don’t think my
second bullet even hits him, though it is hard to tell because zombies don’t
react to pain. I pivot and start running towards the end of the driveway to get
a little space between me and the zombie, before I turn back and plant a bullet
right between his eyes. I finally let myself breath, sucking in deep breaths to
calm myself down. That was terrible marksmanship.


I’m usually
better, but I think being out here alone, and only having myself to rely on has
gotten inside my head and made me second guess myself. I stare at the three
bodies on the ground and then at the house behind them. I don’t want to waste
anymore time, but the house is clear now, and curiosity is getting the better
of me.


I run back to the
front door, keeping my gun out, and turn the knob, it’s locked. I let out a
huff of irritation and then decide that I don’t care if I wreck it, the bodies
in the grass are already a neon sign if anyone wanders past here. I step back
and kick the door as hard as I can several times. The force of the kick
reverberates up my spine, but I ignore it and after the third kick, the door
jam splinters and smashes open against the wall inside. I stand back for a
second and wait to see if anything else comes charging at me, but it doesn’t.


With the front
window all smashed out, the house is well lit. I enter a formal looking dining
room that looks like its seen better days, chairs are knocked over and glass
dishes are smashed on the floor. I pass a buffet hutch and round the corner to
the kitchen.


It’s also kind of
a mess- I didn’t realize zombies cooped up in a house for months would make
such a mess. I guess I kind of assumed they went inactive without a human
nearby to tempt them into a frenzy. It looks like they totally trashed this
entire house.


I skip the fridge.
Nothing good ever came out of opening a fridge that hasn’t had power in months.
Whatever might be in there, is not worth the odour to me. This house smells bad
enough from its previous occupants.


I find the kitchen
and start opening cupboards- not a lot of stuff, but I do come up with a couple
puddings, fruit snacks, and a bag of cookies. I toss them in my pack and then
add a roll of duct tape I find in a junk drawer- Silas was getting low.


I poke around some
more, but only find a bathroom. Next, I stumble across a set of stairs, leading
down into a basement. “Hell no.” I mutter to myself as I shine my light to the
bottom. It isn’t completely dark down there, there must be windows, but it’s
pretty dim. I pan my light back and forth, but nothing starts fussing at the
bottom of the stairs.


“You’re an idiot.”
I tell myself, even as curiosity has me taking my first step down. I have no
idea why it’s suddenly so important to me to see whats down here, but the urge
somehow overrides my fear. This is a home that looks like it’s had zombies in
it from the first outbreak- which means it hasn’t been picked over. There could
be something really good.


I let out a small
whistle when I reach the middle of the stairs, but still nothing pops out at
me. I keep my gun up and my flashlight aimed straight ahead, police style. I
reach the bottom of the stairs without mishap and take a deep breath when I see
its just a normal living room. A green futon sits against the wall in front of
an older style tube tv, a wood burning fireplace in the corner and the far wall
is all bookshelf, filled with dusty old books that I don’t recognize.


I tread softly
across the old-fashioned orange and brown patterned carpet to the doorway that
leads to a small hall with two rooms. The first, the room directly across from
the room with the books has the door open, and I can tell with just a cursory
glance that it’s a bedroom. I step inside and shine my light on everything from
the red metal twin bed frame, neatly made with a blue blanket to the matching
painted red dresser. I step closer when I see the binoculars sitting on the top
of the dresser. They will definitely come in handy.


They have a
string, so I take the time to hang them around my neck. The weight is
unfamiliar and a bit annoying, but they will be perfect for doing
reconnaissance when it comes time to find Silas. I’ll get used to them, or I’ll
toss them into my pack when I have more time. Right now, I am getting anxious
to see whats behind door number two and then get the hell out of here and go
find Silas.


I walk up to the
second door with a tad less confidence, I’m really not a fan of shut doors. I
knock softly on the door and then pause to listen, but I don’t hear any moaning
or scratching, so I turn the knob. I don’t even get the door all the way open
when something comes shooting out of the darkness and nearly takes me out at the
knees.


My knees buckle
and I let out a startled yell at the impact of the hit, but its not a zombie.
Its too fast and too low, and it doesn’t stop to snack on my flesh. I turn just
in time to see a tail disappearing around the corner into the living room and I
bring my gun up and barely resist the urge to fire at it.


I turn back to the
dark room, half expecting something else to come flying out of it, but it seems
to be empty now, except for the terrible smell.


After past
experiences with feral dogs, I have zero trust in peoples once lovable-family
pets. I’m pretty sure that thing was a dog, and a big one if the throb
in my knee is anything to go by. I step into the room and have to bite back the
urge to gag.


I shine the light
around the room and pause on the body that’s almost unrecognizable in the
middle of the floor. It’s been chewed so badly. The room itself is littered in
dog feces and I would have turned around a ran as fast as I could in the
opposite direction, if it wasn’t for the large gun safe in the corner.


I decide that, as
disgusting as this room is, the unknown factor of the dog is a lot more
dangerous, so I shut the door, trapping myself in the room with the smell, and
keeping myself safe from the man-eating dog.


I pull my shirt up
over my nose, and even though, I’m not the best smelling right now, my own odor
doesn’t even a little bit cover up the smell. I carefully start to cross the
room, avoiding the dog’s piles as I go- until I get to the middle of the room.
I stop and examine the body. There is a gun laying beside it, and I at least
know the dog didn’t shoot the guy. It must have been a suicide once this person’s
family turned into zombies.


The body is chewed
to being practically unrecognizable and really, I’m not even one hundred percent
sure if this was a man or a woman at one point. Why in the heck would a person
kill themselves with the poor dog trapped in here with them. I guess maybe they
were scared and not thinking clearly, or they wanted to shoot the dog too, but
didn’t have the nerve when it came down to it.


I look around for
evidence of how in the hell a dog managed to survive in here for so long?
Obviously once things got desperate the dog began to snack on its owner. In the
corner of the room a large fish tank is tipped off it’s stand and laying on its
side. It’s a wonder the thing didn’t break when it tipped, but here I find the
answer.


The tank fell at
an angle, so not all the water tipped out, a small portion of it still remains
sloshed at an awkward angle. Its not very good-looking water, its green and
full of algae and there isn’t a fish to be seen left swimming inside the tank-
making me wonder if the dog also had something to do with that. The water is
barely visible above the thick layer of gravel and I get the uncomfortable
feeling that the dog probably wouldn’t have had much longer to survive down
here if I hadn’t come along and let it out. I just hope that it pays me back my
kindness by running far, far away and not trying to eat me for my trouble. I
get to the gun case and am elated to find it open- probably because the person
laying in the middle of the floor wasn’t exactly thinking about long term.


Inside are a
couple of rifles that I don’t really recognize their brand or calibre. I’m not
really familiar with the long guns and I don’t think I’ll be a very good shot
with them, and they are bulky to carry, so I leave them. I can always tell
Silas about them when we come back to get the truck. I scan the upper shelves
and my heart races at the sight of the boxes of ammunition piled up. I sort
through them and come across what I’m looking for- ammo for my gun. I toss them
into my bag- I’ll double check them to be completely sure later when I have
more light, I don’t want to end up like Barry- I wish I hadn’t just had that
mental image.


The fifty pack of
cartridges weighs down my backpack, but it’s well worth it. I dig around a bit
more, but I don’t see anything else that I really need right this second.
Everything I add at this point, I’m carrying on my back, so I don’t want to
take too much, the binoculars and the ammo though, were a great find, but now I
have to get the heck out of here and get on my way.


I stare at the
door in trepidation and unholster my gun once more. I don’t want to be attacked
by a man-eating dog, even with the gun, I don’t feel completely safe because
dogs are a lot faster than zombies. I crack the door open an inch and peek out,
but I don’t see anything. “This sucks.” I mutter to myself, there’s no one else
here to hear it, but in a weird way it does make me feel better to say it.


I keep my gun up
and creep back through the basement. The stairs are not my favorite. I keep
expecting the dog to appear at the top of the stairs and leap down at me,
knocking me to the bottom on my back. It doesn’t happen though and when I get upstairs,
I head straight for the smashed in door and get back outside. I scan the yard
for any sign of the dog, but I don’t see anything. I still don’t like it
though.


I’ve wasted at
least an hour dealing with the zombies and going through the house, and even
though it was worth it for the ammo, I’m anxious to get back on the road. I
pass the bodies in the driveway- I could move them, but I honestly just want to
get going at this point, and no one has been here since these people turned,
they probably won’t show up now. I approach the road, not bothering to look
back at the house, but I do scan the road carefully in both directions, looking
for any sign of people or zombies. Then I jog across the road and climb over
the fence. Sticking to the roads is probably not the best idea, and it will be
much quicker to cut directly across rather than follow the roadways, which will
add on more miles.


I keep Silas’
compass in my pocket for easy access and aim my direction north-east. I like
the open fields rather than the trees because I can scan and see if anything is
coming for miles, although that works both ways, so I am more exposed. I wish I
had some sort of better camouflage- at least I’m not as easy to spot as I would
be in a truck, I guess.


I walk for
probably an hour, and even though the day is chilly, I begin to sweat a little
inside my coat. I’ve passed a few farm yards, and they are becoming closer
together. I don’t completely know where I am without surfacing to a roadway to
get an address and check it against the map, but I do know that I’m heading in
the right direction, and I tell myself that has to be enough for now.


I see my first zombie,
about half a mile away, in the direction I need to go, of course, and I’m
honestly surprised that it took me this long to see one. I guess blowing up the
bridges from the south the way they did, helped to cut down on numbers, and
with everything frozen to the North, the scouts from Louisville have been
slowly picking down the numbers.


The zombie still
hasn’t seen me, and I’m tempted to change my direction and hope that it
doesn’t, but that would take me off my path, and it doesn’t look that big… I
bite my lip as I pull my axe from its clip, it’s funny, when this whole thing
first started, I never could have imaged the day that I would choose to
confront a zombie rather than finding a way around it.


A moan of
excitement pulls me out of my thoughts. It’s seen me. I watch as it staggers
excitedly in my direction and I pick up my own pace. I want to meet it on my
own terms. When I get within fifteen feet of it, I start jogging and dodge
around behind it and plant my axe in the back of its skull, just as the zombie
starts to spin in my direction.


My arm aches from
the force of the impact and the axe is pulled out of my hand as the zombie
falls to the ground. I pull the axe from its skull and start to wipe it on the
zombies ragged jacket, when the sound of a motor has me dropping to the ground
beside the corpse.


The smell is not
pleasant down here, but I barely notice it as fear courses through my body. I
lift my head as much as I dare and peek up at the road where its visible about
half a mile away. I hear a faint moan and glance over at the zombie in terror. Its
eyes are open and its staring at me, its mouth open, wanting to take a bite,
but it can’t seem to move its body. I must have paralyzed it, thank God.


I still don’t like
being this close to it though. I feel for my huge knife without taking my eyes
off the zombie and once I have it, I take a stab at it.


The knife enters
the skin, but that’s where it stops. Being low on the ground like this, I don’t
really have the strength to force the blade through the bone. I look at the zombie
and see that both its eyes are staring at the blade planted in its cheek,
almost as though in fascination and I can’t help it- I giggle.


I’m instantly
horrified at myself and pull the knife out of it’s face, while I ponder just
what kind of a sicko I’m turning into. This time I aim for the eyeball and
wince at the wet slurping sound as the blade sinks down. I lift myself up a
little and force all my weight down on the knife and finally the zombie
twitches and then is no longer staring at me like I’m gonna be its last meal. I
leave the knife where it is for now and army crawl towards a large rock, to use
it as cover, just as a car becomes visible on the road. I hold my breath and
bury my head in the dirt, hoping I’m invisible way out here.


I don’t look up
until the sound of the engine disappears. I spit out some grass that has
somehow found its way into my mouth and stay laying on my belly as I think this
through. That car had looked awfully familiar. Is it just a coincidence, or was
it looking for me?


I finally find the
nerve to stand up, and the first thing I do is jog over to the zombie and
retrieve my knife. I’m staring down at the creature, not sure what to do next
when I hear the hum of another motor. The sound draws my attention to the road,
and I take a dive back towards my rock as a pick-up truck this time, goes
flying by from the opposite direction. This doesn’t seem like normal activity,
way out here, in the middle of nowhere. I’m pretty sure they’re looking for me,
and if I keep walking around in the open like this, chances are pretty good
that they’ll find me.






Chapter Ten


I do have a plan
B. I thought of it last night in case something like happened. I had foolishly
not thought it would though, I was too optimistic. My Dad always says, hope for
the best, but have a back up plan and I had done that, but the problem is, I
really, really, really don’t want to do it. Just the idea of it fills me with
dread.


I need to get off
the road right now, or field as it is, and find some shelter, away from these
peoples searching eyes and wait for nightfall. The darkness will provide the
cover I need to get closer to Louisville- unfortunately it will also cloak the
zombies and I won’t know if I’m walking into a whole herd of them until its too
late. It’s a damned stupid, miserable idea, and if Silas knew he would probably
shoot me dead himself, but no matter which way I’ve looked at the problem, this
is the only solution I can think of.


I look around and
scan the area, I really can’t just stand here like I’ve magically sprouted
roots; or worrying about the zombies after dark will be a moot point anyway.
There are a few houses up ahead, and I want to keep going in the same direction
if I can help it, so I aim for them. I stop and listen to make sure I don’t
hear the droning of an engine coming around again, and when the coast seems
clear, I take off at a run. The less time in this field, the better.


I’m not sure if
it’s the smartest idea to run, after all, I could be mistaken for a zombie out
here and overlooked, but zombies don’t move this quickly. On the other side of
that coin, I could also be mistaken for a zombie out here and shot. I’m damned
if I do, and I’m damned if I don’t- I could even NOT be mistaken for a zombie
out here and shot. The fear pumping through my heart with each squeeze of blood
makes the decision easier for me- my natural instincts are telling me to run,
so I do.


I run until I can
barely breath, and I keep pushing myself. The backpack slaps heavy against my
back with every footfall, but I ignore it. I aim for the closest building and
don’t slow down until I see the shadowy figure emerge from the trees as I get
closer.


At first, I think
it’s one of those people from the vehicles, and I actually breath a sigh of
relief when I figure out from its uneven gait that its just a zombie. Just a
zombie, the irony is not lost on me. I pull my axe free from my pack and
slow to a fast walk as I get closer. The zombie takes another step forward, or
tries to, but she doesn’t seem to be moving.


I squint and try
to make out what exactly is happening, and it appears that the zombie is caught
on a tree, like it tried to walk through a tree that was growing from the same
base but split about waist height into two trunks and the zombie isn’t smart
enough to go around. I give a quick thank you to the heavens for that one.


The zombie is
snarling and snapping and clawing at the tree that’s snagged it around the
waist as I walk up with my axe, and I channel some of my frustration into my
swing, and the females head practically explodes with the force of my hit- she
must have been pretty decomposed. I watch the zombie collapse, still caught in
the fork of the tree and then pull my axe loose and use the gory end to poke
her backwards so she isn’t hanging where someone might see her and know a human
like me came through here. She falls back into the trees with a soft thud and I
carefully scan the bushes for anymore of the dead.


The trees
surrounding the property are thick and even though I don’t really like the
forest-like setting, I keep going, its good cover from the road. I walk for
another five minutes, at first thinking I might take shelter in one of the
buildings, but I’m not really sure if it’s a safe idea, when a wooden ladder
nailed to one of the thick tree trunks catches my attention- I almost didn’t
even see it.


I look up a good
ten feet, or so, to a treehouse high in the branches. It definitely looks like
it’s seen better days, but it might just be the solution I’ve been needing. I
haven’t been in a treehouse in probably eight years or more, and I’m not the
biggest fan of heights, but a treehouse that high will be zombie proof. I test
the ladder and despite the wood feeling a bit soggy and slick with moss, it
seems to be securely attached to the tree.


I start to climb,
but I don’t make it very far before the weight of my backpack starts to slowly
pull me backwards. My fingers can’t find good enough grip to avoid it and I
allow gravity to work its course and jump down. I once mocked Silas for the
rope that he carried around in his backpack, unnecessary weight, I think I
called it, but it really has come in handy these last couple of days.


I pull out a coil
of rope and tie one end around the strap of my backpack and the other end, I
tie around the leather holster at my waist, just so I won’t drop it while I’m
using both hands to climb. I could have put it in my mouth I guess, but I’ve
never been a fan of fabric touching my teeth, and who knows what kind of zombie
gore has touched this rope in the past. The thought makes a shiver run down my
spine just thinking about it.


I start climbing
again with more determination and feel a small bloom of excitement as I pass
the rung that previously made me fall off. I’m terrified I’m going to fall,
especially once I get up high enough to cause injury, but I’m just being a
chicken, the climb isn’t bad. I reach the top, just as I start to feel the rope
going tight. The resistance pulling at my hip has me gripping the ladder so
hard my knuckles turn white.


It’s one of those
tree houses that you come up through a hole in the floor and once my head and
shoulders get through, I feel comfortable enough to let go of the ladder and
rest my back against the wood as I start tugging the backpack up- the rope
isn’t going to let me get any higher without dragging it up.


It’s a struggle to
fit the backpack through the opening while I’m still halfway through, but I
don’t want to risk it falling to the ground and the pressure on the rope
tugging me down with it. I’m sweaty by the time I finally pull myself up onto
the floor, a mixture of exertion and fear, and I lay on my belly with my cheek
resting on the cold, damp wood for a few minutes giving myself a breather.


I start to feel
foolish and pull myself to my feet, just because I know a zombie can’t be up
here, and it’s literally just a one room tree house, doesn’t mean I should be
so lax with my safety. I pull my gun out, just to be on the safe side, even
though I feel like, if anyone was in here, they would have already made their
presence known while I was helpless and sprawled out on the floor.


The tree house
doesn’t have a door, just a crooked frame with some rusty hinges clinging to
the edge that looks like it had a door at some point. I poke my head inside
cautiously and then relax. A two second glance, and I can see it’s empty. It’s
a little bit grim looking with the weathered wood and dried up leaves dusting
the floor, but it is probably the safest place I can be right now. I wince at
my own bravado and then swiftly reach out to knock on wood- there’s an
abundance of the stuff around here, and better safe than sorry, even though I’m
not usually superstitious -I can use all the luck I can get these days.


I drop my backpack
in the corner and bend down to examine a small, weather damaged stack of comic
books. It forms a heavy pit in the bottom of my stomach, and I try very hard
not to think about what happened to the boy that used to play up here. I’m not
hungry, but I know I need to keep up my strength and there’s really nothing
else to do anyway, so I dig in my bag and pull out a handful of fruit snacks.
Then a protein granola bar when I start to feel a little guilty about all the
empty calories and sugar. Not that I’m worried about gaining weight anymore, I
could probably use a good twenty pounds added to my frame, but I’m feeling
guilty about Silas and I really want to leave some to share with him when I
rescue him.


I fiddle with the
binoculars a bit, and get them all adjusted in for my eyesight, but there isn’t
anything to look at here but trees. I give it up after a short time and study
the map instead. I have no idea where I am though, so it’s not really doing me
any good to look at it. I try and guesstimate how far I walked today, but I
don’t think I could have covered more than two or three miles before I was
forced to stop.


I’m feeling
restless after I sit for another hour, so I decide to go poke around a bit
below. I need to map my route out of these trees before it’s pitch-black and I
don’t dare turn on my flashlight. I leave the backpack in the tree house but
toss my axe down to the ground below before I start to descend the ladder. It’s
becoming my weapon of choice when I can’t risk the noise of firing my gun, but
I don’t want to try carrying it down the ladder with me in case I fall and
impale myself.


I make it to the
ground and pick up my axe, then start walking in a straight line towards where
I think the house should be, I can’t see the peak of the roof anymore from
inside the trees. It’s a five-minute walk, in which every crunch of leaves and
twigs has me spinning in all directions nervously, but then I reach the edge of
the trees finally without incident. I stay back in the shadows as my eyes scan
the yard. It’s a small, white house that doesn’t look occupied and it has an
unattached garage sitting beside it. My eyes take in the deck furniture and the
fire pit, and all the colorful planters that must have been full of blooms in
the summer. It makes me a little wistful- none of us will probably ever have
another summer like that again.


Then I see the
bike leaning up against the side of the garage. It’s a dark colored mountain
bike and I stare at it for a long moment considering. Riding a bike in the dark
is probably not the best idea, but it will be a hell of a lot faster than
walking and a bike could outdistance a zombie much more quickly than I could
run. I also would have a lot more stamina peddling than I would have running.


If I take the
bike, I will have to stick to the road, but even if the scouts are out at
night, the vehicles will have headlights that will show up well before they can
see me, and I can get off the road. Walking through the fields in the dark has
its own dangers, I could twist my ankle on a piece of uneven ground, a hole, or
even trip and fall on a rock, and it’s not like the field is safe from the
zombies either- that mental image helps me to decide and solidify my new plan.


I scan the yard
for a full ten minutes, wishing I had brought the binoculars with me, and not
left them sitting uselessly on top of the backpack. “Just do it.” I urge myself
under my breath, and I find talking to myself helps. Finally, I dart out of the
trees and march right across the yard towards the bike. No one takes a shot at
me, or rushes out and tries to bite me, but I still keep a wary eye out as I
near the bike and reach out to test each of the tires. The tires are thankfully
still firm, I have no idea how I would have filled them up if they had been
flat.


I wheel the bike
back towards the trees and it’s not an easy task with all the random branches
laying around and the roots that are poking out through the dirt floor. I don’t
take it very far anyway. I want to leave it, out of sight of the farm yard, but
not so close that if someone starts walking through the trees its going to
stick out like a sore thumb and raise suspicion being leaned up against the
ladder of my tree house.


I leave the bike
just a few feet into the treeline and push it underneath a small Christmas tree
looking tree that still has all it’s lush green branches to hide it. I stare at
it assessing before giving up. It will either still be there later when I need
it, or it wont. This is the best I can do. I make my way back to the treehouse
easily enough and climb up the ladder without half the trouble this time.


I eat another
granola bar and then boredom starts to set in again. I really should sleep but
knowing what I have coming up as soon as the sun sets, I don’t think I could
sleep a wink. I reach into my bag and pull out a book that I’ve been keeping
from that pharmacy where we almost died, and then got separated and I ended up
meeting Silas. There never really seems to be enough time to sit down and enjoy
a good book in the zombie apocalypse; I snicker at the thought. I actually
haven’t ready anything in months though. It’s a little startling because I used
to read a couple novels a week, but not really that surprising considering
everything that’s been going on.


I pop the book
open, and at first its difficult to get into the story. I have too much
swirling around in my brain, but I persistently keep reading the words and
turning the pages and it doesn’t take long before I’m transformed from this
crappy tree house to Regency era London, and the romance between a duke and a
young miss from the country, in town for her first season.


I don’t even
notice the time passing until the light begins to dim, and I have to squint
harder at the words on the page. Finally, I give it up and close my book with
regret. It’s show time, and the thought fills me with dread. I tuck the book
carefully inside my bag and send up a silent prayer that I actually live long
enough to finish reading it.






Chapter Eleven


I stand up stiffly
and my back pops, making me wince. Maybe I should have known better than to sit
cross legged on the unforgiving wooden floor for hours, hunched over a book. I
take a few more tentative steps as I gather up my meager belongings and slowly
my sore muscles start to warm up and unknot. It isn’t completely dark yet, but
its rapidly approaching, and I decide to use the little bit of daylight I have
left to get myself down the ladder without breaking my neck.


I toss my backpack
down before me, not wanting to fiddle around with any more rope right now- I’ve
already rolled it up and shoved it back inside the bag. I cringe at the
overly-loud sounding thump as the backpack hits the dirt below. I tell myself
that I’m just being overly sensitive, and it wasn’t actually that bad, and then
I start my own descent.


It’s slow going
getting down the ladder, I think it’s less about maneuvering in poor lighting
and more the way my brain screams at me for self preservation, telling me to go
back up to the treehouse and abandon this crazy quest of going out after dark.
It has pretty much been our cardinal rule since day one, don’t travel at night,
hole up and wait it out- but that was before Silas got taken.


I reach the bottom
and my skin prickles uncomfortably, I’ve never been a fan of the dark, even
before the zombies. I feel like hungry eyes are watching me from the trees and
with my wild imagination, I’m not even sure if they’d be zombie eyes, or other
wild creatures. I swallow down my terror and pick up my pack off the ground,
pulling my axe free of its holder, keeping it in my hand for easy access. I
would much rather use my gun right now, but I can’t risk the noise attracting
attention in the dark- that doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t use it without
hesitation if things get too out of control. I am well-aware of it’s reassuring
weight on my hip, and my fingers know the way.


I’m glad to see
that there is a nearly full moon rising in the sky. I don’t know if
strategically that is for the best or not, but it makes me feel a little bit
better regardless. I head down the trail that I marked out earlier, and it only
takes me a couple minutes to find the bike. When I pull it out from underneath
the tree, the brush rattles and it makes me even more jumpy. I wheel the bike
out of the woods and scan the yard once more, but again, it appears to be
clear.


I get on the bike
and am not completely sure what to do with my axe. I don’t want to secure it
back to my pack as it will be too tough to reach back and grab it while I’m
riding, but this bike doesn’t have a basket. I finally settle on resting the
axe awkwardly across the handle bars and keeping my hands on it, and the handle
bars. It’s not the most comfortable thing, but then nothing about this ride is
going to be comfortable.


I kick off,
cringing at the loud clicking of the chain, and wobble a little bit at first,
it’s been probably a year since I’ve been on a bike, and never with a pack
filled with survival gear and an axe across the handle bars. I get the hang of
it, after only a couple peddles and I find myself at the end of the driveway in
no time. I stop and strain my ears for any sounds, but I can’t hear anything,
not even crickets. I’m shaking as I start off down the road, but I know I have
to try everything to get Silas back.


I ride right down
the center line, my theory in doing this is that I will have time to swerve if
anything emerges from the ditches on either side. Every time I pass a driveway,
I hold my breath. Every time I pass a bunch of trees lining the side of the
road, I almost forget how to breath. My eyes try to scan the darkness, but I
can’t see anything in their shadowy depths.


I can however see
the road, almost as clear as day. I speed up and get going a good clip,
repeating the mantra, ‘it’s going to be okay, it’s going to be okay, it’s going
to be okay’, over and over in my head as I go. It weirdly helps me a little
bit. I wouldn’t say it relaxes me, but it makes it possible for me to remember
how to breath. I spent a good amount of time staring at the map this afternoon
and carefully tracking my road back to Louisville because I didn’t want to have
to stop my bike for anything, even the map.


I anxiously keep
my eyes peeled for my next turn, it’s the second intersection I come across,
and I make a wide turn to the left. I slowly release a breath, now I just have
to keep my eyes open for the next road and go right. I change my gears,
fiddling with them a little bit to ease the tension in my legs, and they click
quietly. I alternate keeping watch between the two sides of the road, hoping I
don’t see anything bad, but trying to be prepared as best I can, if I do.


I’m scanning the
ditches so carefully that at first, I nearly miss the looming shadow in the
middle of the road. I slam on my brakes and wince as they let out a squeal. The
zombie in front of me turns in my direction with a hungry moan and starts
limping slowly right for me. I feel like kicking this piece of crap bike as
hard as I can into the ditch, but instead I get off and quickly use my foot to
bring the kickstand down, dragging my axe off the handle bars as I go.


I meet the zombie
halfway and use my momentum to take a swing at him, but he somehow manages to
move, and my axe buries itself deep into his shoulder. His arm twitches
uselessly at his side as his arm is half severed, but it doesn’t deter him. He
comes at me again and after a quick tug that proves to me the axe is going
nowhere, I’m forced to leave the weapon in his shoulder and dance out of the
way. I almost grab for my gun to finish him off, but I have to resist the
impulse. The gun is only if I get into real trouble. Even though it has a
silencer, the gun is not completely silent, there will also be muzzle flash in
the dark and that could attract all kinds of things I would rather not know my
location.


I blow out a
breath of frustration as my hand skips over the gun, and lands on my big knife
instead. I hate this- I hate it so bad that I want to scream. I head back
towards the zombie again, this thing is big, and dread fills me with every
step. The zombie growls, and I seriously consider getting on the bike and
pedalling away, but the zombie has my axe. I’m nearly toe to toe with the
zombie, trying like hell to avoid his remaining swinging arm, when something
catches my attention coming out of the ditch. I glance away for a second,
momentarily distracted, and the zombie latches hold of my jacket sleeve with a
surprisingly firm grip. His teeth chatter in excitement as he goes in for the
bite and then suddenly, he’s knocked to the ground, as something goes flying
past my face.


The zombie hits
the pavement with a large thump, followed by a series of growling. I turn and
start to run away, but curiosity has me glancing over my shoulder. A large…
dog, I think… has the zombie pinned to the ground with its jaws locked around
the creature’s throat. The dog is growling, and so is the zombie as it snaps
its teeth and tries to bite, but it’s face is pinned down by the pressure on its
neck. I watch as the zombies one good arm reaches up to claw at the animal’s
fur, and a wave of pity takes me by surprise.


This dog just
saved my life whether it knows it or not, can I really just run away and let
the zombie eventually get free, because out of all the injury a dog could
inflict on a body, I doubt it will be able to damage the brain enough to slow
this thing down. The zombie will eat the dog if I don’t do something. Without
thinking I run forward, knife still in hand and plant the blade through the zombie’s
temple. The zombie quits wiggling instantly and after a minute the dog lets go
of its neck, somehow sensing its prey is done fighting.


I take a quick
step back when the dog leaps off the zombie’s corpse in my direction, and I’m
pretty sure I’m about to be mauled. The dog doesn’t growl though, it lets out a
small whimper and then plants itself down in front of me, giving a half-hearted
wag of its tail.


I’m unsure what to
do- this is hardly the actions of a man-eating killer, but I can’t just trust
some random dog either. I have a sneaking suspicion that this is the same dog I
freed from that basement room back at that house. Has it really been following
me this whole time and I didn’t even know? The dog lets out another long whine
and I’m suddenly more scared that the dog is going to attract zombies, than of
the dog itself. I reach out without thinking and pet the dog on the head, and
it doesn’t try and rip my arm off.


“Good dog.” I tell
it trying to sound soothing, and the dog thumps its tail a little harder at the
praise. I slowly walk around the dog and when it still doesn’t make a move to
attack me, I bend over and retrieve my axe from the zombie. I look back and see
the dog watching me with curiosity. I can’t see it that clearly in the dark,
but it kind of looks like a German Shepard with its large size, dark fur, and
pointed ears and nose. A friend from back home used to have a dog that looked
just like it.


I wipe off the
blade of the knife first, and then the axe on the zombie’s shirt and then pull
off my backpack and dig out a peanut butter flavored granola bar and toss it to
the dog. I’m not sure if the dog should eat stuff like this or not, but it was
just locked in a room for how many months eating it’s owner, so I don’t think a
granola bar is too crazy given the circumstances.


The dog lets it
drop to the ground before giving it a sniff and then wolfing it down in one
bite. It walks over and nuzzles my hand with its head, and I pet it again. “I
have to go.” I tell the dog, even though I’m sure the dog doesn’t understand
me, the dog whines and nuzzles up against me again, and I feel terrible as I
walk away and head back towards my bike.


I get on the bike
and the dog hasn’t moved, so I start pedalling and go a couple feet before
turning around again and the dog still hasn’t moved. “Come on.” I whisper to
the dog and the animal leaps to its feet and starts running towards me, like it
was waiting for me to give it permission. I’m not sure if it will continue to
follow me or find its own things to do and wander off, but at least I invited
the creature and I don’t have to feel guilty about it. The dog lopes along
beside the bike, keeping pace with me easily, and I start to feel a little
better, I’m still completely terrified, but it feels good not to be alone out
here anymore.


We make good time,
and after about half an hour we hit the interstate. I’m not really winded, but
I start to worry the dog might be getting tired- which might be crazy
considering the extreme danger I’m in. I stop at the stop sign, even though
there isn’t any traffic and glance down at the dog. Its tongue is lolling and
its panting, and I feel a stab of pity for it. The dog probably isn’t in the
best shape after being locked in a room, mostly starving for who knows how many
months.


I want to stop and
give the dog a break, but I know the danger we’re both in. The dog lifts it
nose to the air and scents the night, then takes off towards the ditch and I
hear splashing as its front paws go into the water and then noisy lapping as it
takes a long drink. I realize that I’m literally a sitting duck right now while
I wait for the dog to have a drink, so I kick off again and give a low whistle
for the dog. I hear splashing and then the steady clicking of the dog’s nails
on the pavement as the animal falls into line beside me. “I’m sorry about
this.” I whisper to the dog as we continue on. The dog is malnourished and
probably doesn’t have a lot of energy, but once we rescue Silas and find the
others it will all be worth it when we are all back at the cabin- and that
includes the dog. It hasn’t tried to eat me yet, and it did try and save me.


The dog lets out a
growl, and I glance down at it sharply. Its stopped running along side my bike
and has turned its attention behind us with it’s hackles up. I don’t slam on
the brakes because they are very squeaky, but I do stop pedalling and put my
feet down to slow myself. “What is it?” I ask, even though I know the dog isn’t
going to answer me. The dog takes a few more step in the opposite direction and
begins to growl loudly. “Shh.” I hush the creature, if something hasn’t
discovered us yet, it will very soon with the noise this dog is making.


The dog actually
seems to listen and lowers its voice, though it continues to growl in a low,
menacing way. This dog is starting to give me a serious case of the heebie-jeebies,
its pretty obvious that something is behind us, but I don’t think we should
hang around to find out what it is. A low chorus of moans seems to answer the
dogs growl and I nearly jump out of my own skin.


“No.” I whisper to
the dog, as I start pedalling again, this time faster. I do not have the balls,
or skill set to stand my ground and take on more than one zombie at a time- and
that noise behind me, sounds like a hell of a lot more than one zombie. The dog
doesn’t follow me for a minute, just stands staring behind us into the trees
and I start to get annoyed. I didn’t ask for the extra responsibility of a pet.
Dogs are noisy and a lot of the time in this new world, you have to be
extremely quiet.


The dog turns
finally and starts running along beside me again, and even though I just went
through a long list of reasons why dogs suck in my head, I’m relieved that the
mutt isn’t going to stay behind and get eaten.


The dog is still
running beside me, but it keeps turning its head and looking behind us too,
which causes me to do the same since I’d really like to know something is
coming before it jogs up and bites me in the shoulder. It’s okay the first
couple times I try it, but the third time I look back, my bike starts a
dangerous wobble that I can’t correct, and I end up hitting the pavement in a
tangle of metal and bruised limbs.


I want to lay back
on the pavement and cry. The dog starts whining and rushes over and begins
licking my face which snaps me out of my self pity spiral when I remember that
this is the same dog that was just chewing on a zombie less than an hour ago,
and who ate its last owner in a basement. I cringe and start spitting as I push
the enormous dog away and start to sit up. The dog turns back towards the
invisible zombie hoard and whines again, and I force my body to bend despite
the mind-numbing sting in my knees from the road rash.


When I stand up
and use my hands to push myself up, I can tell that they are road ravaged as
well by the pain, but I grit my teeth and ignore it because a little road rash
is nothing compared to being torn apart by zombies. I stand up and I can’t help
but limp when my knees have to take my weight. I walk over to the bike and
stand it up, hoping like hell that it’s still rideable. If it’s not, I’m pretty
much screwed.


I reach down with
some effort and retrieve my axe off the ground, thankful it didn’t stab me when
I fell, and then I straddle the bike again and push off. The bike seems to be
okay, me not so much. After a while though the pain decreases to a dull ache,
and I resist the urge to keep checking behind me. I’m not that skilled, and the
dog will let me know if something rears its nasty face.


The dog suddenly
switches to the other side of my bike and starts growling towards the other
side of the interstate’s meridian. I follow the dog’s line of sight and see a
small group of zombies in the far traffic lane. They set up a collective moan
when they see me, and the dog starts to head off in their direction, but I let
out a whistle, the zombies have already seen me anyway. They are still a good
sixty feet away though, separated by a concrete barricade that they will
probably have some trouble maneuvering. I can be well away from them before
then. “No.” I tell the dog and I’m surprised when it actually obeys me and
keeps trotting along at my side.


After a couple
minutes when I don’t seem to be in any danger of the zombies catching up, I
loosen my grip a little on the handle bars and bring my one palm up and rub it
on my jeans. I wince when I feel small pebbles and bits of dirt rub against my
wounds. I pass it over a couple more times and then switch that hand back to
the handle bars and do the same with my other hand trying to get rid of some of
the debris before it scabs over and gets infected.


I should probably
stop and administer myself first aid, along with some strong disinfectant, but
with zombies behind me and more of them popping out as we go, I can’t afford
the luxury. I have to reach Louisville ahead of these zombies and figure out a
way to save Silas. The dog is silent for now, and I take that as a good sign.


It doesn’t last,
of course. No sooner do I think about how quiet the dogs being and feel even
the smallest speck of relief than the dog starts growling again. This time its
not looking behind us, or off to the side, but straight ahead.






Chapter Twelve


I try my best to
scan the area ahead of us, but it doesn’t help. The moon is out, but it’s still
too dark. The dog growls more loudly as I stop my peddling and start to coast
instead, straining my ears to hear. I hush the dog again, and then I hear it.
Moans and groans and not just one or two.


Why does every
damn zombie in the area have to be out lurking around on this interstate
tonight? I bite back the frustration, as well as a fair amount of terror too. I
really have nowhere to go with the zombies behind me, so I keep going forward
and hope for the best. Maybe I will come across another road that I can turn
off and go around?


I’m pretty much
convinced I’m going to find myself in the middle of a zombie hoard any minute,
but what choice do I really have, other than get off my bike and take off into
the trees – which is a terrible option too, but one I might have to pick.


The dog is clearly
agitated, and I wish there was some way the creature could communicate with me,
so I would know exactly what I’m up against. The dog whines and I shush it
again- and it actually listens, which makes me think it knows enough to be
scared right now.


I keep peddling,
but not super hard. I just keep the bike going a slow and steady pace in case I
need to put my feet down and come to a screeching halt. I go for another five
minutes before I discover what has the dog acting so sketchy. Zombies, and a
lot of them.


I put my feet down
and get the bike stopped pretty damn quick. At first, I’m not sure what exactly
is going on, but the second I spot them, I expect a chorus of moans to start up
as they take after me. They don’t. I peer at them harder, squinting in the dark
and finally figure out why. They are not headed in this direction, they are
going the same direction as me, towards Louisville- not good. This highway is
basically a funnel that will lead them right up to the main gates. I don’t know
exactly how many zombies are in that group, but if I had to guess I would say a
couple hundred. The smell is overwhelming.


I’m scared the dog
is going to do something to draw attention to us, but when I glance down, it’s
just sitting by my feet shaking. I realize that I’m probably going to be the
one that draws attention, standing here like an idiot, if any one of those
zombies happens to look back here, they will see me and set off the alarm.


I’m almost too
scared to move, scared I’ll draw attention to us just by moving, but it has to
be done. I don’t even waste time trying to silently get off the bike, I just
aim it towards the ditch and ride it into the grass with the dog hot on my
heels. I jump off the seat like it’s on fire and crouch down- it is not ideal,
zombies could be sneaking up behind me from the trees. The back of my neck
starts to prickle uncomfortably, and I turn around and stare into the darkness
of the trees. It is impossible to see anything in the tangle of forest though,
and with my back is to the horde, the back of my neck again starts to prickle
because now the other zombies could be sneaking up on me. There is no winning
in this situation, so I put all my faith in the dog, who is pressed up against
me shaking and hope like hell it will warn me if something gets too close.


I grip my axe so
hard that I’m sure the woodgrain is etching itself into the skin of my torn-up
palms, and I try and think my way out of this situation. It’s really too bad
that I don’t have a pair of ruby slippers right now that I could tap together
and take me away from this place. On one hand I can take off into the trees.
The trees will be dark, almost impossible to see, so the chances are good of an
unforeseen zombie attack, but it will be less zombies than are out here now.
The dog leaves my side and heads towards the trees and begins sniffing around,
and just like that, I’ve made my decision. I start to seriously wonder if
finding this dog wasn’t somehow fate intervening in my impending death. I might
still die out here tonight, but the dog has been helpful so far in preventing
my demise.


I pull myself out
of the grass, making sure I stay so low that I’m practically bent in half as I
head towards the trees. My first step into the forest and I step loudly on a
crunchy stick, which nearly has me jumping out of my skin. I can barely see my
hand in front of my own face and I’m pretty sure this is a horrible idea.


Despite knowing
how bad of an idea this is, it’s the lesser of two evils, so I take another
step and then another and start heading deeper into the woods. I catch myself
just as I’m about to walk into a tree and its not a comforting thought to see
how close a zombie is going to be able to get before, I’m able to see it. The only
thing I have going for me is its an even playing field, a zombie won’t be able
to see me very well either, not that I’m completely sure how they find their
prey.


The dog brushes up
against my leg occasionally, but otherwise we travel in silence, just the
crunching of our feet against the forest floor, but its unavoidable. After
twenty nerve racking minutes the dog finally lets out a growl and I know with a
certainty that there is a zombie nearby. I stop walking and reach down and put
my hand on the dog’s head to quiet it, and then we both stand there in silence-
I even hold my breath. I hear the clumsy tread of its foot falls right away and
it sounds like it’s off to the left of me. I grip my axe and reach down and
grab the dog’s collar in my other hand when it looks like its going to take
off.


The dog tugs
against my grip and for a minute I fight to hold onto the collar before I
realize that the struggle is causing too much noise. I let the dog go and it
takes off like a shot. I hear a dog growl, matched by a zombie moan and then
the heavy thud of something hitting the ground. The zombie is growling like
crazy, and so is the dog and they are going to attract way too much attention
if I don’t find a way to shut them up. I rush towards the noise and can just
make out the flailing struggle of limbs as the dog has the zombie down on the
ground.


It is a very small
zombie, and I try not to think about that as I lean in and line the axe up with
the zombies wobbling cranium. I get the axe planted in its forehead and then
plant the heel of my boot dead center on the top of the stick to drive it home.
The zombie stills and the dog trots over to me and sits down beside me and
starts thumping its tail against a tree.


I want to scold
the dog, but it really wasn’t being a bad dog. It warned me about the zombie,
then found the zombie in the dark, and tackled it so I didn’t have to, which
made it much easier for me to take the creature out. I bite back my initial
reaction and pet the dog on the head, and it pants loudly.


I realize then
that my reaction to chastise the dog sprung from fear. If something happens to
the dog, I won’t have my travelling companion anymore. The dog has grown on me
these last few hours and it has really saved my ass more than once. A dog like
this is valuable, and I would hate to see its life get snuffed out because it
was too brave. I pet the dog again and it leans its head into the touch, and I
am extremely glad that it was this dog that I unknowingly saved, and not
something less useful… like a cat.


“Let’s keep
going.” I whisper and the dog seems to understand me as it rises from its
haunches and stands beside me ready to go. I take a minute trying to get my
bearings, but it’s impossible. I pull the compass out of my pocket and hold it
up to my face, but I can’t see a thing. I don’t want to risk turning on a
flashlight since the beam will cast a big glow, but I need to do something, or
I’m going to get lost and waste valuable time.


I’m struck by
inspiration and I pull my backpack off and dig, by feel, in the front small
pocket. I pull out a lighter from a waterproof bag and even though I still
don’t think it’s a good idea, its not as damaging as a flashlight. I hold the
compass in my hand, ready, so all I have to do I glance at it and then my thumb
ignites the flint and I blink.


Just like I was
worried about, I’m facing the completely wrong direction. I rotate to adjust,
double checking the compass is pointing me in the right direction and then I
let the flame die. I stand there in the darkness again without moving for a few
minutes, listening to see if I just attracted every zombie in this stand of
brush. Nothing moans or groans and the dog doesn’t growl, so I finally let
myself breath. It’s a chilly night, but I’m stress sweating like crazy right
now.


I continue walking
and after another hour, or maybe longer, I start to hear the noisy rush of
water. I know that sound all too well. I’ve done a crazy circle and come back
to the banks of the Ohio River. It’s not exactly how I planned to get here but
coming in from the river bank was the plan, I’m just not sure how far off my
course this little detour took me.


The dog and I walk
for another few minutes and slowly I notice that the night is not so dark, the
trees are thinning out and moonlight is able to peek through and light my path
a little better- it helps because then I can travel a little quicker without
the fear of walking into a tree.


The trees thin out
a bit more and suddenly I’m no longer standing in the trees at all, but back on
the sandy, muddy, wet bank of the river. The dog growls and I look around and
spot a zombie staggering around down by the bank. I can tell it’s a zombie by
the jerky movements and this time when I head towards it, the dog doesn’t run
forward and attack. The noise of the water masks my footfalls and I walk right
up to the zombie and plant it in the back of the head with my axe.


The creature falls
down face first and I use the boot in the back of the axe trick to make sure
its dead for real. Then comes the not fun part. The zombie is obviously male
from its height, build, and clothing, and I have to do my due diligence and
flip it over to make sure its not someone I’m currently searching for, its too
difficult to see properly from the back of the creatures head, and I don’t want
to walk away and start second guessing myself.


I grab the zombie’s
arm; already pretty sure this isn’t one of them and start to tug it over. The
dog obviously thinks I’m crazy and starts to whine. I shush the dog and finish
my awkward flip and am relieved to see I’m right. The zombie has the face of a
stranger.


I leave the zombie
sprawled out by the waters edge and head back a little closer to the trees. I
don’t like the trees either, but again, it’s a judgement call and I don’t
really know what else to do.


I don’t need the
compass to chart the right direction, Silas and I were up and down these banks
so many times, that it’s ingrained in me which way leads back to Louisville. A
place we were always careful to try and avoid, but now I have to go back. The
dog remains close to the river when I start walking, and takes a long drink,
before running back to walk beside me. I keep an eye on his behavior, but he
seems to be pretty relaxed right now. I do worry that the rushing water might
be messing with his hearing though, so maybe he isn’t as reliable a source as
he was before. I keep an extra eye out, just to be on the safe side.


I’m beginning to
get tired after the events of the night, but I know if I stop, I’ll have to
wait for daylight to pass to be able to try and implement my plan again, and
I’m getting too impatient. Silas is locked up in a town that could very well
get overrun by zombies soon.


The very idea
makes me nauseous, so I keep pushing myself. I need to find some way to
identify where I am on the map, then I’ll be able to calculate how much farther
I have to go before I reach Louisville. That will involve going up to one of
these river front houses and finding an address, which will waste more time, so
I might be better just to keep walking and I’ll know when I get there.


Louisville keeps
their lights off at night, so the entire thing will be dark, I don’t think even
I could manage to walk past it though without knowing. The dog lets out a low
growl and I feel like crying and stomping my foot and screaming ‘no more!”.


The axe hasn’t
left my hand in hours, and I barely even feel the pain in my hands or legs
anymore- just when I hit a zombie and the force of the hit reverberates back up
the handle. Unlike the last zombie, this one has spotted us and is actively
making its way towards me and the dog. The dog runs forward and jumps at the
throat of the zombie, launching itself off the ground with a ferocity that half
terrifies me. The zombie is female and not much bigger than me and I run forward
to strike the creature between the eyes before it ends up biting my dog.


Movement in the
corner of my eye has me spinning and changing direction as another zombie
emerges from the trees. This one is a teenage boy that looks like he didn’t
quite hit puberty when he turned. I feel bad for him, but his loss is my gain
because he doesn’t tower over top of me. I rush forward to meet him as he’s
making a beeline for the dog and smack him over the head with the axe. He goes
down, though he’s still struggling, and I rush to stomp on the axe, pushing it
further into his head.


He gnaws the heel
of my boot for a second before the blade damages his brain and I don’t spare
him another glance as I reef the axe out of his melon and run to help the dog,
who’s locked in its own battle with a zombie. Once again, the dog has a zombie
by the throat and its so far prevented the zombie from being able to take a
bite out of the dog, but I don’t like the way the flailing arms are thumping
the dog in the head.


Anger spikes through
me and I put so much force into my swing that I don’t even need to stomp on the
axe to push it in deeper for the kill. The axe makes it halfway through her
skull on my first try. This time the dog doesn’t leap so spryly off the corpse,
and I look at the animal with concern. There is no way this animal can keep
this up. I’m going to need a leash or something to keep it from attacking every
zombie that starts heading in my direction.


I start walking
again and the dog follows me with a bit of a limp, and I hope to hell that it
didn’t get bit. I know that animals don’t become zombies, at least none have so
far that I’ve seen, but that doesn’t mean that the bite might kill them, hurt
them, or at the very least, lead to a nasty infection. Its finally the dogs
limp that makes me make an executive decision to stop, at least for a little
while. I need to find somewhere safe to take a break, and to hopefully figure
out how much further we have to travel. I don’t really want to stop though, it
will just prolong the horribleness that we are dealing with today and stretch
it out until tomorrow night.


Every muscle in my
body is aching though, not even mentioning all the torn skin from my fall off
the bike, so maybe a short break, somewhere safe where I can take stock of me
and the dogs’ injuries isn’t the worst idea on earth. The next house I see, I
turn down the pathway that leads from the river to the driveway and knock
quietly on the door.


The dog sits by my
feet and doesn’t seem overly concerned, so I almost start to feel excited that
we lucked out, when the dog’s ears perk up at a scratching from the other side
of the door. The dog lets out an enormous bark and I nearly pee myself. “No!” I
tell the dog swiftly, and its tail droops. I glance around, wanting extra bad
to get inside, even with the zombie on the other side. I try the door knob and
it doesn’t want to open.


I don’t want to
risk breaking the door in and compromising the safety of the house, so I start
to climb up the twelve of so steps that lead to a second level deck. I open a
gate that leads to a large deck with a hot tub and the dog follows me without
hesitation. I step around the hot tub and focus on the door and spy the glass
sliding door. I knock on the glass as quietly as I dare, and it doesn’t take
long for a zombie to appear.


It’s an older
looking man, or what used to be a man, now his body is half decayed and every
time the creature helplessly bats at the glass, he leaves a greasy streak
behind. I wrinkle my nose up and gather my courage, then I try the door and it
wants to open, so I let it open a crack. The zombie immediately tries to stick
its face through the small opening, though its head is much too big to actually
fit, and I reward its efforts with a knife wound to the eyeball.






Chapter Thirteen


The zombie
crumples against the glass and remains slumped over like that, half standing,
half leaning, until I open the door farther and the creature falls out onto the
deck with a loud thump and the dog rushes forward to sniff it.


I stand cautiously
in the entrance of the house and listen for anymore sounds that might mean
another zombie. I don’t have to listen very loud- I don’t even need the low
growl that the dog issues. I can hear another zombie somewhere in the house and
its making one hell of a ruckus. I make sure the dog comes inside with me and
then I shut the door as quietly as I can. I don’t want to accidentally let more
zombies inside that I’ll have to deal with.


I follow the
source of the noise to the bottom of a staircase, but I can’t actually see
what’s happening down there. I pull my flashlight from my pocket and risk
turning it on since I’m inside- even though I know its not ideal because of
windows. I’m gonna have to risk it, or I won’t be able to clear the house. I
snap on the light and aim it down the stairs to where a female zombie with
long, tangled blond hair is beating fruitlessly against a door.


I recognize the
other side of the same door I knocked on earlier. The zombie spins around at
the beam of light that hits her, and her face makes me cringe. It’s mottled
grey with decomposition and she has large bite marks and torn skin. The dog
growls and I put a calming hand on its head as I take a few cautious steps down
the stairs.


As far as I’ve
seen most zombies do not have the coordination to navigate stairs successfully.
The zombie rushes forward hungrily when it spots me and the dog gives a low
warning bark, which I shush. The zombie hits the bottom of the stairs and goes
down, falling onto her belly, she keeps trying to writhe her way up towards me.
Her bony fingers reach out and she grabs the stairs and begins to claw her way-
she would probably eventually make it, but I don’t have that kind of time. I
take the remaining few stairs that lay between us and plant my axe into the
back of her head. It was relatively easy because she was so conveniently laying
on her belly.


I step on the axe
this time, to be sure, even though the zombie has stopped moving. The dog lets
out a small whine and I climb the stairs to pat it on the head. I pause and
listen for anymore things that go bump in the night, but the house is quiet. It
is standard protocol to clear the entire house, but I don’t have the energy to
go dispatch any zombies that might be locked up in bedrooms. I have no
intention of falling asleep in here, and the dog isn’t giving any warning sign
that something might be wrong.4


The dog takes off,
its nails clicking loudly on the hardwood floor, and I follow the dog for a
little while to see where it goes. Finally, I realize the dog is just being a
dog and sniffing its way around, so I leave it to its own agenda and go check
out the kitchen. The kitchen is beautiful, second level overlooking the river,
with lots of windows that provide enough light that I don’t have to worry about
turning on the flashlight.


I start digging
through the cupboards, but they are mostly bare, and I have a theory that this
couple survived for a while before one of them turned and infected the other.
The empty cans overflowing the trash can, tell the story.


I do find a few things
they didn’t get to eat before they turned. A can of pork and beans, a few cans
of fruit cocktail, and a ham in a tin with an odd peel off lid like a sardine
can. I open the ham first and take a tentative bite with a clean fork that I
find in a drawer. It is salty and delicious, and I savor the bite before I dump
it out on the floor for the dog.


I don’t even have
to whistle, and the dog is magically at my feet, wolfing down the entire thing
in a couple big gulps. I open the beans for myself, it’s not nearly as good
tasting as the ham, but I think the dog deserves a treat for saving my life so
many times in one evening.


I finish the can
and do a little more poking around until I find a bathroom that has no windows.
I make sure its empty then limp inside. My pain level wasn’t too bad while I
was outside walking around, but now that I’ve found somewhere relatively safe
and have taken a bit of a break, I’m starting to stiffen up.


I turn on my
flashlight and the room lights up, then I pull out a bottle of water and open
the cap, taking a swig of the cool water before putting the plug in the
bathroom sink and dumping the rest of the water in. The dog finds the open
toilet seat and starts drinking noisily from. I wrinkle my nose at the dog, even
though I very nearly had to drink out of a toilet bowl too, and then I start to
wash the gravel and dirt out of my wounds.


It stings like
crazy when I lather my hands up with a bar of soap that I find sitting on the
edge of the tub, but I do it anyway because I don’t want to die from sepsis. I
rinse my hands off in the water and repeat the whole agonizing process again
before patting them dry with a towel.


I dig through my
backpack- Silas’s backpack, but I’ve begun to think of it as mine. I’m not sure
which one of us will claim it when he gets back. The thought of us fighting
over the ratty piece of canvas brings a smile to my lips. I find the antiseptic
lotion and rub some on, cringing at the burn, and then I wrap my palms with
gauze and tape over it. Next, I shimmy out of my jeans and sit on the sink to
examine my knees and wipe away the dirt and crusted layer of brown scab. It
starts bleeding again, and I rub some antiseptic lotion on my knees as well,
then cover it with more gauze and tape.


I put my jeans on
and turn to the dog. It’s sitting in the corner by the toilet watching me with
an avid expression on his face and despite everything we’ve been through, I
start to feel a little nervous at the way the dog is staring at me. I make a
little chirping sound with my lips and the dogs ears perk up and it gets up and
walks over to me and the tension is broken as it wags its tail and seems
genuinely happy to see me.


I look at a long
scratch on the side of the dog’s face that was obviously bleeding at one point
but is now dried up like my own wounds. I wonder if the dog will bite my arm
off if I try cleaning it. I dip the facecloth back in the water, careful not to
get my own bandages wet and then gently wipe the dogs face. It doesn’t seem to
mind.


I’m as gentle as I
can be. The dog puts on a much braver face than I did when I apply the
antiseptic. I know it must burn, it certainly did for me, but the dog doesn’t
so much as blink, or whine. I pet the dogs enormous head and scratch underneath
the collar.


A faint jingling
sound draws my attention to a small silver tag shaped like a dog bone. “Mike?”
I read out loud, ignoring the accompanying phone number, and the dog’s ears
perk up at the name. I giggle a little bit at the name. What kind of name is
Mike for a dog?


I rub the dogs
head. “Good boy.” I tell him fondly, and I like the sound of that. I’ve been
thinking of him as an it, and its nice to be able to know for sure. I sit for a
few minutes rubbing the dogs head and nearly fall asleep, but I catch myself. I
need to find a piece of mail that will have an address on it, then I can
compare it against the map.


I luck out and
find a phone bill on the kitchen table and I take it back into the bathroom and
spread the map out on the counter.


I’m only about two
miles away from the outskirts of Louisville. I try and remember how long it
used to take me to run a mile back in gym class and I think I was hovering
right around ten minutes. So even if I walk, I should be able to cover that
distance in about an hour.


It takes me a
while, but I finally find a small clock that is battery operated and is still
functioning, at least I hope the time is correct. The clock tells me that it’s
a little bit past midnight, and I’m shocked that it isn’t later. It feels like
it should be close to dawn at the very least, but I guess if it got dark at
six, I’ve been at this for the last six or so hours. It felt like an eternity
and I’m bone tired, but there’s a light at the end of the tunnel, and it’s one
hour away.


I tell myself that
I have to at least get to Louisville tonight, and then depending on what I see,
I can either spring Silas out of jail right away, or at least hole up for the
day with enough information to form a new plan.


I don’t even have
to whistle for Mike, as soon as I get my backpack back on, he magically
materializes at my side like he has some kind of sixth sense. I pat his head,
and hope that he makes it through this, that we both do.


We head out the
same way we came in, through the glass patio door. I make sure to shut the door
behind us, I like the idea of leaving the house safe for anyone else that might
need to seek shelter within it’s walls.


As if to reward me
for my troubles, Mike growls when we reach the bottom of the stairs and I hear
the answering moan from a zombie somewhere near the path that leads back to the
river. Just like the rest of the night, this last little bit obviously can’t be
easy.


I’m starting to
think of my axe as more of an extension of my hand at this point, I’ve been
carrying it so much, it might as well just grow there and save me the trouble.
I raise it up over my head as a big zombie comes charging out of the trees
towards us. It’s a lot bigger than I feel equipped to deal with, and is still
about thirty feet away, so I decide to use the terrain to my advantage and turn
and jog back up the stairs. Mike looks like he wants to stand his ground and
fight, but an impatient command from me and he grudgingly joins me on the
steps.


The big zombie
actually manages to get up the first couple of steps before it starts to slow
down and the its jerky, unpredictable movements become a problem for it. With
the higher terrain, I take a big swing and catch the zombie in the top of the
head. The axe imbeds itself in the zombie’s skull, but it still keeps coming
and I groan. The big ones can never be easy.


I tug at the axe
handle, but it doesn’t come free easily and I narrowly miss getting hit by the zombie’s
club like arm, so I retreat a little and start to grab for my knife at my hip,
but I don’t want to get that close to the thing. Its arms are at least twice as
long as mine, and I don’t have the advantage here. Instead of quickly jog up
the rest of the stairs and look around the deck for something I can use as a
melee weapon.


A heavy concrete
planter is sitting in the corner and I rush over to grab it. It strains my back
to pick it up, but I manage it and manage to get it over to the stairs, where I
launch it at the top of the zombie’s head. It lands on the protruding axe blade
and the force of its weight, pushing the blade deeper, and the zombie suddenly
collapses.


I nearly collapse
as well in relief, but I manage to keep on my feet. Mike prances around me in
excitement and I wish I had half his energy- it must have been all that ham he
ate.


I stare down at
the zombie, who’s enormous frame is now face down and blocking the middle of
the stairs. I might be tempted to find another way down from the deck, but he
still has my axe in his head and my hand is feeling empty without it.


I resist the urge
to groan as I climb down and begin pulling the axe from the ogre’s head. It
comes free with a wet slurp and then I do a bit of a juggling act as I climb
down the zombies back while holding the railing in one hand and my axe in the
other. Mike seems to have far less trouble than me, and he meets me at the
bottom, not looking the least bit perturbed.


“Almost there.” I
tell him quietly as I lead us back towards the river. I really didn’t miss the
banks of this devil water, and once I find the others, if I never have to look
at the Ohio River again, it will be too soon.


I keep a close eye
on Mike as we travel, watching him for his reactions, which in the very short
time I’ve known him, I’ve come to trust. If Mike growls zombies, if Mike
doesn’t growl, no zombies. We walk for another hour and Mike doesn’t growl once
and I almost start to relax until I round a bend in the river and suddenly see
Louisville, its outline anyway. Its dark, but unmistakable with its large
buildings looming in the night sky. Its completely dark like I knew it would
be, but I can still make it out in the moonlight. I glance at the river and
notice all the rubble that still remains of the bridge they blew up, there are
still broken columns jutting out of the water reaching towards nothing.


I realize how
lucky we were not to hit them when we jumped into the water. I stare at them
hard as a lump form’s in the back of my throat. What if Dad and the others hit
them? What if it knocked them out and they drowned?


Mikes growl pulls
me out of my grim revelry, and I scan the area, but don’t see anything though there
is moisture in my eye. I quickly rub my cheeks and look again with fresh eyes,
but nothing is running towards me moaning and groaning, and it makes me uneasy.
At least with zombies you know what to expect- their intentions are always
clear, and as terrifying as they are, I would much rather face down a zombie
these days than another human being.


I can’t figure out
whats making Mike so uneasy, but I have nowhere to really go except forward
now. No one is rushing out trying to capture me with guns pointed, and a zombie
isn’t rushing out trying to eat me, so I do the only thing that makes sense. I
make excuses to myself. The dog is nervous because he can sense the people in
Louisville…


I’m not sure what
my goal here is, but I need to see something that’s going to make sense to me,
maybe some sort of glaring sign that says, rescue Silas here, I don’t know, but
I need a sign before I can quit walking this river bank and find a place to
hole up for the day.


I didn’t just make
it through literal hell to get here, to not be able to figure out a way
to do this thing. I walk along the riverbank examining the safety precautions
the people of Louisville have in place against the zombies. A train track runs
between the river and the town and they’ve moved train cars to line the track
and created a wall of sorts. It looks like they’ve welded a sheet of metal
between each train track to make it solid- more like a fence.


This is not the
same place we jumped in the water, I don’t recognize the train cars, so they
must not have had enough to do all along the rivers edge. I’ll need to keep
walking and find a place where the train car wall ends, and then I might have a
chance of sneaking in.


The only problem is,
I don’t know how far this train fence goes. The length of the city is long-
even though the people have made a smaller area within the city to reside, I
don’t have an exact calculation of how many miles in that could be. I’m
debating if I’ll have time to scout it all out tonight, or if I should be
finding a place to hole up for the day when a rough voice makes me stop short.
I think it even scares Mike, because I feel him tense. “That’s far enough.” The
voice tells me, and I could kick myself for being so stupid. I came so far just
to be caught.


I can’t see where
the voice is coming from, but Mike turns towards one of the blown-up bridge
pillars near the rivers edge with a growl and I direct my attention there. It
would appear that Mike is a lot better at detecting zombies than regular human
beings. I file that little tid-bit away for later and hope that I’ll live long
enough for it to come in handy. I start inching my hand towards the gun at my
hip, hoping like hell that it’s too dark for this guy to see what I’m doing,
meanwhile Mike starts heading towards the pillar with his hackles up.


“Keep that thing
away from me.” The voice demands and my brain is, so terror stricken, that I
don’t even recognize it, not at first.


“Please.” I start
to beg, as my hand reaches down, and I catch hold of Mikes collar. He strains
against my hold, but I jerk him back roughly, hoping he will get the message
and back down. I have little doubt the dog can handle himself against a zombie,
but I’m pretty sure he isn’t faster than a bullet. “Please, just let us go.” I
ask, hoping I can appeal to this guys humanity- maybe he won’t recognize me,
and will just think me and this dog are passing through, after all, we didn’t
have a dog when we first came to Louisville.


“Jane?” The voice
asks, and my mind goes blank as a shadowy figure emerges from behind the cement
pillar- my hand freezes on my holster and I’m unsure if I’m going to need it or
not. “It really is you?”.


The figure starts
taking long strides towards me, and I take a few tentative steps as well,
disbelief making me almost numb. Mike lets out a snarl that has the guy
screeching to a halt and I can’t help but giggle. I’m so relieved.


“Are you going to
let that thing eat me?” Ryan asks and I shake my head, before realizing that he
probably didn’t see that.


“No. No, of course
not.” I tell him, having to clear my throat to clear it of the emotion that’s
suddenly bubbling up inside me.


I tug at the dog’s
collar again. “That’s enough Mike, we like him.”






Chapter Fourteen.


“What kind of a
name is Mike?” Ryan asks me as he tentatively steps closer. I can tell he wants
to run up and hug me, but Mike has him keeping his distance and its probably
for the best because I honestly have no idea how Mike will react.


Mike growls and
Ryan holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m teasing” He tells the dog and Mike
sniffs his outstretched fingers and doesn’t bite them off. I nervously let go
of Mikes collar and close the gap between Ryan and I, throwing my arms around
him. Mike sticks close and huffs impatiently, but he allows it.


Ryan wraps his
arms around me and squeezes me so tight that I can’t breathe for a second and I
have to break the contact in order to take a breath. I can’t even believe this.
After the days Silas and I spent walking up and down the river bank, to just
stumble across Ryan and the others like this…


I glance behind
Ryan and frown. I just naturally assumed they were all together because Silas
and I ended up together, but my Dad hasn’t come running out from behind a pillar
to welcome me. “Where’s my Dad?” I ask sharply, suddenly feeling very scared.
My legs start to wobble, and if Ryan didn’t already have his arms wrapped
around me in a hug, I think I probably would have collapsed onto the ground.


Hope. It’s a
bitter thing to have abandon you, and I had stupidly seen Ryan and thought
everything in my life had magically just clicked back together. “He isn’t
here.” Ryan says, and I let out a ragged sob. “-but I know where he is.” He
quickly amends and I begin to feel a small bloom of hope come back.


“Is he okay?” I
ask, and Ryan hesitates.


“He’s alive- him
and Jack both.” He tells me when it looks like I’m going to start crying again.


“What does that
mean?” I ask, wishing that Ryan would quit hesitating and just spit it out.


“They are both
safe.” He says and I let out an impatient sound from the back of my throat,
that prompts him to continue. “Your Dad has a broken leg though…. I set it as
best I could.” Horror washes over me at the thought. A broken leg was no big
deal before, but a broken leg in the zombie apocalypse, not being able to run
or even walk. Its amazing he’s still alive. “Jack isn’t doing very well.” Ryan
continues and I suddenly feel a little selfish that I didn’t ask about him.


“What happened?” I
ask, just as Mike starts the zombie growl.


“Someone is going
to hear that dog.” Ryan warns, and I shush him. I was talking to Ryan, but Mike
quits growling as well. I reach down and grab my axe where I’ve let it fall to
the ground when I hugged Ryan.


“There’s a zombie…”
I tell Ryan, and in the moonlight, I can see the doubt on his face. “I’m
serious.” I tell him as I point to Mike. The dog is staring down by the river,
past the column that Ryan was hiding behind and when Mike takes off and I hear
the familiar growl and thump combo, I take off at a jog towards the noise with
Ryan right on my heels.


Mike has a zombie
down on the ground, his jaws around the rotten creature’s throat, and I drive
my axe into the it’s forehead, then make sure it’s dead with a thump of my boot.
“Holy shit.” I hear Ryan mutter under his breath, and I reach out and pet Mike,
so he knows I appreciate his efforts.


“Are you sure my
Dad is somewhere safe?” I ask Ryan, and he doesn’t even hesitate as he nods.


“I’m positive
Jane, I wouldn’t have left him otherwise, but he wouldn’t let me stay. He
wanted someone out here looking for you, and if it wasn’t me, it would have
been him, crawling on his belly.” I smile a little bit at the image, not that I
would ever want my Dad to do such a thing, but just the power of his love is
heart warming.


“What about Jack?”
I ask when Ryan doesn’t say anything else and Ryan shakes his head.


“He’s alive, but
those people messed him up.” I feel an acute stab of guilt. Us coming here was
completely on me.


“We need to find
somewhere to stay before it gets light out.” I tell Ryan and he shakes his
head.


“Yeah, come on.
It’s really close, I’ll take you.” He says as he starts to walk away, but I
don’t follow him. I can’t. Everything in me is telling me to go and see my Dad,
but I can’t, not yet, and it’s killing me. Mike stays planted like a tree at my
side and doesn’t make a move to follow Ryan either.


“No.” Ryan turns
around in confusion.


“What are you
talking about Jane? Your Dad is going to be so relieved to see you.” He stops
and looks down at the ground before adding. “I was.”


“Ryan. I can’t go
back there yet. Those people in that town took Silas, and you know my Dad.” I
plead with him, “If I go back now, Dad will never let me out of his sight
again. Silas will be screwed.” Ryan looks like he wants to argue with me, but
then he closes his mouth and takes a deep breath, and I know, typical Ryan,
he’s going to try and be diplomatic.


“We can come back
for him-” He starts to say, but I shake my head.


“You just told me
my Dad has a broken leg and Jack is messed up.” I tell him bluntly. “It could
be weeks before that happens. Not a chance.”


“Then I’ll come
back for him.” Ryan says, frustration coating his every word, as he brushes a
hand over his hair in frustration. “You don’t know what it was like when you
were gone Jane.”


I feel anger
bubble up inside me at how purposely dense Ryan is being. Does he think he is
the only one that had a bad time after we all got separated? I went to hell and
back, and I had to kill someone, again! “You know what.” I tell him in anger.
“I’ll just do it myself.”


I spin and start
to walk away, but Ryan reaches out and grabs me by my arm and spins me back
around. Mike lets out a low growl of warning and I immediately think zombie,
but when I look at the dog, hes looking right at Ryan. The growl was a warning
not to touch me.


Ryan lets go of me
as if my skin is on fire, but he doesn’t get out of my way. “Don’t be so pig-headed
Jane. You could get killed, do you really think that is what Silas would want?”
His words hit home a little closely because they are exactly what Silas himself
said to me, but I stubbornly shake my head.


“Do you really
think Silas would leave any one of us in there and just go on with his life?” I
fire back, and I can tell from his face that I have him there. “Silas turned
himself over to these people to save me.” I tell Ryan, and I know I just sealed
the deal with that little piece of information.


“You were together
after the river?” Ryan asks and I nod.


“Yeah, but we
don’t have time right now. We have to find somewhere else to be.” I plead with
him, and he nods, and I know I’ve won. “Have you scouted any houses?” I ask
him, and he nods again and motions for me to follow him, and this time I do.


He could be
leading me back to Dad and Jack against my wishes, but I’m choosing to believe
that he heard what I said to him, and if he does anything else, I’ll let Mike
eat him.


Ryan leads me back
down the river bank, basically retracing my steps back the way I just came, and
I have to resist the urge to ask him, are we there yet, like an
impatient toddler. He comes to a stop abruptly and I’m confused. There is
absolutely nothing around. Ryan motions towards a bunch of bushes and I follow
him with curiosity as he starts tugging out a small row boat, and a set of
oars.


My stomach drops
at the idea of going back into the river, but I can’t complain, not after my
speech about saving Silas. Ryan pushes the boat to the waters edge, just so it
starts to float and then he hops in and motions for me to join him. I hesitate
for a minute, but then do it, whistling quietly for the dog.


The dog seems just
as dubious as me about the boat, but after a couple tugs of his collar, he
jumps in and sits awkwardly on the bottom of the boat. Ryan pushes us off with
the oar and then we are at the mercy of the current. “You don’t go straight
across, but the current isn’t too bad.” He tells me, handing me one of the oars
and showing me how to dip the paddle. I row in terrified silence and after a
few minutes Ryan and I get synchronized and the boat straightens out. “Don’t
look so scared, this is probably one of the safest places you could be right
now.” He tells me with a small chuckle, and I force a smile. He isn’t wrong,
zombies don’t swim.


“Is my Dad on the
other side of the river too?” I ask, curiosity getting the best of me and Ryan
nods.


“Yeah, the patrols
were too thick on the Louisville side.” He tells me and I nod, don’t I know it.


“Are you taking me
back to them?” I blurt out, even though I had decided to trust him.


Ryan shakes his
head. “I wish you would let me, but I won’t for now, but you do know your Dad
is suffering right now. He doesn’t know if you’re alive or dead. It’s been
killing him.”


His words prick at
my conscience, but I know I can’t let them sway me. My gut feeling is telling
me that this is the right thing to do. My Dad would never accept letting me go
off and rescue Silas, so it’s better if he doesn’t know. “I know.” I murmur and
Ryan studies my face before nodding and looking away.


“Okay then, I
won’t mention it again.” He surprises me by saying and I glance up at him
sharply.


“I trust you
Jane.” He tells me, winning me over. He’s been kind of a pain lately, ever
since things shifted between him and I, and I started up with Silas, but right
now he is reminding me of why I liked him so much in the first place. He is a
good person, I think I had forgot that in an effort to not feel so guilty for
what I did ditching him after everything we went through.


I pull my head out
of the memories and murmur a “thank you.”


“The other side of
the river is better. They don’t patrol this side and the houses haven’t all
been emptied out.” He tells me and I smile, he really meant it, and he’s
changing the subject.


“I wish we had
thought to switch sides.” I tell him before I realize I even said it out loud.
“We basically starved because we couldn’t find anything to eat, and I refused
to leave the river.” I admit. Tears sting my eyes. It’s my fault Silas got
taken.


“It isn’t your
fault Jane.” Ryan says, and for a minute I’m creeped out, it’s like he read my
thoughts. “You know how Silas is, if he didn’t want to do something, you
wouldn’t have made him.” He reminds me and it does touch on being the truth,
but I can’t overcome my guilt.


We approach the
riverbank and my heart starts beating more quickly when I spot two zombies
standing on the shore waiting for us. Mike lets out a growl. “Damn it.” I can’t
help cursing our luck and Ryan nods.


“Yeah, it’s the
trade off to the no patrols and food.” He shrugs like its not big deal.
“There’s more zombies.” The boat glides into the river bank and the bottom
scrapes against the gravel, reminding me of nails on a chalkboard, and Ryan is
already on his feet, jumping out of the boat he swings the heavy wooden oar and
cracks the first zombie in the head.


It staggers back,
but doesn’t fall, and Ryan uses the oar to smack the other zombie in the
temple, hard enough I can hear its vertebrae popping from here. I wince, and
struggle out of the boat with my axe, as Ryan pokes the first zombie in the
chest with the oar knocking it back and then winds up like hes Babe Ruth and
lands the crushing blow to the second zombies’ skull.


I head over to the
downed zombie that’s still twitching in the wet sand and finish it off while
Ryan whacks the remaining zombie two more times before landing the death blow.
He’s breathing hard when he walks over to me and motions to the left. “The
place I’m talking about is just over there, but first give me a hand hiding the
boat in these trees.” He asks and I jog over and help him pull the boat until
its hidden.


I’m getting
nervous being out in the open like this, especially since there are more
zombies on the southern side of the river. Ryan leads the way off the river bank,
and we run smack into another zombie. The zombie only gets out a small hiss of
excitement before Ryan plants a dagger through its temple.


“We’d better
hurry.” He whispers to me as the zombie crumples to the ground and I don’t
disagree. Mike stays close and I keep an eye alternately on his reaction to our
surroundings and the surroundings themselves. We jog up a short path, through a
garden and across an overgrown lawn before Ryan comes to a stop outside the
front door of a house and doesn’t even hesitate before throwing the door open
and rushing inside. I follow him, hoping that he knows whats on the other side
and Mike takes up the rear.


Ryan walks through
the house easily enough in the dark, and I relax slightly, he’s familiar with
the layout, so he must have cleared the house at some point. “We can spend the
night… day here and make a plan.” He tells me and I nod. My entire body
suddenly feels like it’s made out of lead. “Have you eaten?” He asks and I
shake my head.


“I’m not hungry, I
just need to sleep.” I tell him as I do a terrible job of stifling a yawn. He
leads me to a bedroom, and I’m grateful. We have a million things to talk
about, but I just don’t have it in me right now. I toss my pack down on the
floor and leave everything else on except my boots. My feet are a little damp
from around the rivers edge and I’d like to avoid foot fungus if its at all
possible. I poke around in the dresser drawers and come up with a thick pair of
wool socks and then sit down on the bed and pull mine off and switch them out, then
I crawl underneath the blankets and Mike jumps up on the bed with me and
settles his enormous girth practically on top of me.


He is not a small
dog by any means, but he makes me feel safe. Ryan turns around to leave and I
don’t really like the idea of him going far. “You don’t have to go.” I tell him
and he sends me a small smile.


“I’ll be back.” He
promises. “I’m just going to find something to eat.” He says, and I nod
fuzzily, I can barely even form a sentence at this point. My body basically
just decided the life-threatening danger was over for now, and it was going to
sleep and block out the world. My last conscious thought is to giggle over the
snores coming from Mike, the dog fell asleep even faster than I am- we should
be in the Guinness Book of World Records, if it still existed.






Chapter Fifteen


A wet nose nudging
my hand wakes me up, and I have to blink a few times from the sunlight that’s
streaming through the window. It’s sometime late morning or early afternoon, if
I had to guess. Mike lets out a low huff and pushes his wet nose against my
fingers again and I absent mindedly pet him.


The dog switches
tactics and puts my entire hand in his mouth and I sit bolt upright. I don’t
think he would hurt me, but he is a flesh-eating dog, and you can never be too
careful. I pull my hand out of his mouth carefully and he lets it go, much to
my relief.


I glance around
the room and am relieved to see Ryan didn’t go far. He’s sprawled out beside me
on the bed, and I smile at the wall of pillows that he’s built between us, like
a grade-school kid afraid of catching cooties. I highly doubt actually Ryan
thinks I’m going to give him cooties, it’s much more likely that he did this
for my own modesty, and it was a sweet gesture.


Mike whines again,
bringing my attention back to the dog and I frown at him. “Whats the matter?” I
ask him as I struggle to swing my feet over the edge of the bed. I’m stiff and
sore from the last couple days adventures, but the most likely culprit for this
fresh wave of pain is my spill off the bike last night.


I gingerly slip my
boots back on and tie them, making sure my gun is still at my hip, I open the
door and Mike goes shooting past me. I follow him a lot more carefully, this is
an unfamiliar house and even if Ryan did clear it at some point, he didn’t
clear it last night. Mike has disappeared, off to inspect the house, and I find
the kitchen and start pulling cans out of the cupboard.


I settle on some
fruit cocktail, with stale crackers and peanut butter spread on top and even
find a can of cat food for Mike- he won’t know the difference.


As if on cue, Mike
shows up at the rattle of the can opener and I get his breakfast first, dumping
the large can of congealed brown goop into a mixing bowl that I find up in the
cupboard. Mike wolfs it down and then stares at me until I give him half of my
peanut butter and cracker pile. It’s probably not the best diet for the dog to
be eating all this junk, but we’ve got to make do with what we can find.


I finish eating my
fruit straight from the can right around the same time Mike starts whining at
the patio door. I walk over and stare outside the glass door, glad the private
deck can only be reached by a set of steep stairs, or the glass wouldn’t be
very useful against pounding zombie fists. Mike whines again and I scan the
yard and visible river bank for any sign of zombies. The dog wants outside
badly, but I don’t know if I should.


I know the dog can
hold his own against a zombie, I’m more worried about attracting the dead to
our hide out. Mike lets out an impatient bark and I shush him, even as I slide
the patio door open in defeat. He takes off like a shot and I nervously step
out onto the deck and take-a-look around. Mike runs down towards the river and
starts pacing along the banks.


I’m about to turn
and go back into the house when a faint noise is carried to my ear on the
breeze. Gun shots. I stand up a little straighter and peer down at Mike, who’s
staring across the river at Louisville. I strain my ears to listen and more
shots ring out from across the river- and I could almost swear I hear
screaming.


I turn to rush
back into the house to wake up Ryan and nearly scream myself when I come face
to face with him standing in the doorway watching me. “You shouldn’t be
outside.” He tells me and I shrug.


“The dog needed
out.” I tell him, then motion for him to join me outside. “Do you hear that?” I
ask and confusion lights his face.


“What?” He says
peeking out to look both ways before joining me at the railing.


“Gun shots.” I
tell him and he frowns.


“Yeah.” He finally
admits after a few minutes of straining our ears. “Its not that unusual though
in this world, someone is probably just shooting zombies.” He says with a
shrug. As if to punctuate his words a hoarse cry reaches our ears, though its
faint and sounds far away.


Zombies. The
reminder recalls the horde I saw on the road last night and my blood runs cold.
“We have to go.” I tell Ryan, suddenly starting to panic and he looks confused.


“Don’t you want to
wait for tonight?” He asks and I shake my head, even as I rush back into the
house and gather up my stuff. Throwing a few things into my backpack, I sling
it on my back and stand before Ryan, who’s followed me into the bedroom, but
hasn’t made a move to gather up his own stuff.


“We need to
hurry!” I practically yell at him, and he begins to look concerned. “Last
night, I forgot to tell you, but I was on the main road and had to get off
because I came across a huge zombie horde on the interstate.” I rush to get out
all in one breath, and Ryan turns pale.


“Jane…” He says
and then pauses like he’s searching for the right words “…If Louisville was
overrun, it’s too late.” He does look genuinely upset by the fact that Silas
might become a zombie snack, but that doesn’t make me feel any better about it.


“Silas is
obviously locked up somewhere, and if he can’t get out, then the zombies can’t
get in.” I tell him with far more confidence than I feel. “He needs us now more
than ever.”


Ryan looks like
he’s still on the fence, but I can’t be. I’ve got to save Silas, it was top
priority before, but now the hour glass just ran out. “Give me a minute to get
ready.” He says finally and I am so relieved. I wasn’t looking forward to
executing this rescue mission on my own.


While Ryan is
getting ready, or whatever he’s doing in the other room, I dig in my bag and
pull out the box of ammo that I found when I also found Mike. I pull a few
empty clips out of the bag and start mechanically reloading them up because I’m
going to need more ammo.


I probably have about
sixty-five rounds all together and I’m not sure what Ryan has, but there’s
still at least two hundred zombies that may or may not have broken down the
gates to Louisville’s inner sanctuary- I don’t know if it will be enough.


Ryan emerges from
the bedroom just as I’m packing my stuff back up and I have to bite back the
urge to complain about how long he took, even though he was relatively fast.
“Ready?” I ask, and Ryan nods grimly.


“As ready as I’ll
ever be.” He lets me know, and I lead the way back to the patio door, stopping
to pick up my axe where I’ve left it leaning against the counter when I was
loading the cartridges into my clips.


“How much ammo do
you have?” Ryan asks as he eyes the empty box I left sitting on the counter.


“I found fifty
rounds the other day and I have maybe twelve others left.” I admit, then glance
over at him. “What about you?”


He shrugs a couple
times before clearing his throat and pretending to think about it. “Enough.” He
says mysteriously, and I know from dealing with Silas, that it’s man code for, Jane,
you have more ammo than me, but I hate to admit it.


“You have a
nine-millimeter, don’t you?” I ask, trying to remember what kind of gun he
carries, and he nods. “Do you want to take a couple clips?” I offer, already
starting to take my backpack off my back, but he shakes his head.


“I should be fine,
I’ve actually gotten pretty good with the oar.” He jokes and I flash him a
small smile as we make our way down the patio stairs and out onto the deck. If
times become desperate, I’ll make him take the damn ammo.


The gunshots from
across the river have gotten more rapid and I have to resist the urge to run
blindly towards the boat. “Jane.” Ryan warns as we reach the bottom of the
stairs, and I hear the moan of a zombie and nod my head, letting Ryan know that
I’ve spotted it.


The zombie comes
charging out of the trees at us and Ryan winds up with the oar and spins him
around, knocking him down to the ground, and I plant my ax viciously into the
back of his head for his efforts. I tug the axe out of his skull and wipe it on
his shirt. “Damn Jane, we make a pretty good team.” Ryan says with a low
whistle and I nod. That was pretty epic, as far as smooth zombie take downs go.


We retrace our
steps from the night before and step over the corpse of the zombie we
dispatched last night. A rustle in the bush has Ryan and I both spinning
towards the sound, ready to take something out, when Mike comes bursting
through the trees, nearly giving me a heart attack. I very nearly tried to axe him
out of habit. A rustle behind the dog, has us turning back as two zombies, come
staggering out of the trees right on his tail.


They’re kids- or
they used to be, and I feel horrified even as I raise my axe and crack it down
on the skull of the first. Ryan hesitates for a moment, but when the second
zombie gets too close to me as I’m tugging my axe out of the juvenile zombie’s
head, he steps in and takes it out, beating it down to the ground with the oar,
and then cracking its head open with a few precision hits.


“They were faster
than the big ones.” Ryan points out, and it’s something I noticed too.


“No more bringing
us back presents.” I reprimand the dog, as he trots along beside us without a
care in the world. I glance back at the bodies we left laying in the path and
jump when I feel Ryan’s hand on my elbow.


“Try not to think
about it.” He tells me, and I nod, pulling my eyes away from the two kids. I
think about all the kids we saw back in Louisville and feel sick to my stomach.
We need to try and help them.


Ryan and I make it
down to the river and come to a screeching halt. Zombies line the bank, at
least ten of them, staring out across the river at the gun shots from
Louisville. They’re blocking the boat, so we don’t really have a choice, this
is a stay and fight situation.


Mike lets out a
huge bark, and almost as one the zombies turn towards us. “What the hell Mike.”
I yell in frustration, no point being quiet now.


“I really hate
your dog, Jane.” Ryan tells me, and at this exact moment, I might have to agree
with him.


“Mike.” I cuss his
name, and the dog has the good grace to whimper.


“We have to run.”
Ryan says, “There’s too many of them.” I shake my head at his idea.


“We can’t run.” I
tell him. “There’s no time.” I pull my gun from my hip, and it feels good to be
able to hold it again, then I start aiming and squeezing the trigger.


“What the hell are
you doing?” Ryan yells to be heard over the pop of my gun, and I shrug.
“They’re already attracted to the noise across the river. A few more gun shots
won’t really matter. We’ll be in the boat by then if we hurry.” Ryan doesn’t
say anything, so I take his silence as consent.


Mike cowers
against my leg at the gunshots, but I can’t stop to spare his feelings. I drop
four of the zombies before Ryan pulls out his gun and starts picking them off
with deadly accuracy. It looks like a massacre on the riverbank, but I don’t
stop and dwell on it.


Instead I
completely ignore the body count and start running for the boat with Mike and
Ryan on my heels. “Careful Jane.” Ryan yells as I bend down and start pulling
the boat out of the trees where we hid it. I hear the moan, and a feeling of
‘oh shit’ washes over me, followed shortly by a shot as Ryan puts down the
zombie that was practically standing at my shoulder unbeknownst to me.


The zombie is so
close that when it crumples, it lands inside the boat. I look over at Ryan and
I can see the disapproval on his face. I just about bit the big one there. “I
know.” I tell him before he can even open his mouth and thankfully, he nods,
and lets it go. Silas would have still given me the lecture.


“Grab his other
leg.” Ryan says instead and I wince as I grab the crusty jean clad leg of the
zombie in the boat. Together Ryan and I yank him out, and he leaves a
disgusting viscous fluid on the edge of the boat when his face slides over with
a bump.


Ryan and I both
ignore it as we tug the boat through the sand and push it into the water. A
zombie moans as it staggers out of the trees and Ryan jogs forward to whack it
with the oar, while I coax Mike into the boat. The dog is far less excited
about it the second time around.


“Come on!” I yell
to Ryan as another zombie staggers out onto the bank, and after a second of
indecision, he chooses not to go after it and instead runs for the boat, giving
it a shove further into the water as he hops in. The boat rocks as we hit the
current and Ryan quickly sits down to prevent himself from falling out.


Ryan dips his gory
oar into the water, and I do the same and together we find our rhythm again as
I watch the zombie stagger closer to the edge of the water. We aren’t very far
off from shore and the eager creature takes a couple steps out into the water,
making me feel a tightening in my stomach. What if it reaches the boat?


“It won’t” Ryan tells
me, in his uncanny way of reading my mind. The zombie takes another couple
steps, the water swirling around its legs as it reaches out its hands in
anticipation. Suddenly its gone, and I blink. I look closely and see its head
bobbing along in the rushing water, and then it disappears into the under tow.


“Told ya.” Ryan
says, and I finally let myself breath, and try to calm down. Rowing this boat
across the river is going to be our one reprieve from all the craziness before
it starts up again the second our boat touches the opposite shore.






Chapter Sixteen


It takes me a
little while, but I finally realize that we aren’t going straight across like
we did before, instead we’re heading up the river and it’s a strain on my arm
to paddle against the current. “How come we’re going this way?” I ask Ryan and
he points to the train car wall.


“Unless we find a
ladder, we can’t get over those rail cars. I’ve scouted this area before, they
don’t have the wall all the way across the entire river front, we’ll be able to
get in.” I nod. It makes sense, after all, it’s better to travel by boat than
on the shores with all the zombies.


“Hey Ryan.” I say
after a minute of silence passes between us, I have questions and we didn’t
have time to talk last night because I fell asleep- and who knows how long it
will be before we’ll have another chance to sit down and talk. “How come you
were sticking so close to Louisville?” It’s a question I’ve been wondering, all
that walking Silas and I did look for them, we never once thought to look
closer to the place that nearly killed us.


“I didn’t at
first.” We weren’t sure where you guys landed, and it took me a while to get
your Dad and Jack to safety. It was a few days before I could leave them. I
think maybe we missed you. After a while your Dad forced me to leave them and
go out and look for you, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I think he would
have done it himself if I’d refused.”


Ryan’s words prick
at my conscious. It’s not that I don’t want to see my Dad- I want that more
than anything in the world, but if he’s truly safe like Ryan says, then Silas
must come first. Silas is not safe at all right now. “He can be pretty
stubborn.” I say in response and Ryan snorts.


“That would be an
understatement.” He tells me, and for the first time I look closely at Ryan’s
face. He looks like he’s been through hell. He has bags under his eyes, and he
just looks… haunted- for lack of a better word. I know my Dad isn’t an easy
person to take care of sometimes, especially not with me missing.


“Thank you.” I
tell Ryan, pausing my rowing long enough to reach out and squeeze his hand. “I
really appreciate you taking care of him for me.” Ryan smiles and looks down at
our hands for a minute before shaking me off and going back to rowing.


“Of course.” He
says after a minute, shrugging like it’s not big deal, but I know it is. He did
an amazing thing for the small bit of family that I have left, and I’ll never
forget it. Even now, he’s helping me save Silas against his better judgement,
when I know he would rather see me safely to my Dad.


As we get closer
to the center of town, the volume increases and so does my anxiety. I can hear
the agonizing screams of people getting ripped apart, and I can’t believe that
I’m about to knowingly run into that, after all, what’s so special about me
that I think I can survive when so many people are obviously getting butchered.
Even worse, I’m practically forcing Ryan to come with me.


I glance up and
catch his eye and can see that he is visibly shaken by whats going on in
Louisville. “Ryan. You don’t have to come with me. This isn’t your fight-” He’s
already shaking his head before I finish saying what I want to say.


“Jane, forget it.”
He tells me, and now it’s my turn to shake my head.


“No Ryan. I’m
serious. I know you have some sort of honor code that you follow, and you treat
me like I’m a damsel in distress and you’re my white knight that has to come to
my rescue every time, but its not true. This could kill you, and I’m willing to
die for this, for the chance I could save him, but you don’t have to.” I don’t
know how to convey to him the seriousness of this and how much I do not want
him dying trying to save me. I wipe a tear of sadness and frustration away.


“I know I don’t
have to do this Jane. Hell, I don’t even want to do this… risk both our lives
trying to save the guy you left me for, when it might be already be too late.
Silas is a good guy though and I would do anything for you. If you’re going in
there, I can’t think of anywhere else I should be. We’re a team Jane, friends
first, all that other stuff just don’t matter.”


I flash him a
watery smile and this time the tears have nothing to do with fear or
frustration. Ryan is an amazing guy, one of my best friends, and I really hope
we both survive this nightmare.


A bang against the
side of the boat has me nearly jumping out of my skin. I glance down at the
source of the noise and see something bobbing in the river, and it’s hit the
side of our boat.


“Is that a
zombie?” I ask, trying to see any distinguishing characteristics that might
tell me what just hit the boat. Ryan reaches out with the tip of his oar and
carefully rolls the body over, face up, and I’m surprised to see that it isn’t
a zombie at all.


The skin is not
rotten or marred at all, but pale, nearly translucent and blue, and her eyes
are wide open in a dead stare that I find horrible to look at. Ryan reaches out
and places two fingers on her throat to feel for a pulse, but then shakes his
head and pulls his arm back into the boat, using his oar to maneuver the body
around the boat so it can continue on its way, and so can we.


“Where do you
think she came from?” I ask, even though I already have a sneaking suspicion.
Ryan looks past my shoulder and points grimly to the water. I see more bodies
floating “Oh God.” I murmur. There are at least three more bodies in the water
and two of them are rather small. One of the bodies is wearing a life jacket
and has another person clinging to them. “Ryan!” I shout, excited about finding
a survivor, and together Ryan and I row furiously.


“Grab my hand.”
Ryan shouts as he gets closer to the pair in the water. I lean forward in
anticipation and the woman, by the look of the long blond hair hanging down her
back, turns towards Ryan’s voice. We both jump back.


Blood drips from
the zombie’s mouth, her soulless milky eyes narrow on Ryan and she growls. I
look past the zombie at the teenage boy in the life vest and wish I hadn’t.
Zombies can’t swim, but she must have gotten a hold of him and held on while
she ate away his face. The guy in the life vest suddenly gasps for air, a sob
coming out of his throat and Ryan and I look at each other in horror. We had
both mistakenly thought he was dead.


I pull my gun from
my hip, my hands shaking as I hold it towards the young man’s head. This is
horrible, but he’s suffering, one of us has to help him, and so far, Ryan
hasn’t had to do this kind of stuff, and I don’t want him to. “Jane, don’t.”
Ryan says, reaching towards my gun, as if to stop me. I squeeze the trigger and
the force of the bullet makes his head dip back into the water, even though it
pops up again quickly because of the floatation device he’s wearing.


“I’m sorry.” I
whisper to the guy, or Ryan- I’m not really sure at this point. Then I tuck my
gun away and pick up my oar and standing up in the boat, I smack the zombie as
hard as I can, over and over again until she lets go of the kids jacket and
sinks to the bottom of the river.


“You didn’t have
to do that.” Ryan tells me, sounding pissed off.


“Yeah I did.” I
tell him, sitting back down, and he surprises me, by not arguing further, but
sliding in beside me and wrapping me in a hug.


“You always say I
protect you, but you do your own fair share in return.” He whispers in my ear
as he holds me and I want to break down, after all I just killed someone, but
then I think about Silas, and I have to hold myself together.


I push myself away
from Ryan and give him a watery smile, then reach out and pet Mike when he
whines in concern. “I’m fine.” I tell them both, even though there are tears
streaming down my face. I pick up the paddle again and get to work rowing, and
Ryan has to do the same, when we start to spin in a circle.


We row in silence,
passing a few more bodies as we go, and all I can think of is, these people ran
into the water to get away from the zombies. It doesn’t bode well for a safe
landing on the opposite shore.


We begin to see
odd things the closer we get to the center of Louisville. People standing on
the top of the train cars, men, women and children. They must have gotten a
ladder and climbed up to get away from the zombies, but there aren’t nearly
enough people to account for the population of Louisville- maybe only about
fifty or so.


The wave at us for
help with their hands up in the air, and I scan each person’s face looking for
Silas, but he isn’t there. I didn’t honestly think it could be that easy.


“Hey.” A guy yells
at us, and Ryan and I stop rowing in order to hear him better. “Don’t come this
way.” He warns, “We were overrun.”


I nod my head
emphatically to show that I understand what he’s saying. “We’re looking for our
friend.” I yell back. “Do you know where they kept their prisoners?” I know
asking a question like that could make cooperation difficult, so I hold my
breath.


The guy on the
rail car looks surprised by my question and for a minute I don’t think hes
actually going to answer me, but after a minute he does. “They’ve got that guy
locked up in the police station.” He says finally and now it’s my turn to look
surprised. He seems to know exactly who I’m talking about- I guess they don’t
keep a lot of prisoners.


“Thank you.” I
yell back to him and he nods.


“Please try and
help us if you can?” He asks and I nod in agreement.


“I’ll do my best.”
I promise him, and then its his turn to nod. Ryan and I pick up our rowing
again, and I double my efforts even though I’m starting to form blisters on my
already sore palms. I can’t help but wonder how it works to get blisters on top
of road rash. I cringe at the mental image.


We see a few more
people on top of train cars who wave to us in desperation. Ryan clenches his
jaw and stares straight ahead, focusing on our work, but I can’t bring myself
to ignore them. I wave back in a way that I hope is reassuring, but I honestly
have no idea.


“You shouldn’t
give them hope Jane.” Ryan scolds me, and I look at him sharply.


“I don’t have
anything else to give them.” I tell him. “I’ll help them if I can though.” I
say honestly.


“I wouldn’t expect
anything less of you.” Ryan says mysteriously, before going back to rowing.
“The break in the train cars is just up ahead.” He says and I crane my neck in
curiosity. I can’t see anything yet.


Another few
minutes passes us by and then finally, I can see the end to the long line of
train cars just up ahead. We pass a few more bodies in the water the closer we
get to the beach, but none of them are moving, neither alive or reanimated.


When we get
closer, I can see that the river bank is swarming with dead, both zombie and
humans laying on the ground while the monsters feast on their flesh. “That
isn’t good.” Ryan says echoing my own sentiment completely.


We are gonna to
have to figure out a way to pick off the zombies before it comes down to hand
to hand combat, or we aren’t going to make it very far ashore- about two feet,
if I had to guess, there’s way too many of them.


“We’ll have to
shoot them.” I say, wincing at the idea of using up all my ammo before we even
get into the thick of things.


“Not necessarily.”
Ryan says slowly, like hes still half forming a plan. “Remember that zombie
back across the river when we left?” He asks me, and I nod, how could I forget
the clumsy creature- oh.


“You want to try
and lure the zombies into the water?” I ask him and he grins at me.


“Yeah. It might be
super dangerous thought. If we don’t control the boat just right, we might be
jumping in to swim away.” He warns me and I shiver thinking about being in the
river with all those dead bodies, not to mention all the zombies that have
sunk. I have no idea what happens to a zombie when it goes underwater, but I
imagine it crawling around down at the bottom of the water, just waiting to
bite the feet off an unsuspecting swimmer. That will probably be a good
experiment for us to try when we get back home. We’ve already seen what happens
when you thaw one out- why not drown one and see what it does.


“Let’s get this
right the first time then, because I don’t want to swim.” I tell Ryan and he
nods his agreement. I pull my gun off my belt, just in case and set it in the
bottom of the boat.


“What are you
doing?” Ryan asks and I shrug.


“If we have to
jump, my gun won’t do me any good if it gets wet.” I tell him. “If we have to
jump in, hopefully the boat won’t sink, then we at least have half a chance of
getting the guns back dry.”


“That’s actually a
good idea.” Ryan tells me, taking his own gun from his hip and setting it down
on the bottom of the boat with mine.


“Thanks.” I
mumble, feeling uncomfortable with his praise. “When we first went into the
river, we had all our guns on, and I remember Silas pulling everything apart so
it wouldn’t get wrecked.” I shrug. Its no rocket science, just one of many
things I’ve had to learn since this whole mess started.


We get as close as
we dare to the river bank and then start trying to draw the attention of all
the zombies. It isn’t difficult, because all their attention is already zoomed
in on us, but that doesn’t stop me from hollering and carrying on to excite
them. Hopefully it will make them forget that they can’t do water, and they’ll
all charge in after us.


“Hey, you ugly
bastards!” I yell, clapping my hands together and Ryan lets out an ear-piercing
whistle.


“Come and get it.”
He yells and I like his phrasing there.


“Yeah, come and
get it.” I taunt and the zombies begin to get excited and mill around close to
the waters edge. A few even take a few steps into the water and I feel excited,
except for the fact that most of them are still keeping their distance.


I stand up in the
boat and wave my arms to get their attention, and a few more of them putter
closer. The back rows of zombies, pushing the front out into rushing water.
“It’s working.” I yell to Ryan and he nods his agreement, even as he smacks the
edge of his paddle against the top of the water to make an enticing splash.
“Come get it.” I yell, leaning forward to hold my arm enticingly over the edge
of the boat.


The arm trick
works. The zombies take one look at the tender flesh of my upper arm and march
into the water, completely intent on their snack, and one by one, the deeper
they wade out for the promise of just one taste, they begin to get pulled by
the undercurrent, until a good portion of them have all been sucked away.


Now only a few
zombies remain, as well as the feasted-on bodies littering the beach. They will
be trouble soon, but they haven’t completely turned into zombies yet. The beach
is as good as its ever going to get, so Ryan aims the boat for the not so
far-shore, finally, after what felt like forever, and then I feel the lurch as
we come to a complete stop against the sand bar.


The remaining
zombies set up a collective moan of excitement and haul ass in our direction,
but there’s only five of them left and they are spaced out. “You’ve got this
Jane.” Ryan tells me encouragingly as he gathers up his oar in anticipation,
and I feel a hell of a lot better about the situation as I jump out of the boat
with the enormous dog at my side and start swinging my axe.


It takes us no
more than ten minutes to dispatch of the zombies that remained on the beach
while their friends went for a swim, as well as the one zombie that wandered
onto the scene, from somewhere else, after the fact.


I pull my axe out
of my last zombies head, dripping in gore, and start to head up the riverbank
to the grassy area that we only recently escaped across, when Ryan’s faint
whistle has me spinning around to see what he wants.


“All these bodies
are going to turn.” He whispers and that gives me pause. I don’t want to stay
and waste any more time, but there’s at least thirty bodies littering the sand
and thirty new zombies could do a lot of harm to our already bad situation.


“Okay.” I nod as I
watch Ryan pull his long, thin blade from his belt and start to puncture each
zombie through the eye, sinking his blade right into their brains. I don’t have
the time, or strength to mess around trying to push a knife through the orbital
bone of a zombie, so I use my axe to smash and dash between my half of the
bodies.


I’m sweating by
the time we are done, but my adrenaline keeps me from feeling too much. I
motion for Ryan to follow me, and he does this time, and together with our
weapons out, we climb up the river bank and freeze.


It’s so much worse
than we could have imagined. Zombies wander the streets, and not a lot of
people are left standing to fight them off. A zombie across the lawn stops its
staggering, turning to see what we are up to, before changing direction and
coming at us with a growl, and Ryan rushes forward to take it out. His absence
leaves me standing there with a full view of the once meticulously manicured
safe community. It’s in shambles now and a couple blocks away, a thick plume of
black smoke rises into the air-something is on fire, and I can only hope that
it isn’t the police station.


“Please Silas.” I
whisper to myself. “Please be alright.” Ryan runs towards me and taps my arm to
pull me out of my thoughts.


“Ready to go get
Silas?” He asks, only puffing slightly from this workout, and I nod grimly as I
take my first few steps towards almost certain death.


“Let’s do this
thing.”


 


The End
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