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   Chapter One
 
   Grace adjusted the position of her head to get a clear view in the eyepiece of her new scope. Cliff had mounted a good long range rimfire scope to the rifle she had selected—a Ruger 10/22 like Toby’s—and had offered to teach her how to shoot. After about an hour or so of sighting it in, she and Cliff had climbed on top of the RV with the unloaded rifle, getting in some sighting practice.
 
   “Now adjust the focus with the little ring after the eyepiece until the target looks clear,” Cliff said, laying beside her on the roof. “Hold your position while you do it,” he continued. “And then you want to adjust your zoom level to get a closer look.”
 
   “Okay,” Grace said, turning the focus ring. 
 
   The speed limit sign came into focus, reading 40 MPH. She then adjusted the zoom, bringing the sign even closer. Someone had scrawled the words, “when cops are present” near the bottom of it. She grinned.
 
   “Funny people around here,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, I saw that,” Cliff said. “Now move to your left and notice how it goes out of focus again until you find something that’s within about the same range.
 
   Grace pointed her rifle to the left, seeing everything along the secluded road. When she reached the other side, she saw Dan and Drew, poking around in the brush. They were in focus.
 
   “I see Dan and Drew,” she said.
 
   “Okay, don’t shoot ‘em,” Cliff said.
 
   He grabbed the walkie-talkie, keying it and speaking, “Grace has you in her sights, guys. Watch yo’ ass.”
 
   Dan moved to the center of the road, waving his arms and dancing a little jig. Grace chuckled. “What an ass.”
 
   “You guys might wanna move,” Cliff said.
 
   “Is she loaded?” 
 
   “Not yet, but from the look on her face, I bet she’s thinking about it.”
 
   “Groovy. We’re heading into the woods to look for water.”
 
   “Roger that,” Cliff said. “Be careful.”
 
   Grace laid the rifle down, still looking off in their direction. “Do you think they’ll find anything?”
 
   Cliff shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. It rained yesterday, so there might be some puddles.”
 
   “Surely there’s a creek around somewhere.”
 
   “Let’s hope so,” Cliff said.
 
    
 
   Dan kicked at the underbrush, seeing the faint signs of gravel underneath. There was probably a small road here at some time in the past; maybe a driveway. It looked fairly recent, as the growth wasn’t very thick, and the gravel was still mostly clean.
 
   “Let’s follow this,” he said. “There may be a cabin or something.”
 
   “Right behind you,” Drew said.
 
   The group had followed this particular road after turning off the highway. It looked fairly secluded, with nothing but thick woods on either side for miles. It seemed a perfect spot to stop and rest. After fleeing the camp, the group had driven for almost a whole day toward the south, creeping slowly through the backroads. It was the only way to be sure they wouldn’t run across Enoch’s men.
 
   Still, there was no telling where Enoch’s main compound was located. Mike hadn’t said shit. For all they knew they were driving right toward it—maybe even walking right toward it at this point.
 
   “I wonder why the rural areas didn’t get all the overgrowth like Columbus did.” Drew said.
 
   “I don’t know. Grace said something about the black shit mixing with the air pollution and creating some kind of weird fertilizer.”
 
   “Do you think she even knows what the hell she’s talking about?”
 
   Dan shrugged. “She’s smarter than us, I guess,” he said. “Look who she’s latched on to, the only military guy among us.”
 
   Drew grinned, singing, “Sheeee got jungle fever, heeee got jungle fever…”
 
   Dan burst out in laughter, shaking his head as he remembered the tune. “I don’t think that’s how it goes,” he said. “But close enough I guess.”
 
   “Look at this,” Drew said, stopping and kicking over a large piece of bark.
 
   There was a small wooden sign underneath. It looked like it had been knocked over by the falling bark, possibly during a storm. It was slightly worn and faded, and carved with the words, “The Thompsons”. Dan grunted, looking farther down the lane. It was definitely a driveway, obviously belonging to the Thompson family.
 
   “Let’s see if the Thompsons are home,” he said.
 
   “I hope they have some fucking water or something,” Drew said. “We’re about out.”
 
   “I’m about out of ammo, too,” Dan said. “But I highly doubt they have Blackout rounds.”
 
   “Yeah, man,” Drew said. “You may just have to swap barrels and go back to .223.”
 
   “Whatever,” Dan said, shrugging. “It works, too.”
 
   “Hey guys!” came Toby’s voice from the road. “Wait up!”
 
   Dan grinned as Toby sprinted toward them. He had on Bill’s cowboy hat, and carried his Ruger SR22 handgun up in the air like a cop pursuing a fleeing criminal.
 
   “Careful with that gun, buddy,” Drew said. “You’ll shoot your eye out.”
 
   Toby stopped, breathless, when he reached them. “You guys were going without me?”
 
   “Well,” Dan said. “I thought you were still asleep like the rest of them.”
 
   “Not me,” Toby replied. “I never sleep. I’m always ready to whoop some ass.”
 
   Drew and Dan chuckled, and the three of them continued down the gravel path. Toby seemed cheerful, despite the fact that the camp had been burnt to cinders, and he occasionally broke into a skipping run. Dan could almost feel the boy’s enthusiasm flow through him like a cheery soul wash; rinsing away all the bullshit that had happened the last few days. He even felt like skipping himself.
 
   And he did.
 
   “Dude,” Drew said. “Enough with the Sesame Street shit.”
 
   “What’s wrong with Sesame Street?” Dan asked.
 
   “Well, for starters there’s that big ass bird.”
 
   “His name is Big Bird,” Toby corrected him. “Not Big Ass Bird.”
 
   “Alright, then,” Drew said, grinning. “How about that weirdo who lives in the garbage can?”
 
   “Oscar? A hairy green guy that lives in a garbage can… Yeah, I guess that is kinda weird.”
 
   Dan listened to their exchange with a smile. It was amazing to him how quickly the boy seemed to bounce back after shit went wrong. Even his mom’s death didn’t faze him as much as one would expect. But then, knowing Lena, he had likely been by himself most of the time anyway. Either way, he was a resilient kid.
 
   The forest around them thickened as they neared the house. Though the path was already overgrown, the amount of visible gravel lessened to the point of non-existence. The only indication that the path continued on was the slight depression of two tire-worn trails leading into the woods.
 
   “This place is freaky,” Toby said. “I bet the people who lived up there never left the house.”
 
   “Probably not,” Dan said.
 
   Drew pointed off to the right. “Hey look,” he said. 
 
   There, hidden in the weeds and underbrush was an old, rusted out car. It was unrecognizable, probably something from the early 1960s. There was no glass left, the body was pure rust, and a tree was even growing through the floor and out the windshield.
 
   “That’s crazy,” Dan said. “What a waste of a classic car.”
 
   “What is it?” Toby asked.
 
   Dan shrugged. “Something classic. Who knows?”
 
   “Dude,” Drew said. “Clearly, it’s a Ford.”
 
   Toby scowled, not really understanding the reference. That much was obvious. Dan grinned, mussing up the boy’s hair. They continued their walk, growing slightly more apprehensive as the trail darkened with the ever-thickening forest. Ahead, they could see the remnants of a white picket fence, with a gate that hung on one hinge. The paint was mostly worn off, showing the partially rotted wood underneath.
 
   As they approached the gate, a path of small river pebbles became visible, winding its way up a small hill toward what they guessed would be the house. The driveway ended in a small parking area that was overgrown and devoid of any vehicles.
 
   “Looks like nobody’s home,” Dan said.
 
   He opened the gate, letting it go quickly when it twisted and fell off its remaining hinge. He let it fall to the ground, looking to the others for opinions.
 
   “Shall we?” he asked.
 
   Drew and Toby shrugged.
 
   Dan stepped onto the path and ascended up and around a giant, squat evergreen of some kind. The path went around it and up another slope that was reinforced with railroad ties. At the top, there stood an oddly out-of-place white stone Victorian house. Dan stopped and stared at it as the others caught up. The paint was worn in some places, showing the grayish-green stone underneath. 
 
   “Who paints that kind of stone?” Dan wondered out loud.
 
   “It’s probably latex paint,” Toby said. “Maybe the stone leaked.”
 
   Dan shot him a strange look. The kid was pretty astute when it came to the obvious.
 
   “It’s ugly and looks like it doesn’t belong here,” Drew said.
 
   As they neared the porch, Dan could see a corpse sitting in a rocking chair near the front door. It was mostly mummified, and leaned back in the chair with its mouth hanging open. It was a man, sitting casually on his porch when he died. There was a gray revolver on his lap, and an empty beer bottle on the end table beside him. Toby immediately went and snatched up the revolver.
 
   He opened the cylinder and let the bullets slide out into his hand. “22 magnum,” he said. “Cool. I hope he has more bullets.”
 
   Dan and Drew stepped onto the covered porch, peeking into the windows. It was dark inside, except for the light that came in from the back windows. There was no rotting smell as would be expected. Even the dead old man didn’t stink anymore.
 
   “This might be a good place to chill for a while,” Dan suggested. “That is if Travis or Eric can get the RV up here.”
 
   “I bet they could,” Drew said. “But let’s check the place out before that.”
 
   Dan pounded on the door and pressed his ear against it to listen for any movement inside. He heard nothing, shrugged, and then pushed it open. The door creaked loudly, causing Dan to grit his teeth. The dusty air wafted out, but thankfully smelled rot-free. The only thing that he could smell, other than the dust, was the faint smell of creosote from the fireplace.
 
   He stepped in, switching on his gun light. Dust floated through the air, giving him the impression that he was underwater. He scanned left and right, seeing nothing of concern, and then motioned for the others to follow.
 
   “We’ll split up and check every room,” Dan said. “Drew, take the upstairs, and me and Toby will check down here.”
 
   Drew nodded, and went to the stairway that was just beyond an archway to the right. To the left was a dining room, complete with a table, chairs, and a fancy chandelier that hung precariously. Another archway at the back led to the kitchen. The hallway directly in front of him went to the kitchen as well. On the floor near the table was a stack of randomly-sized boards; two by fours, small plywood panels, and other tidbits. Sitting on top was a box of nails and a couple of old hammers.
 
   It appeared that revolver guy had plans for boarding up his house. 
 
   “You go left,” Dan said to Toby, noting the materials for future reference. “I’ll go straight.”
 
   “Aye-aye Captain,” Toby said.
 
   Dan walked slowly forward, using his rifle to push open a doorway to his right. It was a closet built underneath the stairs. He could hear Drew’s footsteps climbing up above him. The closet was empty, except for a coat rack with a single jacket hanging from it. It was shitty—an old man’s coat. He checked the pockets none-the-less, finding a glass bottle of nitroglycerin tablets. He pocketed them and closed the door.
 
   The kitchen was large, with old cabinets with decrepit doors. Toby had already entered from the archway, and stood in the center, scanning the lower cabinets. Some of them were open, and the boy checked underneath the sink.
 
   “It stinks under there,” he said, holding his nose and backing away.
 
   Dan shined his light at the upper cabinets, seeing many cans and boxes on the shelves. He opened one, and smiled when he saw the numerous food items that were still present.
 
   “It looks like we feast tonight,” he said.
 
   In the cabinet near the refrigerator, Toby found a stash of liquor and wine. Dan’s eyes popped open and he grinned.
 
   “What’s Gall—Galli--?”
 
   “Galliano,” Dan said. “Black licorice flavored liqueur.”
 
   “Yuck,” Toby said, opening another cabinet.
 
   There were pots and pans, and empty glass bottles inside, along with a mouse trap with a dried up mouse carcass crushed underneath its copper bar. Dan opened the fridge, and then closed it immediately. The funk was too much for him to even get it open. He backed away, nearly gagging.
 
   “Stinky?” Toby asked, grinning.
 
   “A little. I wonder if Drew’s found anything.”
 
   “I’ll check the living room by the stairs,” Toby said. “Go ahead and join him.”
 
   Toby went into the other room. Dan followed him and then mounted the stairs. He could hear Drew shuffling around up there, whistling and humming some tune to himself.
 
   “You find anything?” Dan called out when he reached the top.
 
   “Not shit,” Drew said. “It’s pretty empty.”
 
   Drew came out of a room, carrying a shotgun. “Just this,” he said. “Twenty gauge. No shells though.”
 
   “They’re probably downstairs,” Dan suggested. “Toby will find them.”
 
   “Come here a second,” Drew said, going into a room across the hall.
 
   Dan followed him in, and was shocked to see that the room was full of foliage that had grown into the window. Vines completely covered the walls, fed sunlight through a gaping hole in the ceiling that went all the way through to the roof. 
 
   “Jesus,” Dan said. “We’ll just stay out of here I guess.”
 
   “There’s a bathroom up here, too,” Drew said. “With roots growing out of the toilet.”
 
   “Well that’s fucked up,” Dan replied. “I don’t need to see that.”
 
   Drew stopped, slinging his rifle over his shoulder and putting his hands on his hips. “Everything looks okay,” he said. “I guess we can let everyone know we have a flop for the night.”
 
   Dan nodded. It would be good to have a nice dry place to sleep other than the RV. He looked outside at the cloudy sky, knowing that a storm was coming soon. They should be safe here.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Toby was in the kitchen, sitting on the counter eating a jar of peanut butter with a spoon. He grinned when Dan and Drew returned, freezing in position with his spoon near his mouth.
 
   “Hungry?” Dan asked.
 
   Toby nodded, mumbling something through his peanut butter plastered teeth.
 
   “Let’s get back to the RV and tell the others,” Dan said. “And you might wanna grab some water so your mouth doesn’t shrivel up. That jar was unopened right?”
 
   Toby nodded, plopping down to the kitchen floor. “It tastes good, too.”
 
   “A growing boy needs his protein,” Drew said. “I could use a beer. This place oughta do for a night or two.”
 
   They exited the house and took one last look around the property. There was a well with a hand pump near the side of the house, and even a windmill that rose up through the trees. A giant antenna sat mounted atop a tall pole on the other side, along with a small shed with a shiny new padlock on the door.
 
   “I wonder what’s in there,” Drew said.
 
   Dan grabbed a rusty pry bar that half-buried in the dirt, sticking it through the lock and twisting it until the latch broke off. He stepped back and opened the door, grinning as he saw not only a stash of moonshine, but a HAM radio setup complete with an array of car batteries.
 
   “Man,” he said. “Max is gonna love this.”
 
   “Shit,” Dan snorted. “Maybe Travis and Bill, too.”
 
   “What is it?” Toby asked.
 
   “It’s a radio,” Dan said. “The kind that weirdos and hobbyists use to communicate across the globe. There might actually be some people out there still trying to contact people. I bet Max could get it going and we can talk to some other people.”
 
   “Cool,” Toby said. “As long as it isn’t the bad guys.”
 
   Drew snickered. “To some, we probably are the bad guys.”
 
   “I’m not a bad guy,” Toby said. “I only killed that one guy. Shot him right in the noggin.”
 
   Drew grinned but shot Dan a funny look. Dan supposed it was amusing hearing the kid brag about it, but as long as it didn’t bother him too much, that was okay. Mason deserved a bullet in the head, and Dan was proud of Toby for providing that assface with such a needed cranial accessory.
 
   Dan closed the doors, hanging the busted lock back on its hasp. “Okay,” he said. “Enough of this shit. Let’s get the guys and gals up here to safety.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Enoch looked down at Royce as Doctor Shake tended his dressings. Royce had been injured badly when he and Seth rolled the truck trying to escape. Though the two men had survived the horrific crash, Seth had been murdered with a bullet to the head.
 
   Enoch wanted to know who pulled the trigger.
 
   “How are you feeling, Royce?”
 
   Royce cleared his throat, wincing with pain as the doctor swabbed antibiotic gel onto his burns. 
 
   “Better, boss,” he said. “My shoulder ain’t gonna be like it was, doh.”
 
   “That’s alright,” Enoch assured him. “We’ll put you on something that doesn’t require use of it.”
 
   “Thanks,” Royce replied. “I’m sorry, dawg. I did my best tryin’ ta get yo brutha out.”
 
   “I know you did, playa. This ain’t your fault. You did good. I just wanna know who killed Seth.”
 
   “I don’t remember seeing much,” Royce said, thinking back. “It was two white dudes, doh. I think the one who shot Seth was wearin’ some combat boots and shit. When he kneeled down he looked like he was bald and had some cracka glasses on and shit.”
 
   “Cracka glasses?” Enoch repeated with a grin.
 
   “Yeah, like dem birth control glasses you get in the Army.”
 
   Enoch remembered them. He even remembered the phrase. It referred to thick-framed plastic glasses you get in basic training. Your personal glasses were always taken and stowed away for after graduation. It was an insurance policy against you losing or breaking your good ones. Enoch’s bunk-buddy had worn them, and he always got made fun of.
 
   “Bald, huh?” Enoch asked.
 
   “Shaved,” Royce said. “And it looked like he had a goatee, too. That’s all I saw. I was tryin’ to play dead and shit.”
 
   “Good, good,” Enoch said. “I’m glad you survived. I’ll find this mutha fucka and send him to his mama. You just lay here and get healed up, and then we’ll find a nice cushy job for you.”
 
   “I would suggest lookout,” Doctor Shake said. “His arm’s done for, but his eyesight is obviously sharp.”
 
   “That’s a good idea, doc,” Enoch said. “Take care of him and give him any pain meds he needs.”
 
   “No problem,” doc said. “But that reminds me. We’re gonna need more antibiotics and pain killers.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll send some dudes out on a run ASAP.”
 
   Doc nodded and followed Enoch toward the door, clearing his throat.
 
   “One other thing,” he said. “There are some ladies here that need… uh…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Enoch said, smiling. “I’ll make sure they grab some of those, too.”
 
   “We’ll need some more basic med supplies, too. Bandages, Lidocaine, first-aid spray. Some things for feminine hygiene, too. Not just pads and plugs but for…”
 
   “Oh,” Enoch said. “I got it. Right, right.”
 
   He turned and went out the door, heading toward his quarters. He would have to make a list for his men, and go over some plans to find these rebels that killed his brother. Just the thought of them made him angry; angry enough to bust the glass of a trophy case as he passed it. Some men that were in the hall farther down stepped aside when he came near, avoiding eye contact. They knew Enoch was hot-headed, even when he wasn’t pissed off. He ignored them, not feeling like engaging anyone for any reason.
 
   The name “Dan” spun around inside his head over and over again. Dan and Drew. Drew, that fucker that killed his brother. Dan, the fucker that led the group that killed his men. They would both die. He swore it. He hadn’t helped to raise his little half-brother so some punk-ass white boys could shoot him in the head. And he hadn’t put together such a good crew for Seth to command just so this little group could kill every last one of them.
 
   That fucking technology building was gold. It was in a prime position, in an ideal city for supply runs. Now, it was empty, waiting for a new squad to take up residence there. He would make sure it was well guarded this time. He hadn’t given the group enough supplies to defend the camp. This time it would be different though. He would reorganize the camp and arm them to the teeth. There were a lot more people out there than he thought. And they were people that were dangerous; not the placid sheep he imagined there would be, but survivors, killers, and strategists. This Dan was more skilled than he would have thought. Was he ex-military, redneck, or just lucky?
 
   Either way, Dan’s luck would run out soon.
 
    
 
   “This is a pretty dense forest,” Travis said as he maneuvered the RV down the gravel path. “It’s like a jungle or something, man.”
 
   “Welcome to the Jungle,” Jake said from the passenger seat. “We got fun and games.”
 
   Max poked his head up from the back. “We got everything you want…”
 
   Jake playfully shoved him back with a palm to the face. Max laughed, drumming on the seat as he played the song in his head.
 
   “I wonder how secure this place is,” Travis said.
 
   “If Dan and Drew said it was okay,” Jake said. “Then it’s okay. Besides, it’s just for a night or two.”
 
   “Well, I’m ready for some kind of rest. These RV cushions are killing my back.”
 
   “That’s because you’re old,” Jake joked.
 
   “Whatever, man,” Travis replied, chuckling. “I’m fifteen years older than you.”
 
   “Yep. Old.”
 
   “Travis,” Max said. “Do you have experience with HAM radios?”
 
   “A little, man. I messed around with one in college. We could probably get it working again if we put our heads together.”
 
   “As long as the batteries are still good,” Jake said. “If not, we can prolly fix ‘em.”
 
   “Wow,” Travis said as the house came into view. “What a dump, man.”
 
   “Home sweet home,” Jake said. 
 
   Travis put the RV in park and sat still as he stared at the house. Toni parked her car beside them, and everyone else got out and began looking around. Travis eventually got out to join them, feeling a little better about the place as he scanned the property. Stone blocks were much more secure than wooden planks, even as decrepit as these were. They would be safe for the time being.
 
   “Well,” he said. “I’ve seen worse.”
 
   “There’s plenty of food,” Dan said. “And it’s leak free. A little dusty, though.”
 
   “There’s a dead guy on the porch,” Jake pointed out. “Is he staying, too?”
 
   “It is his house,” Dan said. “I’m assuming anyway.”
 
   “We should bury him,” Eric said. “Somewhere on his land. I bet he’d like that.”
 
   “He prolly doesn’t care,” Jake said.
 
   “The gas works,” Dan said. “And the well is still nice and watery. The hand pump is over there, and the radio shack is on the other side. I suggest we get some blankets and stuff set up first.”
 
    
 
   Over the next hour, the group gathered up enough supplies to last a few nights. They would all sleep on the floor in the den, where they could keep an eye on each other for safety. Jake and Eric moved the couch and large coffee table out of the way, and Grace and Linda searched through the cabinets for something to combine with what they had. Evidently, the two were dead set on making a home cooked meal.
 
   Which was why they asked Eric to find some meat to add to the mix.
 
   Max, Travis, and Jake worked on the radio, while Dan, Cliff, and Drew set up tripwires around the perimeter. They warned Eric of their intentions, however, so he would not set anything off on his way back in. Bill was determined to get a fire going in the fireplace, as the air was beginning to chill. Toby helped him gather firewood and tinder.
 
   Toni wandered off in search of herbs, also having been told to watch her step on the way back. She was looking for specific plants; ginseng, plantains for a poultice, and maybe some berries. In reality, however, she was really just looking for an excuse to get away and clear her head a little. It had been some time since she had any time to herself, and she wanted the opportunity to silently grieve for Gena, whom she actually liked.
 
   Toni had never really been a people person, and rarely ever spent time with other females. She had mostly male friends, as she could tolerate them. Not so much other women. She could see herself becoming close with Linda, as they were a lot alike. Toni was basically a country girl trapped in a city girl’s body—and lifestyle. She had no patience for social butterflies who spent their entire lives with the eyes glued to a smartphone or computer screen, bragging about shit they probably never did in reality.
 
   “Fucking Facebook,” she whispered.
 
   She knew Linda was not that kind of person. She, like Gena, was down to Earth and aware of the world outside of those little online fantasy lands. Linda could hold her own in a fight, wasn’t afraid to do what it takes to survive, and wasn’t a prissy, holier-than-thou social justice warrior.
 
   She was just a plain, old fashioned woman who lived for life. Just like Toni.
 
   She was caught off guard by the gentle crunching of leaves nearby. She quickly hid behind a tree, putting her hands on her revolvers, and looked in the sound’s direction. It was Eric, creeping through the forest, making as much noise as a guy his size typically did.
 
   She grinned, stepping out and waving at him. Eric didn’t seem surprised to see her. He must have heard her. Country boys had good hearing, she knew, and they knew the difference between people and animals.
 
   “Find anything?” she asked, relaxing.
 
   Eric shook his head, grumbling. “I haven’t found shit.”
 
   She noticed the lack of concern in his voice, as if he didn’t really care. He had been quiet the last few days, and she wasn’t sure why.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked, walking along with him.
 
   “I guess so,” Eric replied, sadly. “I’ve just been thinking about things lately.”
 
   “You’re thinking about those three men you killed,” Toni said.
 
   Eric nodded, stopping. “Yeah. It’s just been bothering me a little. I’ll be alright.”
 
   “I’m glad that it bothers you,” Toni said. “You’re a good man. You care about people. I know that situation went against everything you believe, but it had to happen.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “No,” Toni said. “Seriously. It had to happen. You saved your friends’ lives, and that is what a real man does—even if it goes against his principles.”
 
   “I swore I would never kill anybody if I didn’t have to,” he said.
 
   “But you had to,” Toni reminded him. “There was no other way around it. If you hadn’t have gone off in that rage, Drew and Jake would be dead. You know that.”
 
   “That’s the thing,” he continued. “I’ve never felt that much rage before. It was pretty scary.”
 
   Toni chuckled. “It can be,” she assured him. “But it’s what makes us survive. You’ve had all that rage built up inside you, and it finally came when you realized you and your friends were in danger. That’s what those feelings and responses are for.”
 
   Eric chuckled, shouldering his shotgun and continuing on. “When did you become such a philosopher of human nature.”
 
   “My daddy was a preacher,” Toni said. “It’s in my blood. Now, get that shotgun ready.”
 
   “For what?” Eric asked.
 
   Toni pointed off in the distance where a deer stood quietly munching away at some foliage. “Dinner,” she said.
 
    
 
   “We’ve got power,” Jake said. “That’s plenty of juice to run the radio. I just wonder what’s charging it.”
 
   “Probably the windmill outside,” Max said. “The cable must be buried. I wonder if anything on the inside is hooked up to it.”
 
   “Well,” Jake said. “With a bank like this, and this three thousand watt inverter, I’d imagine some small appliances.”
 
   “Coffee maker, maybe?” Travis suggested. “Because that would be awesome, man.”
 
   “I’ll go check,” Jake said.
 
   Max went and sat down in the folding chair at the radio’s table. Travis fiddled with the dials, listening to the static and strange whistling sounds it made. Max adjusted the volume, squelch and other things, unable to get anything. But they continued on, both of them having high hopes that there was at least someone in range that was doing the same thing.
 
   “Hello, Indiana,” Max said into the microphone. “Is anyone out there?”
 
   “You’re not much of a radio personality,” Travis jested. “Put some excitement in your voice.”
 
   Max stared at him blankly. “It’s shortwave radio, man,” he said. “And I’m not Dr. Johnny Fever.”
 
   Travis grinned. “You’re not old enough to make that reference.”
 
   “The hell I’m not,” Max said, clicking the broadcast button again. “Helllllllooooooo Indianaaaaaaaaa!”
 
   “That’s better.”
 
   They waited before broadcasting again, hoping somebody out there heard Max. But there was nothing, and it appeared they were alone.
 
   “That’s disappointing,” Travis said.
 
   “Don’t lose hope. We’ve only been at it for a few minutes. If anyone is out there, we’ll find them.”
 
    
 
   Dan finished tying off one end of the tripwire, twisting the thin metal several times over itself. Cliff used his good arm to test the tensile strength, pressing down lightly with his hand.
 
   “That’s pretty tight,” he said. “Maybe we should hang some metal plates or something from it. They’ll make noise if anyone runs into the wire.”
 
   Drew came over with a handful of metal utensils tied together with wire to form a giant, clanking mass. “We’ll hang these over each wire,” he said.
 
   “Perfect,” Dan said, stepping away to view his handiwork. “There’s only one spot that’s still open. I hope Eric comes back that way. Toni, too.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll see the wires.”
 
   A shotgun blast startled them and they all froze.
 
   “Must have found something,” Drew said. “I hope so anyway.”
 
   There was a cracking sound behind them, and they turned to see a few wailing corpses stumbling toward them. They were both male, dressed in hunting garb, and looked like they had been dead a long time. One of them was missing half of its face. The other had no pants on.
 
   “What the hell?” Dan said. “He must have been taking a shit when it happened.”
 
   “Either that or there was some Brokeback Mountain shit going on,” Cliff said.
 
   Dan and Cliff drew their blades and casually walked toward the dead. The creatures raised their arms and began growling as they approached. Dan side-stepped and jabbed his knife into his target’s skull. Cliff kicked the other in the back of the knee and stabbed it in the back of the head as it went down.
 
   “Damn it,” Dan said. “I was hoping this area was clear. If there’s two of them, there must be more.”
 
   “I hope Eric stabbed the old guy in the head before he buried him,” Drew said. “Otherwise, we might have another.”
 
   “Probably not necessary,” Dan said. “He shot himself in the head through his chin. It was .22 Magnum but that would have shredded his brain.”
 
   “That’s weird,” Cliff said, looking down at his target. “There’s a knife in this one’s neck.”
 
   Dan and Drew gathered around the corpse as Cliff pulled the knife out. It was a nice, dagger-like weapon; probably costing a pretty penny. It had a black leather grip and a sturdy steel double-edged blade. Cliff flipped it over in his hand, making a face of approval.
 
   “It’s well-balanced,” he said. “I bet somebody misses this. The corpse’s blood is still liquid, too. I bet this dude was stabbed pretty recently.”
 
   “That means there’s somebody nearby,” Dan said. “If so, I hope they’re friendly.”
 
   “Well,” Cliff said, wiping the blade off and standing. “I hope they don’t want their knife back. It’s mine now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Dan and Cliff sat on the porch after the big meal. Everyone was stuffed on deer tenderloins, corn, and mashed potatoes. It had been a long time since any of them had eaten a home cooked meal, and they finished every last morsel. Travis and Max continued to play with the radio, and everyone else rested comfortably inside around the fireplace.
 
   Dan felt at peace as he sat in the padded porch chair. He settled back, looking at the darkening woods around the house. It was quiet, breezy, with a little bit of a chill, and it felt good. He and Cliff sipped their beers as they relaxed, enjoying the evening.
 
   “So,” Dan said. “You and Grace got a little thing going?”
 
   Cliff chuckled slyly. “Maybe,” he said. “She’s a good girl, and I think she shoots pretty well.”
 
   “She’s getting pretty good,” Dan agreed. “She’s like Drew, though. She’ll probably get even better once she finds her favored rifle.”
 
   “Drew likes the Glocks, don’t he?”
 
   “Yep,” Dan replied.
 
   “Where did you guys meet, anyway?”
 
   Dan sighed as he thought back. “I got a shit job at a winery in Bloomington and he was the bar manager at the time.”
 
   “Really,” Cliff said, laughing. “So he was your boss, then?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Man, I always hated that. Having a boss all young and shit.”
 
   “Well, he was alright. Not all bossy. We got along, so we kind of became buds.”
 
   Cliff settled back, taking another sip of his beer. “I remember when I was over in Iraq. I made sergeant at twenty-nine. We got assigned this squad leader who was a lieutenant at twenty-two.”
 
   “Wow,” Dan said. “That young?”
 
   “Yeah, he graduated from West Point, so he became an officer. But that boy was as green as they come.”
 
   “So you had to follow the orders of someone who didn’t really know shit?”
 
   “Pretty much,” Cliff said. “It was rough at first. We basically trained him in the field. He was cool about it. He wasn’t a coward or anything, he was just clueless. He earned his bars, though.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “There was an insurgent attack near Mosul while we were there refueling. He took a bullet in the shoulder but kept on fighting. Another guy got shot, and old L.T. ran out in the middle of the shit and dragged his ass back to safety.”
 
   “Hmm,” Dan grunted. 
 
   “After that, we had a lot more respect for him. He learned fast and made captain about a year later. He was a decent dude, but putting him in charge of experienced troops was a gamble.”
 
   “Fortunately it paid off.”
 
   “Yep,” Cliff agreed. “The point is, never underestimate someone younger than you.”
 
   “Shit, I’ve had doctors twenty years younger than me. Fresh out of med school, using their iPhones to look up WebMD.”
 
   Cliff burst out laughing. “Man, I couldn’t imagine somebody Googling how not to die in battle.”
 
   “I bet somebody has.”
 
   The two snickered for several minutes imagining some poor sucker trying to get a signal on the battlefield; hunched down in a trench with bullets whizzing around him. But soon, Dan’s mood began to even out when he thought of the incident with the scavenger. He could still see Cliff’s face and hear his screams; before and after Dan chopped off his forearm. He looked over to Cliff’s stump, trying hard to imagine what Cliff felt. Dan himself could only feel guilt.
 
   “Dan,” Cliff said quietly.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you, man.”
 
   Dan chuckled, drawing snickers from Cliff.
 
   “I’m serious. After all we’ve been through… you’re my brother, man.”
 
   Dan’s guilt melted away, replaced by a strange sadness. It was a sadness he couldn’t explain, but it filled him with a weird sensation he hadn’t felt since his dad died. He looked at Cliff, who stared off into the woods with a slight smile. He felt a sense of brotherhood with Cliff. They were two different people, to be sure, but Cliff was a great friend and one tough mother fucker.
 
   “Thanks, man,” Dan said. “We are brothers. I got your back. Always.”
 
   He held out his fist for Cliff to “bump”, but the man just looked at it and laughed. “Not a good angle, man,” he said.
 
   “Right, right.”
 
    
 
   “How long are you guys gonna fuck with that thing?” Jake asked from the door of the radio shack.
 
   “Until we get something, man,” Travis said. “You got a date or what?”
 
   Jake chuckled and shook his head, coming in and closing the door behind him. “It’s a bit chilly out there,” he said.
 
   “Hold on a sec,” Max said.
 
   He turned the dial side to side in a particular spot, leaning closer to the speaker to fine tune what he thought was a voice. There was a broken signal, as if someone were talking, but none of them knew for sure. Max stared off into space as he turned the dial in tiny increments, his brow raising every time he heard the tone.
 
   “What is that?” Travis asked.
 
   “I think it’s a voice or something.”
 
   “Did you guys ever hear of that weird station broadcast in Russian?” Jake asked.
 
   “Wait,” Max said.
 
   He stood and adjusted another dial. Through the static, Jake could hear a definite voice, albeit muffled and broken.
 
   “Stat---gun---area gone and---derelict---ssssscraft.”
 
   “What?” Travis said. “Derelict craft.”
 
   “I think he said spacecraft,” Jake said.
 
   “No fuckin’ way, man.”
 
   Max nodded. “That’s what I heard,” he said. “I could be wrong though.”
 
   “---omet---crat---size of Rhode Island---ulf of Oman.”
 
   “Comet left a crater the size of Rhode Island in the Gulf of Oman?”
 
   “That’s a big crater,” Travis said. “I wonder if they’re talking about the impact we saw.”
 
   “Can’t be,” Max said. “That was a month ago. There were more fragments, Grace said. Another one must have hit.”
 
   “Where?” Jake asked.
 
   Max shook his head. “Grace might know, or at least be able to guess.”
 
   He continued turning the dials and gestured for to Travis to speak into the mic. Travis picked it up, sat with his mouth open for a second, and then put the mic back on the table.
 
   “What the hell do I say?” he asked.
 
   “Ask if anyone is listening.”
 
   Travis shrugged and picked up the mic again. “Anyone got your ears on?” he asked.
 
   “It’s a shortwave radio, not a CB,” Max said.
 
   “Come in.”
 
   “Ha!” Travis said. “Come in. Who is this?”
 
   “This is Martin Patterson. Who am I speaking to?”
 
    
 
   “Martin Patterson?” Dan repeated. “I know that name. He was the network bigwig at the Bloomington station.”
 
   “Do you wanna talk to him?” Max asked.
 
   Dan shrugged. “I didn’t know him,” he said. “He was just memorable because he sounded like Ron Swanson.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Never mind. Just talk to him. We’ll all talk to him.”
 
   “Martin,” Travis said. “This is Travis Williams. It’s nice to hear from you, man.”
 
   “Where are you located?”
 
   “Uh… where the hell are we, man?”
 
   “South of Columbus,” Cliff said.
 
   “We’re, uh, somewhere south of Columbus. Out in the middle of nowhere pretty much.”
 
   “You’re safe, then. I take it everyone survived the first impact.”
 
   “Uh yeah, mostly. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m with a group in northwest Ohio.”
 
   “Did we hear you say something about a derelict spacecraft?”
 
   “Spacecraft? No… not that I know of.”
 
   “How about the new impact?” Travis went on. “Do you know anything about that?”
 
   “We don’t have many details. We just know it was a large crater and that the impact happened somewhere in eastern Asia.”
 
   “Oh good.”
 
   “Oh good?” Dan asked. Travis shrugged. “Didn’t you mention something about the Gulf of Oman?”
 
   “As far as we know---base---ing---out.”
 
   “Shitskies,” Max said. “We’re losing him.”
 
    “Did he say something about a damn UFO?” Cliff asked. “Grace?”
 
   Grace shrugged and shook her head. “I never knew anything about a spaceship or aliens.”
 
   “You hiding something from us?”
 
   Grace’s mouth dropped open and she punched Cliff in the arm. “Why would I do that?” she asked somewhat mockingly. “We’re all in this together. Do you wanna be in the dog house?”
 
   Cliff grinned. Dan stood up, patting Max on the back. “It’s okay, man,” he said. “We can try again tomorrow. I think we should all get inside before it gets too dark.”
 
    
 
   With the fireplace blazing, everyone settled down to relax. Dan kept watch at the window, leaving it open slightly in order to hear anything that may be moving around outside. The couches and sleeping bags had been arranged in a semicircle in front of the fireplace, and everyone talked among themselves or got some well-needed rest. Bill and Travis were both asleep, each on a couch, and Toby fiddled with his rifle.
 
   Outside, the property was pitch black. Dan kept his eyes moving, however, watching the subtle movements of the tree tops against the tiny pieces of sky that showed through. Everything seemed peaceful; too much so. It had been a long time since things had been this quiet. Perhaps the group had found a good place to settle. Despite the lack of privacy, and the limited amount of room, it seemed safe. The main concern was the lack of sunny spots to plant vegetables. Everything was shaded by the thick forest around them, and it was doubtful that even shade-loving plants would produce much.
 
   “I like it here,” Dan said out loud. “But there’s not much hope of growing anything.”
 
   “Just a brief stop,” Cliff said. “A little bit of rest before we move on. It’s nice and seems safe, but if we ever had to defend this place it would be difficult.”
 
   “Right,” Drew agreed. “These walls are pretty thick and all, but still not fortified. We need something bigger and defensible.”
 
   “True,” Dan said. “We’ll head out when everyone’s ready.”
 
   “What do you make of that radio transmission?” Max asked from underneath his covers.
 
   Dan shook his head. “That was definitely Martin Patterson. I recognized his voice.”
 
   “Me too,” Max replied. “But that first voice we heard wasn’t him. It sounded more like a news report.”
 
   “Who the hell is broadcasting the news nowadays?” Jake asked. “Who would be listening?”
 
   “Short wave radio is probably the only way to communicate nowadays,” Max said. “Other than possible areas survivors could get communications towers up and running again. But even then, it would only be local, unless the satellites were still working.”
 
   “I don’t see why they wouldn’t be,” Jake said. “They don’t rely on the power grid to keep going. It’s all solar, man.”
 
   “Unless a giant spaceship knocked them all out,” Toby said. “Or turned them against us like they did in Independence Day.”
 
   Dan chuckled. “Let’s not start thinking crazy shit,” he said. “Things are crazy enough as it is.”
 
   “We haven’t seen many infected lately,” Cliff said. “The last thing I saw was that scavenger group. I think our biggest enemy right now is other people.”
 
   “There were fresh wounds on the corpses we saw,” Eric said, breaking his silence. Toni grunted in agreement.
 
   “What do you mean?” Dan asked.
 
   Eric sat up, crossing his legs. “They looked like they had recently been attacked. Fresh wounds, still dripping brown blood.”
 
   “How rotten were they?” Dan asked.
 
   “Not as rotten as the others we’ve seen,” Toni said. “Like they had been human just a few weeks ago. But someone had done some damage to them, maybe not knowing they had to destroy the brain.”
 
   “Maybe not a lot of people know that,” Jake said. “I didn’t know it until you showed me. But then, we never saw any walking corpses before. Just the moldy fuckers and the mutants.”
 
   “There are still five more pieces of the comet,” Grace said. “The first one seemed to have brought the dead back to life, even before it hit. Who knows what the most recent one did, or what the rest of them will do.”
 
   “Goddamn space rocks,” Jake said. “I wish it would have just smashed into the ground and killed us all. This is bullshit.”
 
   Everyone got quiet for a moment. Dan could understand Jake’s meaning. There was no enjoying life now; just survival. They would continue to roam around, risking their lives for scraps of food, a night’s shelter, and a place to temporarily call home. And for what? To do it again the next day?
 
   It really was bullshit.
 
   “I can’t imagine how the human race even survived,” Drew said. “Wandering around aimlessly just to survive. What kind of life is that?”
 
   “It’s nature man,” Travis said, apparently having been listening. “Just nature. That’s the way it is. Survival instincts and such. Only the strongest survive. You gotta kill or be killed. That’s the way it’s always worked man.”
 
   Eric grunted, and Dan knew he was thinking of his recent kills. Drew had told him what happened, how Eric had killed three men with barely more than his bare hands. Good old docile and “wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly” Eric, finally drew his first blood. Popped his murder cherry, so to speak. He hadn’t really seemed the same since.
 
   It was strange how Toby had not seemed affected at all by his first kill. He put a bullet through Mason’s brain and didn’t think twice about it. Maybe it was the fact that the kid knew he had to do it or Drew would die, or maybe it was just that the kid hadn’t realized what he was really doing and it would catch up with him someday. But from the looks of it, that wasn’t the case. Toby just sat there cleaning his rifle like nothing had happened. Dan wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Either way, it made him wonder what Toby would be like when he was older.
 
   He sighed and laid back, resting his head on his clasped hands and staring at the ceiling. Though everyone else was quiet, he knew they were all awake and contemplating things. Even Bill’s eyes were open now. Eventually, the old man would get up and poke around in the fireplace. He was a stickler for keeping the flames at just the right level.
 
   Just like Dan had been at home. Home. That long lost paradise of comfort and laziness, back when he didn’t give a shit.
 
   Back when things were simpler.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Nathan’s heart pounded as he watched a brutal scene unfolding before him. He was hidden in the safety of a small clump of fir trees, having taken cover when he heard the screams and shouts of a small band of survivors as he was hiking through the forest. It was clear that there was another group actively hunting the remaining survivors in the area.
 
   For the past few days, Nathan had run across the destroyed camps of at least three other groups. They were small bands with only four or five members each, and they were all dead. They had been murdered; not eaten or otherwise attacked by the infected—simply murdered. However each group was slaughtered, they all had one thing in common; the strongest appearing members, likely the leaders, had been brutally killed with some kind of axe or hatchet.
 
   Each of their skulls had been smashed in half right down the middle; their necks also crushed as if the attack happened while the victims were on their knees. Their limbs were often roughly severed; crush—not cut—from their bodies. And this was no simple bludgeoning. Some other kind of weapon had been used. Likely the very same weapon that Nathan looked upon now.
 
   The leader of this violent group stood a ways away, his cohorts surrounding a small group of men and women who were tied up and positioned on their knees. The females of the group had been stripped from the waste up, and their bare breasts, soiled and scratched, were exposed to all. The big man who carried the strange weapon stood before them, looking them over as he stroked the giant broken gear that served as the weapon’s blade. It was an axe handle, decorated with strange symbols, with half a cog bolted and tied to the end of it. The cog’s teeth, which served as the blade’s edge, had been filed to points.
 
   It was a fearsome thing.
 
   “I’m looking for a man,” the giant leader said, scratching his gnarled black beard. “A guy named Drew. He’s bald, wears glasses, and hangs with another guy named Dan.”
 
   The prisoners were silent, their pleading eyes tearing up in terror as the man began walking from one side to the other, all the while patting the edge of his weapon in his left hand.
 
   “Don’t know them?” he asked.
 
   “I-I’ve never heard of them,” the lead victim said. “Please let us go. If we see him, we’ll tell him you’re looking for him.”
 
   “Shut up, mother fucker. I don’t want yo’ help. I want yo’ blood. If you don’t tell me where these niggas are at, I’ll be bathing in that blood.”
 
   “I don’t know,” the man on his knees pleaded. “None of us have heard of them.”
 
   “Well,” the giant said. “Before I kill you all, I just want y’all to know that it’s nothing personal. You stumbled onto our territory, and we don’t take kindly to trespassers.”
 
   “No, wait!” the man pleaded.
 
   “Grab his arm,” the leader said. “Pin him to the ground.”
 
   Nathan watched as a cohort kicked the man to the ground face down, while another took the man’s wrist and pulled his arm out straight. The leader raised his weapon, taking a step forward as he prepared to strike. Nathan turned his head, his heart racing in terror. He heard the leader groan as he chopped downward. There was the sound of flesh and bone being crushed, followed the agonized screams of the poor victim.
 
   The other men in the group laughed—most of them anyway. The women’s muffled screams came after, their mouths covered by the filthy hands of the leader’s cohorts.
 
   “Pull him back up,” the leader commanded.
 
   Nathan turned to look again. The man’s left arm had been mangled at the shoulder, and hung there from a few strands of flesh and tendons. He was moaning and swaying, his face pale and frozen in shock. The man behind him pulled his head back to look up at the leader again.
 
   “I’m gonna ask you one more time, have you seen Dan and Drew?”
 
   The man said nothing—he could say nothing. His head lolled around limply as he lost consciousness. Frustrated, the man behind him smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
   “He’s done for,” he said.
 
   The giant leader walked right up to him, raised the brutal weapon into the air, and smiled. Nathan’s heart nearly exploded and he closed his eyes. He heard the crunching, splatting sound of the poor victim’s head being crushed. And then the ring of steel as his cohorts unsheathed their knives. There were the muffled screams of the women as their throats were cut, and more chopping sounds; presumably of them being dismembered by the leader as they lay choking on their own blood.
 
   Nathan felt a lump rising in his throat. It was pure terror; pure terror for the victims. The sickening sounds of their deaths echoed in his ears, making the dark of night all that much more desolate. He felt like weeping; like crying out in sorrow. He didn’t even know these people, but he had felt their fear—their terror—as the end of their lives suddenly arrived.
 
   He suddenly felt anger and rage as he opened his eyes. He looked at the vile man with hatred, malice, disgust. He was truly a monster; one that deserved death. Out of all the dangers the survivors of this new world faced, he was unmatched in ferocity. Nathan had never imagined that one man could do so much evil to others. In this new era, it behooved the remainders of the human race to band together for survival. And now this man was killing them. All of them except his equally disgusting band of monsters.
 
   Who was he? Why was he looking for this other group?
 
   Nathan sighed sadly, gathering up his gear as the violent group piled back into their vehicles. He stepped out into the carnage, looking around at the camp. Curiously, the group had no guns. There were a few hand weapons around, but nothing to fend off other humans. Nathan had carried for a long time, even before the infection came. He was never really a “gun guy” but had decided to start carrying when his partner, Michael, was gunned down by a Somalian immigrant.
 
   He vowed that he would never be defenseless again.
 
   Now as he crept among the mutilated bodies, the smell of their blood was rampant. The attack had only lasted a few minutes, but the poor people had been savagely dismembered alive. His footfalls made squishing sounds in the blood-soaked mud, and he nearly stepped on a severed hand before stopping and changing direction. It was the most horrifying thing Nathan had ever seen in his life.
 
   Saying a silent prayer for the poor people that lay in pieces around him, he stepped back onto the trail. He would find this Dan and his group if he could, and warn them that this vile man was looking for them. He would not allow another slaughter like this. Not again. If he could have made a difference, he would have stopped it. But one man with a cheap 9mm handgun was no match for a whole company of armed men. He would have been shot dead in an instant.
 
   He hoped Dan and his group were armed.
 
    
 
   Toby awoke in the middle of the night. Something had bumped up against the outside wall and knocked a picture to the floor in the kitchen. No one else had been awakened, so Toby decided to investigate himself. He could easily look outside through the window, and maybe even shoot whatever was out there. He would take care of it.
 
   He padded silently into the kitchen and went to one of the windows. The glass was smudged and dusty, though, and he couldn’t see anything. He leaned his rifle up against the wall and pushed up on the window to open it. It went up roughly, with a few loud squeaks and bangs, but still quiet enough not to wake anyone else. He stuck his head out, peering into the shadows below.
 
   There was the sound of rustling weeds, and some strange hissing that reverberated and jingled. He remember the sound distinctly. Dan had described it as Satanic jingle bells. He leaned back in and closed the window quickly. He had no desire to face a creature that he had seen up close in Maynard’s basement.
 
   It was a stalker.
 
   “Shit,” he whispered.
 
   Should he wake up Dan? Should he just forget about it? The thing was sniffing around the house, sure, but it wasn’t really doing much. Its only hope of getting in was climbing onto the porch. If it did that, it could definitely break in. Windows were just glass.
 
   He decided to go out on the porch and investigate further. If he sensed danger, he could always run inside. He would leave the door open so he could do so. 
 
   “Alrighty,” he said, grabbing his rifle.
 
   He quietly opened the front door, making sure he didn’t wake anyone else. Toni mumbled a little and rolled over onto her side, but she remained in lala land. Toby stepped out onto the porch, leaving the door open, and crept to the top of the steps. He crouched, leaning up against the thick beam that held up the porch’s roof. There were no sounds other than the wind, and the slight rustling of the weeds; probably also the wind.
 
   Though he wasn’t in any immediate danger, he still felt the pit growing in his stomach. There was definitely some fear there, slowly growing the longer he stayed outside. However, his curiosity once again proved stronger than anything else, and he decided to step down onto the sidewalk. He crept down the stairs, gripping his rifle tightly.
 
   He pulled back the bolt handle, letting it snap forward and chamber a round. Then, he switched off the safety and held the rifle military-style as he turned this way and that. Then, he heard a crunching sound to his left. He turned quickly, crouching and raising the rifle up to his shoulder. He didn’t have an IR scope, but he was sure that he could hit anything if it got close enough. But would a .22 LR even do anything?
 
   Probably not.
 
   The crunching became louder, and something stepped into the moonlight. It was the stalker, crawling on all fours, it split-jawed head looking left and right. Oddly enough, its eyes seemed to be damaged, and it appeared to be blind. Toby’s fear subsided somewhat. He watched the creature as it sniffed around fruitlessly. Toby realized that stalkers didn’t have a very good sense of smell. Not like the shamblers, who navigated purely by smell.
 
   He wondered if the creature was even dangerous at all. Even a blind lion would be timid, he guessed. No see, no kill. Right?
 
   Suddenly, a shambler shot out of the shadows, screaming and growling as it sprinted in Toby’s direction. He about shit his pants, and leaped up to jump onto the stairs. There was another shambler there on the sidewalk!
 
   “Fuckity fuck!” Toby shouted. “Daaaaaaaan!”
 
   He sprinted in the other direction, away from the house. He heard the shamblers follow him, growling and gagging as they bore down on him. The jingling of the stalker got louder and louder as the creature closed in. Evidently it also navigated by sound.
 
   Terrified and almost out of breath, Toby turned down the long driveway. But he stopped in his tracks, seeing the shadowy forms of a horde of shufflers coming toward him. He skidded to a stop, desperately searching for a way out. Behind him, the shamblers and the stalker closed in. He was trapped.
 
   Toby dropped his rifle, defeated. He reared his head back and screamed as loud as he could. But he knew Dan and the others wouldn’t reach him in time. He was done for.
 
   There was a sudden ring of steel, and a splatting sound. It repeated over and over again, and Toby looked around. The shamblers and the stalker were all dead, their bodies severed and dismembered. Ahead, the shufflers began to fall one by one, their heads sliced off, or their torsos cut in half.
 
   What was happening?
 
   Toby turned around to run back to the house. He bent down to retrieve his rifle, and then ran a few steps. But in the darkness, he saw the tall and lanky form of another creature standing there, its tentacles writhing and striking out at the horde of shufflers. Toby looked up in terror, seeing the black, glossy eyes, and the long, transparent fangs in its grinning mouth. He saw a creature like this at Maynard’s cabin. It had killed Maynard with one of those tentacles after it had escaped from the basement zoo.
 
   The demon. The overlord.
 
   Toby pissed his pants.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck!?” Dan shouted as he was wakened.
 
   Everyone jumped up and grabbed their weapons, sprinting out the open door as they heard Toby’s screams. The sound was coming from down the long gravel driveway, and they all went in that direction. Dan led the way, his rifle loaded and ready to go.
 
   “He’s down this way,” Dan said, running toward the continuing screams.
 
   Then, the group came upon the carnage. A horde of shufflers was coming up the driveway, but there were the dismembered bodies of other creatures lying about.
 
   “What the fuck?” Dan said.
 
   “Uh oh,” Jake said. “They’re all cut up. Either there’s a ninja around or another creature.”
 
   Drew and the others formed a line and began firing into the horde of shufflers. “Find him!” Drew said. “We’ll hold them off.”
 
   Dan and Jake broke into the woods, following the new screams. There was another growl ahead, then the squealing sound of a creature being killed. Whatever was up there was strong enough to kill stalkers without much effort. Dan could only think of one thing that powerful.
 
   Robert?
 
   “No fucking way,” he said.
 
   Shamblers bounded toward them from the sides. Dan fired a few shots, catching a creature square in the chest. Jake finished off another one with a chop from his machete. The remaining three creatures suddenly fell forward as they ran, tumbling into useless piles of twisted flesh.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Jake yelled. 
 
   They stopped, listening for the movement ahead. Toby’s voice was faint, but it was up there somewhere. Dan switched on his gun light, walking forward as he swept it from side to side. He saw nothing but shadows and trees. Toby’s voice seemed to be coming from the left, back toward the radio shack. Dan looked at Jake, and the two bolted toward the small building. Toby’s voice was louder now, and though somewhat strained, he sounded alright.
 
   “Toby!” Dan shouted.
 
   “Over here!” Toby called back.
 
   Dan and Jake reached the shack, searching around with their lights. Dan shined his light upward, and Toby was there on the roof.
 
   “Toby,” he said with relief. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m okay,” Toby said.
 
   “How did you get up there?” Jake asked.
 
   “The monster put me up here,” Toby replied. “But she left.”
 
   The monster?
 
   “What monster?” Dan asked, looking at Jake. Jake shrugged.
 
   “The lady,” Toby said. “She said she lived here.”
 
    
 
   Toni’s revolvers were blazing. She fired her last few rounds, then ducked near a stump to reload. Bill came over and guarded her as she fumbled for bullets. All around her, the group—all of them—fired a wall of lead into the horde, dropping them like flies. They seemed to be never-ending, and came on more aggressively by the minute.
 
   “We’re gonna have to get back to the house,” Travis said, firing his last shotgun shell. “I’m out of ammo.”
 
   “Go on!” Bill said. “I’ll cover you.”
 
   “Dad, go!” Linda said, walking backwards as she fired. “We all go or we all stay.”
 
   Bill grabbed Linda by the arm. “Just go,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   Travis, Max, and Eric joined them, firing into the crowd as they backed away. Grace came up behind them, a shotgun in her hand. Toni finished reloading and stood, cocking her hammers back. There was another ring of steel, and several of the horde fell amidst the gunfire.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Bill said. “There’s something in there killing them.”
 
   “Who gives a shit?” Travis said. “Let’s go!”
 
   Gathered in a line, the group backed away toward the cabin. The horde still came, shuffling along slowly. The shamblers among them seemed to be distracted and hung back, only to be cut down by some invisible threat. Toni could see the ghostly shape of something tall and thin. It appeared like the ghoul she and Cliff had found frozen in the scrapyard, only taller and more sinister. There were few details, and she wasn’t interested in them anyway.
 
   “Faster,” she said, firing into the front line.
 
    
 
   Dan and Jake helped Toby to the ground. They led him back toward the house, directing him upward onto the porch.
 
   “Get inside,” Dan said.
 
   “They’re coming,” Jake said as the rest of the group appeared in the shadows.
 
   “Let’s go!” Dan shouted.
 
   Travis appeared first, his shotgun gripped tightly. “Did you find Toby?”
 
   “Yeah,” Dan said.
 
   The others came into view, and Dan waved them in. When the last of them were safe, he and Jake mounted the porch and fired a few final shots into the crowd before ducking into the cabin and slamming the door. Eric was there immediately with one of the couches, pushing it up against the door to secure it.
 
   “We need to block the windows,” Bill said. “Or they’ll just walk right in.”
 
   “There are materials near the kitchen table,” Dan said. “Grab some shit and let’s start boarding this place up before they find their way onto the porch.”
 
   The others went to find the stack of boards, and Dan kept watch at the window. It would take a few minutes for the creatures to find their way up, probably quicker once the hammering started. Though Dan was confident they could barricade the windows against the shufflers and shamblers, he could only think of what had happened to Toby.
 
   Somehow, there was another creature out there like Robert, and it had saved the boy’s life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Nathan stumbled through the dark, squinting to try to see some details of his surroundings. He had fled quickly once the big man and his cronies departed, and had not paid much attention to which direction he was going. Everything looked the same, and only the dim light of the moon distinguished the clear paths from the thick brush.
 
   There was a strange smell that gradually gathered around him, like mold or mildew mixed with rotting organic material. He followed the scent, hoping it whatever was filling the air with its odor was dead. Gradually, as the scent became stronger, he began to see what looked like corpses on the ground. They smelled of fungus, and Nathan realized they were the bodies of the moldy infected. There were at least six of them, all arranged randomly, and riddled with bullet holes and stab wounds.
 
   Inside a clearing, there was a circle of stones—probably an old campfire—and the body of a filthy but recently living man. He dared to pull out his flashlight and look the man over, seeing that he had been bitten in the arm and throat. He had likely died of blood loss due to the giant gash near his jaw.
 
   “Jesus,” Nathan muttered.
 
   He shined his light around, trying to make some sense of the scene. It looked like this man had been attacked by a group of moldies, and had fought them off until being mortally wounded. He searched the man’s pockets, finding a cigarette lighter, and a half a pack of generic smokes. He pulled one out, lit it, and squatted down to rest.
 
   He looked around in the darkness, smoking the cigarette as he gathered his thoughts. All around him, the black was like an abyss of horror. He was definitely lost, but at least he had found some signs of life. But no matter how desolate he felt at the moment, he was glad he had not been spotted by the evil dude with the barbaric weapon.
 
   Even from the distance he was at, the broken gear was visibly covered in dried and caked on organic material. He could imagine how badly it smelled. Even worse was the thought of what kind of man could carry the thing around and not be bothered by its smell.
 
   He had never conceived of anything so vile. In his twenty seven years of life, Nathan had been mostly sheltered. Though his brother David had seen the horrors of war in the Middle East, Nathan chose instead to use his God-given speaking talents to teach. Teachers never saw this kind of thing; they only taught about it in history class.
 
   Now Nathan was living this new nightmare, cold, desolate, and alone.
 
   His life had changed greatly when Michael was killed. The two of them been the best of friends during their relationship. They were two men on a mission to educate in a world where education didn’t matter so much anymore. The new goals of society—compliance and silence—were golden. Then, on one horrifying nightmare of a day, Michael was taken from him. Michael, his partner in crime, the better half of their dynamic education duo…
 
   Gone.
 
   Nathan fought back the tears. This was no time to weep. It was time to survive, and if he did he would likely suffer more and more losses until finally he too was taken. But not today.
 
   He went back over to the man’s body, turning him over to rummage through the rest of his pockets. They were empty, but there was a knapsack nearby. It was bulging with items, and Nathan hoped there was some food in there somewhere. There was a machete strapped to its side, along with a baseball bat riddled with headless nails. He took the machete, but left the bat, not wanting to travel with something so barbaric.
 
   Inside the larger pocket were a few military MRE packets. He tore one open and devoured the virtual food quickly. Fortunately there was a small canteen of water to wash it down. When he finished, he searched some more. There was a box of .38 rounds, but no handgun. He switched on his flashlight and searched around. There had to be a gun somewhere. Why would the guy carry around bullets if he had nothing to shoot them out of? Besides, the corpses had bullet holes.
 
   There, by the dead fire, right inside the ring of stones, was a small revolver. Nathan smiled. He already had a gun, but two was better than one. He stuffed the revolver in his coat, then sat down on the nearby stump. He could probably sleep safely here, he realized. The smell of decay would likely chase away the infected, as they wouldn’t be able to smell him personally. Maybe if he rubbed a little of the gore on his…
 
   Never mind.
 
   He shook his head. No fucking way he was walking around covered in guts and half-digested flesh. He would make do with the presence of gore on the ground. He would be safe. Finishing the smoke, he stamped it out and removed his pack, laying it on the ground to use as a pillow. He zipped up his coat and crossed his arms, curling up into the fetal position.
 
   It was still cold, but at least he was warm enough to stay alive—if he could stop his teeth from chattering, that is. Then he realized, it wasn’t his teeth that he heard. Somewhere in the distance were gunshots, and the moans of many infected. They were far away, however—too far for him to worry about. Maybe this Dan guy was nearby, fighting for his life.
 
   He didn’t really care at the moment. He just needed rest. Lots of rest.
 
   Despite the sense of doom he felt in the pit of his stomach, he closed his eyes and forgot all about the world around him.
 
    
 
   Dan pounded in the last nail he could find and stepped back as the banging began on the other side of the boards. The small horde had mounted the porch and its ghastly members were pounding and scraping against the front of the house. The glass began to break on the other side of the boards, but their work had paid off. The barricades seemed to be holding well, and soon, he hoped, the infected would get bored and wander away.
 
   Drew came in from the kitchen carrying the other hammer. He nodded to Dan, indicating he had finished boarding up the lower kitchen windows. Everyone else huddled at the back of the living room, hoping desperately that their barricade would hold.
 
   “Cliff,” Dan said. “Maybe take your rifle upstairs and keep watch at one of the windows.”
 
   Cliff nodded. “Good idea,” he said. “Those stalkers can climb.”
 
   “What about the thing Toby saw?” Grace wondered.
 
   Dan shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “It didn’t kill him. I don’t know why, but it helped him get to safety.”
 
   “She was nice,” Toby said. “But sad.”
 
   Dan wasn’t sure what he meant. The only other creature he had ever seen like the “lady” was Robert. He was a sociopath, and he had said that only sociopaths were fit for the blessing. “I can’t see how anyone who mutates like that could be helpful.”
 
   “It’s possible, man,” Travis said. “If what the Robert guy said was true, then sociopaths are all mutated this way. But not all of them are bad guys, or were bad guys. It’s just a personality type. Pretty common, too. Maybe she was a lawyer or just a survivalist.”
 
   “Either way,” Jake said. “She’s a freak, and there’s no reason to trust her.”
 
   “She saved my life,” Toby protested. “And she went to kill some of the monsters.”
 
   Toby was right. Where the creature was now, she—it—had helped them fight off the infected. Why? He wasn’t sure. The only thing that was clear was that Robert wasn’t the only one. But as he remembered, Robert had the power to bring back the dead with some kind of injected pathogen. He was, for all intents and purposes, a necromancer of sorts.
 
   “One thing we have to remember,” Linda said. “This is her house. If she wanted us dead, she would have killed us all by—“ 
 
   Bill suddenly clutched his chest, causing Linda to stop mid-sentence. She rushed to his side, grabbing his shoulders as everyone else gathered around.
 
   “Dad, are you alright.”
 
   Bill moaned, becoming pale and limp. His breathing was ragged, and he could barely get out a mumble. Drool ran from his mouth and sprayed out with each breath.
 
   “Dad!” Linda repeated.
 
   “Lay him down,” Travis said.
 
   Linda and Travis gently laid him down, and Linda put her hand on his head. Travis checked Bill’s pulse, and his expression sent chills up Dan’s spine. He ignored the pounding out front and squatted down with the rest of the group.
 
   “His heartbeat is erratic,” Travis said. “I think he’s having a heart attack.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Linda said, searching through Bill’s pockets. “He has pills somewhere.”
 
   “Shit,” Travis said suddenly. He reared up and placed his hands over Bill’s heart, rising up to deliver a few rough thrusts. “His heart stopped, man.”
 
   Linda’s hands immediately went to her face. She sat back, covering her eyes.
 
   “It’s okay,” Toby said, wrapping his arms around her. “Travis is the best doctor in the world.”
 
   Dan watched helplessly as Travis delivered thrust after thrust. Bill’s body responded with nothing but limp jerking motions with each press to his chest. 
 
   “Damn it,” Travis cursed.
 
   “I have a taser,” Toni said, reaching into her pocket and squatting down next to Travis. “Will that work?”
 
   Travis looked over at the device as he continued compressions. After a moment, he reached out took it, placing it against Bill’s chest. “Let’s try it,” he said.
 
   There was a clicking noise as Travis pressed the button, and Bill jerked violently one time. Travis felt his pulse, his eyes lighting up.
 
   “Slow and erratic,” he whispered.
 
   He gave Bill another shock, and his body jerked again. Travis felt his pulse.
 
   “Damn it,” he said. 
 
   He continued compressions, stopping occasionally to check Bill’s pulse. Linda let her head hang low, likely realizing that it was pointless. But Travis didn’t seem to want to give up.
 
   “Come on, Bill,” he said. “Not now. Not now.”
 
   “Travis,” Linda said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Let him go.”
 
   Travis relaxed, shaking his head. He looked up at everyone else, and they all echoed his grief. Dan couldn’t think of anything to say. He pursed his lips, looking down at Bill’s face. The man seemed at peace now. It was over for him. He wouldn’t have to deal with it all anymore.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Travis said. 
 
   There was aloud pounding on the boards behind them that was heavier than before. Another creature—probably a large shambler—had joined in the effort to break inside. Dan ran upstairs looking for Cliff. He was near the larger window in the master bedroom, looking down and readying his rifle.
 
   “What’s down there?” Dan asked him.
 
   Cliff shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “It was bigger than the rest of them. But I think it was just a shambler.”
 
   “Did it have skin?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Cliff said. “It wasn’t one of those skinless things. What’s going on down there?”
 
   “Bill just died,” Dan said, joining Cliff in the window.
 
   Cliff just looked at him as if he was supposed to say something else. Dan glanced at him, seeing the look of disappointment on his face. It was disappointment with Dan’s attitude, it seemed.
 
   “I know, I know,” Dan said. “It’s just too shocking to comprehend right now.”
 
   “Linda’s gonna need some sympathy,” Cliff said. “She just lost her father. She might be tough like Toby, but you never know. Besides, Bill was a good dude. I’m gonna miss him.”
 
   “Me too,” Dan replied. “I just can’t understand what happened. Travis said he was having a heart attack, but he didn’t seem like he was feeling bad before.”
 
   Cliff stood up straight, cocking his head. “Did you check him for bites or scratches?”
 
   Oh shit, Dan thought. “No.”
 
   “Either way,” Cliff reminded him. “We gotta make sure he doesn’t come back. Don’t forget about Mason and Melanie.”
 
    
 
   Dan descended the stairs into the front room. Linda was cradling her father in her arms, weeping softly. Everyone else was stationed at all the windows, making sure the boards stayed in place and stabbing and slicing at any appendages the infected stuck through the gaps.
 
   Dan felt bad for Linda. Though he didn’t know either of them well, he knew that Bill and Linda were close. Linda was definitely a daddy’s girl, likely acting as surrogate for a son that Bill never had. He thought about this as he approached and squatted near her.
 
   “I’m sorry, Linda,” he said. “Bill was a good man. We’ll all miss him.”
 
   Linda nodded slowly, her face still a mask of grief. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I knew this would happen, just not so quickly.”
 
   “Did he have heart problems?”
 
   “Yes. He was taking medicine for it before all this happened. He ran out soon after and none of the local pharmacies had much left.”
 
   “I wish I had known,” Dan said, feeling guilty. “I would have made sure he had what he needed.”
 
   “It would have just prolonged the inevitable,” she said. “And he would never have wanted to be anyone’s burden. Even mine.”
 
   Dan looked fondly at Bill’s face. Gone were the worry lines, solemn expression, and furrowed brow. Now, Bill was at peace. The struggle was over for him, and now he could “fly away”.
 
   “Rest in peace, Bill,” Dan said.
 
   Linda smiled at him, then leaned her head against Bill’s. Dan stood and looked to make sure everyone was in their places. Jake and Eric were still boarding up windows in the kitchen, and Drew was finishing up the back living room windows. Max stood vigilantly by the front door, his MP5 in hand. Dan joined him, peering through the gaps in the wood.
 
   “I’m thinking we try to stay as quiet as possible,” Max said. “They might forget we’re here and move on.”
 
   “The dead, maybe,” Dan said. “And maybe the shufflers. But any shamblers out there will still smell us.”
 
   Max gulped. “What do you think about what Toby said?” he asked. “The creature he saw. The one that saved his life.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “I don’t know, man. It sounds like another creature like Robert. He said there were others like him; those that are more compatible with the pathogen, he said.”
 
   Grace joined them, her rifle ready for action. “We never studied anything like the creature you described,” she said. “It’s something none of us ever heard of. The thought of it is fascinating, I think.”
 
   Dan shrugged. “If you think a mutant psycho is fascinating, then I suppose so.”
 
   “To think, it actually spoke, and was sentient,” Grace said. “I just find the whole thing incredible. I would love to study one.”
 
   “I doubt she’ll let you,” Dan said. “If she’s real.”
 
   “Do you think Toby was mistaken?” Max asked.
 
   Dan shook his head. “I don’t know. Probably not. There’s no mistaking something like that. And from what he says, he saw the one in Maynard’s basement and nice and close up before we got there.”
 
   Max was knocked away from the boards as something heavy slammed against the door. He caught his balance, turning to point his rifle at the now cracked heavy wood.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he said. “What the fuck was that?”
 
   Dan raised his Blackout, holding it beside his head as he peeked through the gaps. There was the ugly, rotting face of a large corpse on the other side, mindless but seemingly determined to get inside.
 
   “Fuck,” Dan said. “That’s a big one. I’ve never seen one that big.”
 
   “Dead?” Grace asked. “Or fungal?”
 
   “Dead, it looks like,” Dan replied. “Rotting and smelly.”
 
   “Is it close enough to reach with a knife?” Max asked.
 
   Dan shook his head. “No,” he said. “It won’t get close enough to the hole. But it knows we’re in here. They can smell us. The shufflers can’t.”
 
   He raised his rifle, putting the muzzle against the gap. Though he couldn’t see out using the scope, he adjusted the angle of the barrel to align with the gap. His suppressor was too large to fit through, so he adjusted its position to make sure he wouldn’t hit the wood. When he was satisfied, he reached for the trigger.
 
   “Careful,” Max said. “Are you sure it’s quiet enough?”
 
   “Should be,” Dan replied without looking. “But get ready just in case.”
 
   Dan pulled the trigger. The loud “poof” sounded, and Dan pulled the rifle away to look out again. The corpse was staggering backward, its forehead split open and gushing thick, gloppy fluids. It stumbled over the railing, and disappeared into the darkness. The other creatures were oblivious.
 
   “He’s down,” Dan said.
 
   He turned, seeing Linda still cradling Bill. Everyone was still and silent, waiting for the horde to pass. It was still in full force, but it sounded like some of the creatures were losing interest. Drew looked back at him, and Dan shot him a questioning glance. Drew responded with a thumbs up.
 
   “I’ll check upstairs again,” Dan said. “Just keep still. Grace, use your rifle if you have to. Your suppressor should stop most of the noise.”
 
   Toby crept up with his own rifle. “Want me to stand at a window?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, but follow me up to where Cliff is.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Toby said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   A rustling noise awoke Nathan. He hadn’t been aware of falling asleep, but the fact that he was shivering told him so. He opened his eyes and remained unmoving, looking around him frantically. It was then that he noticed in the moonlight that the dead man was stirring.
 
   Shit, he thought, slowing reaching for his knife.
 
   The corpse turned his head to the side, groaning as it came to life. Its fingers twitched; clenched and relaxed as its groaning became more apparent. Why the hell was the thing coming back to life? He had never seen a dead body reanimate, but people he had met told him they had seen it happen.
 
   Gripping his knife, Nathan sat up and crawled over to the body. The corpse saw him in the dim light and opened its mouth to hiss. Its hand reached up, ready to claw at Nathan. But he held down the arm, reached up, and stabbed the thing’s head. It fell limp almost instantly, silent again. Nathan remained in that position for a moment, making sure it was dead, and then withdrew his blade. He heard the gloppy squirt of rotting fluid come out with it.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he whispered, noticing the rotting scent that followed. It was even worse than the smell that was already here.
 
   He no longer had any desire to sleep. He was tired as hell, about to collapse, but he realized he wasn’t safe here anymore. Whatever was happening ahead was still going on, and the distant moans and groans told him that some creatures were coming his way.
 
   He gathered up his things and wrapped his coat around him tighter. He zipped it up, slinging his pack over his back and grabbing his machete. Though it wasn’t much of a weapon, it was better than nothing. This was no time to go shooting anything and attracting attention.
 
   He went toward the sounds, not really knowing why. It would be safer to go in the other direction, he knew, but if someone up there was in trouble, he had to help them if he could. He was never the kind of person that would abandon anyone. Besides, it could be Dan and his bunch, and Nathan had to warn him. He had to warn them of this big guy that was looking for him, and killing everyone he questioned.
 
   Nathan wanted to know why.
 
   He crept forward, keeping to the moonlit path. He went slowly so as not to disturb the underbrush. It would be pointless to sneak if he made too much noise. Though he doubted anyone or anything could hear him with all the ruckus going on ahead, he wasn’t taking any chances. He gripped his machete tightly, ducking under every branch, and stepping over every log. Then, he suddenly realized something he hadn’t thought of before.
 
   If there was a horde ahead, and he was approaching it, he might be able to disguise himself. There were a few corpses back there; the camper and the shufflers he had killed. If he could make himself smell like the creatures…
 
   It was worth a shot.
 
    
 
   Dan looked out over the horde, seeing that some of them were wandering off. The shufflers were staggering around, wandering aimlessly along with the corpses. There were shamblers among them, standing in one place and sniffing the air. But what was surprising was the stalker that slowly crept among them, its eyes narrowed into red slits, and its snake-like tongue darting about, testing the air.
 
   Dan raised his rifle and looked through the scope, centering the crosshairs on the thing’s head. “I got him,” he said.
 
   He blasted it, bursting its head. The creature fell over, and the shamblers and corpses were on it immediately, tearing it apart and sharing the goodies. Dan had never seen the creature eat a stalker—only the other way around.
 
   “They must be starving,” Cliff said. “They usually don’t eat the monsters.”
 
   “This is getting more fucked up by the second,” Dan said.
 
   “There’s another one,” Toby said, pointing toward the shed. “I think it’s the one I saw earlier.”
 
   Dan went over to the window where Toby was. On the ground, he could see the stalker sniffing around the shed, possibly smelling their presence there from earlier. It put its front claws on the wall of the small building, standing up against it, its tentacles sensing the area around it. Then, unexpectedly, it looked up in their direction.
 
   Cliff nailed it before it could even growl.
 
   “Good shot, Cliff,” Toby said in amazement.
 
   “That sucker was gonna leap up here,” Cliff said. “I know it.”
 
   “I wonder where the lady is,” Toby said. “She doesn’t like the monsters either.”
 
   Dan shot Cliff a look. Cliff shrugged. Toby turned around to look at both of them. 
 
   “She helped me,” he said. “I think she’s a good guy, or lady, or monster… whatever.”
 
   “Wherever she is,” Dan said. “She did kill some of them. I wonder where she is, too.”
 
   “I’ll keep watch with Cliff,” Toby said. “You can check downstairs again.”
 
   Cliff chuckled. Dan smiled and patted Toby on the head. “Alright, kid.”
 
   He slowly went back downstairs, avoiding the creaky steps. Everyone was still vigilant in their various places. Toni had moved to the far right window in the front room with Eric. Travis went through the medkit, making sure everything was ready in case someone was injured. Finally, Drew and Jake kept watch on the back yard where the property sloped down into a dark gully.
 
   Outside, the growls, hisses and banging continued. The creatures had stepped up their game somewhat, probably realizing that there were still people inside. The shooting, however silenced, kept their attention. They would have to be more careful next time lest the horde’s hunger was encouraged by their noises.
 
   Drew motioned for him with a finger gesture. “Check this out,” he said.
 
   Jake was still glaring out unmoving. Something outside had gotten their attention. Dan looked out, squinting into the darkness. He could see nothing but subtle movements, stumbling shufflers, and the occasional rotting corpse. But there at the far left there was one creature that seemed out of place. It was a man-sized thing with a large hump on its back, seemingly shuffling toward them in the shadows. A strange covering was draped all over its body, with dark and hollow eyes that appeared black against its surface.
 
   “What the hell?” Dan said.
 
   Whatever the creature was wearing was covered in gore, old and new. It shimmered in the moonlight as it trudged along. Its gait was strange, as if purposeful but showing tiny signs of randomness. It was as if…
 
   “Is that a dude?” Dan said out loud.
 
   “I think so,” Jake said. “He’s disguised. The others don’t notice him. He’s been wandering around for a few minutes trying to find a way to get closer.”
 
   The man was on the other side of the rows of creatures that were scraping against the siding. He was gradually making his way inward, trying to avoid the claws and teeth of the horde as he stumbled along. He would occasionally stop, waiting for any creatures to go by that came too close. They seemed to sense that he was out of place, but then would wander away once they got close enough to smell him.
 
   “That guy’s fuckin’ nuts,” Drew said. “Can we get him inside somehow?”
 
   Dan though for a moment. There were no openings in the house that weren’t plastered with infected. Every door, window, or hole in the wall was boarded up, and blocked by large numbers of infected. The only windows that weren’t blocked were on the upper level. And that seemed to be where the stranger was heading. There was a rickety fire ladder near the outside of the kitchen window. Dan had forgotten about it, and obviously the creatures hadn’t noticed it.
 
   “He’s going for the ladder there,” Dan said. “If he can time it right, he can probably make it.”
 
   “Reminds me of Muslims in Mecca,” Jake said. “Thousands of them going around the Kaaba stone, trying to get closer and closer so they can touch it.”
 
   “He’s not going around the house, though,” Dan said. “Maybe he should.”
 
   There was a slight creaking from the stairway, and the three of them turned to see Toby creeping down, his eyes lit up with excitement. He tiptoed over to them, seemingly thrilled and confused at the same time.
 
   “There’s a man outside,” Toby said.
 
   “I know,” Dan replied. “He’s trying to get in.”
 
   “Cliff can help him,” Toby said. “But he told me to ask you before he tried.”
 
   “What’s he gonna do?” Dan asked.
 
   “The ladder goes up to a bedroom window up there,” Toby said. “It’s creaky, but he can probably make it. Cliff just needs to distract the creatures on this side of the house somehow.”
 
   Dan gritted his teeth. “Shit,” he said. “Any kind of distraction and they’ll know we’re here.”
 
   “Well,” Drew said. “We need to draw them toward the driveway maybe. If they think something’s over there, maybe they’ll forget about the house and just keep walking in that direction.”
 
   “Like the horde at the junkyard when the comet hit,” Jake said.
 
   “Exactly,” Dan said. “How can we do that?”
 
   “A flashbang, maybe?” Jake said.
 
   “Got one?”
 
   “I think so,” Jake replied, going for his pack on the larger couch. He rifled through it, tossing things out. He brought out the Apocalypse Compendium and set it aside, and kept searching. However, he came up empty handed and shrugged.
 
   “Chemicals, then,” Drew said. “There’s probably some shit here we can mix together.”
 
   “Lemme see,” Jake said. “I’ll check the kitchen.”
 
   “Wait,” Toby stopped him. “Can you make some kind of fizzy bomb with some gun powder?”
 
   Travis stood. “I’ve got plenty of shotgun shells,” he said. “We can use those.”
 
   “Toby,” Jake said. “Find a glass bottle. We’ll make a Molotov Cocktail kinda.”
 
   “Yes sir!” Toby said.
 
   “This’ll make one hellavu show,” Jake said.
 
    
 
   Nathan continued wandering around the house, trying to make his way inward. He was surrounded on all sides by the infected, but was passing through them as if they didn’t even notice him. He smelled like the dead, so his own scent was masked. Only an intelligent creature would be able to tell him from the others.
 
   He tried to avoid brushing up against any of them, lest he startle them and draw attention to himself. So, naturally, it took him a long time to see any holes to keep moving inward. He found himself on the back side of the house for the third time, endlessly looking for a way to get closer. 
 
   He had a destination in mind. In a secluded corner of the house, right beside a small window, was an old wooden ladder that led up to the top floor. There was a window there, and Nathan guessed that it was a fire escape. There were people inside, even poking their heads out the window. He wondered if it was Dan, or any of his friends.
 
   He also wondered if they noticed them. When the man with the dark head poked out again, he thought briefly of waving or getting his attention somehow. That would be insane, though. He had to keep stumbling along to stay hidden. Even stopping and waiting would be a bad idea. But then, the man—who looked like a black guy—waved his hand.
 
   Nathan’s heart jumped. They had noticed him.
 
   He turned back to his path, walking in a strange confused gait. He didn’t want to go around the house again. The next time might be his last. He stopped and stumbled around to face the other direction, raising his arms in front of him to mimic the others. A corpse staggered past him, sniffing and craning its rotten neck in his direction. Nathan’s heart raced with terror. But the dead thing continued on, forgetting about him.
 
   Nathan sighed under his breath.
 
   Then, unexpectedly, there was a loud fizzing sound and a blinding light from the front of the house. The entire herd stopped and began making their way around to investigate. Nathan’s heart raced again; this time with relief. Something had distracted the herd, and they were now dispersing and heading toward their new interest.
 
   All except for the thing in front of him that crawled on four legs.
 
   Nathan stopped cold. The thing’s red eyes were fixed on him, and the fanged maw opened as a low growl issued from it. The tentacles on its back writhed back and forth slowly and menacingly. It took a single step forward, reaching out with its clawed hand like a stalking cat-thing.
 
   But then, its head exploded in a cloud of brown gore, and the creature fell over. Nathan looked up toward the window, seeing the black man there with a rifle.
 
   “Come on, dude!” the man said.
 
   Nathan sprinted toward the ladder, mounting it just as another small group of infected appeared behind him. He spotted them, quickening his pace. The ladder creaked and cracked on the way up, but he finally reached the top where the man held out his hand. Nathan took it, and was pulled inside.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” a man with a flashlight said.
 
   Nathan swallowed, looking to the black man, who now stood next to his friend, keeping Nathan covered.
 
   “I…” Nathan stammered. “My name is Nathan.”
 
   “Nathan, huh?” the other man said. “Where did you come from?”
 
   Nathan shielded his eyes from the bright light. It obscured the speaker, but Nathan could still see the black guy.
 
   “I’ve been wandering around since my group was attacked,” Nathan said. “I lost them about three months ago.”
 
   “What group?”
 
   “Uh, we didn’t have a name or anything,” Nathan explained. “But the guy who was our leader was named Horatio. Spanish guy, from Spain. You know.”
 
   “Yeah,” the voice said. “I know what Spain is. What are you doing here? Why were you hanging out with the freaks?”
 
   “I was just looking for shelter after almost getting caught by some other guys.”
 
   “What other guys?”
 
   “Some big black guy,” Nathan said, looking to the black guy. “He had a giant axe that looked like it was built by Satan himself.”
 
   “Enoch?” the black man said.
 
   “I think so,” Nathan stammered. “He was looking for a guy named Dan. Are you Dan?”
 
    
 
   Dan and Jake watched the fountain of sparks erupt in the driveway, and the horde that suddenly began heading toward it. They grinned when a few of them wandered too close and were ignited. The flaming dummies thrashed around waving their arms almost comically.
 
   “That’s hilarious,” Jake said. “It’s like watching a cartoon.”
 
   Dan chuckled. “Dumbfucks,” he said.
 
   He heard noise on the stairs, and turned to see Drew, Cliff, and some other guy coming down. Toby immediately pointed his rifle at the stranger. Dan stopped him with a wave.
 
   “Take it easy, Toby,” he said, waiting for the others to reach the bottom.
 
   “This is Nathan,” Drew said. “He’s looking for you.”
 
   Why?” Dan asked.
 
   “He saw Enoch in the woods close by,” Cliff said. “He said Enoch was looking for you, killing everyone he ran across.”
 
   Dan looked at the stranger. He was wearing a hunting coat, jeans, hiking boots, and had a giant rucksack on his back. His hair was parted on the side, neatly cut, and his face was somewhat rugged but elegant at the same time. Dan’s first impression was that this new guy was gay. His gear was just too perfectly matched and coordinated for a straight guy.
 
   “Hey, Nathan,” Dan said, sticking out his hand. “Good to meet you.”
 
   Nathan took his hand and smiled. “I’m glad I finally found you guys,” he said. “It’s only pure luck I was in this area.”
 
   Travis and the others wandered up, and Dan introduced everyone. Nathan greeted them all in a friendly matter, but seemed to greet Eric with a little more enthusiasm—probably too much.
 
   “So Enoch is looking for me?” Dan said.
 
   “You and Drew,” he said, looking at Drew. “What did you guys do?”
 
   “We killed a bunch of them,” Eric said. “Drew killed his brother.”
 
   Nathan shook his head, putting his hands on his hips. “Man,” he said. “He’s not happy. He’s not happy at all.”
 
   “Fuck that nigga,” Toni said. “I’ll blow his balls off.”
 
   Nathan grinned, giving Toni a crooked expression. “I think you probably could.”
 
   “Okay Nathan,” Toby said. “You can stay. You’re one of us now. But we won’t be staying here long.”
 
   Dan grinned at Toby, then looked at Nathan. “You heard the man. Make yourself at home for the moment. As soon as this horde disperses, we roll.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   “I can’t tell what it is,” Royce said as he looked through his binoculars. “But it’s far away.”
 
   Enoch took the binos, peering through at the large heat signature in the distance. There were no discernable features, but whatever it was put out a lot of heat in a very short time. There were other heat signatures around it, presumably humans or mutants, and some other dark figures seemed to be flaming.
 
   “It’s like a damn fire fountain,” he said.
 
   “What should we do?” Royce asked.
 
   Enoch lowered the binos, still looking in the same direction. “If that’s our man,” he said. “Then we need to find a way to get there by road. There’s no fuckin’ way we’re marchin’ through them woods.”
 
   “I’ll see if anyone has a map.”
 
   Enoch nodded. “Good. Do that.”
 
   Royce went back to the others, leaving Enoch to stare at the dying light. He knew Dan and Drew were there somewhere. It was a matter of reaching them before they left. He had already been to their camp at the junkyard. They left no tracks at all when they fled; only a pile a weird-looking bodies and a monster that looked like an ogre on steroids.
 
   Enoch’s anger grew as he pictured this Drew guy putting a bullet in his brother’s head. He imagined torturing Drew until he finally put him out of his misery by splitting his head in two with his axe. Then, when he was done, he would torture and kill the others, all while making Dan watch. He would save Dan for last. Last but not least.
 
   “Mother fucka,” he whispered. “I’m comin’ fo’ yo’ ass.”
 
   He turned and began walking back to the convoy of vehicles. His crew was parked all along an older highway, gathered together to examine some maps. His twenty men were as eager as he was to find Dan’s crew, as they had all lost friends and family in the raid. But none of them was as eager as Enoch to get their hands on this group. 
 
   “Boss,” Royce said. “It looks like State Route 46 is the only road that goes near that light. We can look for any gravel roads along the way.”
 
   “Why aren’t the smaller roads on these maps?” Enoch asked.
 
   Royce shrugged. “They’re all driveways, mostly. Long driveways that never get marked on the map. We’ll just have to find one and hope it leads to wherever they are.”
 
   Enoch nodded. “That’ll have to do,” he said. “Let’s get rollin’. Royce, I’ll drive. You navigate.”
 
    
 
   Dan stared out the front window, watching as the infected gradually lost interest in the house. The burst of sparks had only lasted for a few seconds, but it was good enough to draw them away long enough for them to forget what they were doing. The only stragglers were a few shamblers and another stalker that all roamed around sniffing.
 
   The stalker struck out at the shamblers as it passed them, but left them alone for the most part. It was an odd development, as previously the infected had always attacked each other. Shamblers attacked shuffler, stalkers attacked shambler, and the skinners had even attacked stalkers, from what he remembered.
 
   Still, he wondered where this other “demon” was. Toby had said it was a woman. He called her “the lady”. Who was she? What kind of woman would have the mind of a psychopath but still be somewhat friendly? Maybe Toby was imagining things, but then how did he get on top of the shack?
 
   The stalker outside fell limp, its head exploding in a cloud of brains and blood. Two shamblers followed in turn. Cliff was obviously taking them out from upstairs. As Dan continued to watch the other fall one by one, Nathan joined him at the window.
 
   “He’s a pretty good shot,” Nathan said, peering through the boards.
 
   “He’s former military,” Dan explained. “Not a sniper, but I’m guessing he got an expert badge.”
 
   “I wish I could shoot that well.”
 
   “Are you carrying?” Dan asked.
 
   “All I have is a revolver and a machete.”
 
   “That’ll do, I guess,” Dan said. “We have plenty of others if you want something bigger.”
 
   “Maybe. Never been much for rifles or shotguns.”
 
   “So tell me,” Dan said. “What did this guy look like? This guy that was looking for me.”
 
   “Well,” Nathan said, leaning against the window sill. “He was black, about six four maybe, heavy set. He wore a field jacket, a do-rag, had a scruffy beard. His voice was really deep, like John Coffey; like the drink only not ‘spelt the same’.”
 
   Dan grinned. “Drew killed his brother, I guess.”
 
   Nathan nodded. “That’s what he said before he bashed the guy’s brains out.”
 
   Dan looked back out of the gap, picturing Enoch in his head. Even Dan’s imaginary vision of him was frightening. “The weapon…”
 
   “Yeah. It was big. It looked like a big axe handle with a broken gear or cog or something bolted to it. Something cast iron like you’d see in an old tower clock or something. It was rusty and caked with what I assume were brains and blood. Had to weigh a shit load. Cast iron’s not light.”
 
   “What about his group?”
 
   Nathan sighed. “Not that big from what I saw. Maybe a dozen or so. Only a few of them had guns that I saw.”
 
   “Yeah we pretty much wiped out their armory,” Dan said. “At least the one we found in Columbus.”
 
   “How did this thing start with him?”
 
   “Enoch’s brother Seth captured Drew, Jake and Eric in Columbus. I killed one of their guys at Bill’s farm. Another guy I had met before was with them, and I killed him later on. That was after Seth killed Gena. Me and her and Toni went to rescue the guys at an outpost in Columbus, and that’s when we blew up the whole building. Seth escaped in a truck and we chased him down. He wrecked, and then Drew shot him in the head.”
 
   “Wow,” Nathan said. “That’s one hell of a story.”
 
   “What about you?” Dan asked. “What’s your story?”
 
   “Well. I was a teacher. I was having a rough time concentrating when my partner Michael was shot and was ready to give up, quit my job, and just wander around aimlessly. Then this all happened and I got my wish.”
 
   “You’ve been by yourself this whole time?”
 
   “No, not really,” Nathan said. “I was with a few groups here and there, but nothing permanent. Nobody really knew what they were doing, and the ones who did weren’t very friendly once they found out I was gay.”
 
   Dan chuckled. “Sorry, man. Don’t worry about that with us. We’re all a little… different.”
 
   Nathan smiled. “That’s good. You seem like you all know what you’re doing.”
 
   “Not really. We’re just kinda winging it. Jake’s been a big help with his tinkering knowledge.”
 
   “What’s with the other guy?” Nathan asked. “The one with the cargo shorts and the glasses?”
 
   “Max keeps to himself mostly,” Dan said. “Not because he’s shy or anything. He’s just always thinking of stuff. He built our solar grid at the other place. He was probably an IT guy. He and Travis figured out how to use the HAM radio.”
 
   “Cool. Maybe we can swap stories about the technology impaired.”
 
   “That would be me,” Dan said, smiling.
 
    
 
   “Looks like that’s the last one,” Cliff said. “Nice shooting, baby.”
 
   Grace smiled. “Thanks. That was fun.”
 
   They turned around and sat against the wall underneath the window. Cliff put his arm around Grace and she laid her head on him.
 
   “I think you’re about ready for something a little more deadly.”
 
   “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Hmm,” Cliff thought. “Maybe a .223 of some kind. I bet we could find a Mini 14 somewhere.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A .223 semi-auto,” Cliff said. “Or maybe just an AR or something. Whatever we can find with similar sights.”
 
   “Something not so loud, though.”
 
   Cliff grinned. “Yeah. They don’t get much quieter than a .22, though. But an AR has about the same amount of kick. There’s a big spring inside the stock that absorbs a lot of it.”
 
   “That sounds good. We can talk about it tomorrow maybe. I’m exhausted.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   They fell quiet and sat in the darkness, listening to the sounds of crickets outside. There was very little noise downstairs, and Cliff guessed that everyone was probably asleep. Or maybe they too were staring off into space. Either way, Cliff felt content. Grace felt nice against him. He really felt something for her. There was something inside him that said she was the girl for him. He would do anything to protect her, and to teach her to protect herself.
 
   Go figure, he thought. I meet the girl of my dreams during the apocalypse.
 
    
 
   Dan and Nathan escorted Max and Travis back to the radio shack so they could try and reach Martin Patterson again. Max was curious about the recent impact, and the possible “slip” that they had heard regarding the derelict something or other. Max swore up and down the voice had said, “Derelict Spacecraft” before Mr. Patterson took over. Dan wasn’t so sure, but it was worth investigating.
 
   “I doubt Patterson is even still awake,” he said.
 
   Max fumbled with the latch on the door, quietly opening it as Travis turned the small knob on the oil lamp to light their way.
 
   “Somebody’s out there,” Max said. “Somebody’s always out there. We’ll find them.”
 
   Dan and Nathan squatted just inside the door to keep watch on the outside. Dan had given Nathan a suppressed 9mm handgun since he was used to smaller weapons. They watched the darkness, hoping the noises they were making wouldn’t attract the infected back to their location.
 
   “This is Max,” Max said over the microphone. “Is anyone listening?”
 
   Travis turned the dials, changing the frequency and trying to center around a channel with some squealing noises.
 
   “Come in,” Max continued. “This is Max. Is anyone there?”
 
   “—is is –vid Mar—read you.”
 
   “Turn the squelch,” Max said. “Get rid of that noise.”
 
   There were more squeals and pops as Travis adjusted the squelch, and then there was silence.
 
   “This is Max. Say again.
 
   “This is David Marks. I hear you. Where are you located?”
 
   “Southern Indiana,” Max said. “How about you?”
 
   “Somewhere in the DC area, south of the city.”
 
   “We were trying to find some info on the recent impact.”
 
   “Haven’t heard much. Only that after the comet fragmented, we passed through the tail of the largest piece a few weeks before the first impact.”
 
   “We have a scientist with us,” Max said. “She was on her way to study the first impact with a military escort.”
 
   “You’ve seen military?”
 
   “Just the one survivor. That’s all.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “They impacted something in the air near… Atterbury, I think.”
 
   “Flyers. Yeah, we’ve seen those.”
 
   “Flyers?”
 
   “Mutants. Likely bats or large mutated birds. Mostly harmless.”
 
   “We’ve seen other things,” Max said. “Have you encountered any reanimated corpses?”
 
   “No. Just the fungus things and a few mutants. Big ones.”
 
   “We’ve seen a bigger one, too. Some people in my group have firsthand experience. They witnessed it reanimating the dead.”
 
   There was silence for a moment.
 
   “Jesus…”
 
   “Have you seen the sentient mutants?”
 
   “Only two dead ones. The male had taken a lot of damage, it looked like. Unrecognizable. The female was bigger and looked more dangerous.”
 
   Max looked back at Dan, shrugging.
 
   Fuck, Dan thought. What could be more dangerous than the Robert creature?
 
   “You have to watch for the females. From what we’ve seen, they’re egg-layers.”
 
   Dan’s heart jumped. He looked over at Nathan, who shrugged. He could hear Travis let out a humorous laugh. Max sighed loudly, turning back to look at Dan again, his brow raised and his eyes wide.
 
   “Fuck,” Max said. “We’ve got a mama mutant.”
 
    
 
   Royce walked by himself as the group scoured the roads for a way into the woods. They could easily trudge straight through to find the heat source, but Enoch wanted to make sure they had all three of their vehicles with them. It would do no good to take prisoners without a way to get them back to the base. There was no way Enoch was going to march anyone back several miles back to their parking spot.
 
   But Royce didn’t really care.
 
   He was not a terribly angry man, not like Enoch. He was just a guy who wanted to survive by any means possible. He had joined Enoch’s group not because he agreed with their values, but because they seemed the type to survive. There was always the possibility, however, that another group would be stronger—but so far, there had been none. Enoch’s brutality always won, no matter how strong or numerous a rival group was.
 
   But that was Royce’s concern.
 
   Why were other groups always “rival” groups? Why couldn’t Enoch ever work together with others? Why did he always insist on leading instead of cooperating? He wasn’t an idiot, Royce realized, the man knew what he was doing. But he was always suspicious of others, and would typically do everything he could to destroy them. But why?
 
   Royce could never figure out that part. He wasn’t a violent man himself, but he never spoke up or suggested that Enoch just let things go. Enoch would kill him, he knew. Enoch would never understand the value of joining forces. Everything was war and death, never peace and cooperation. Even when the group had run across those who knew how to grow food, Enoch would kill them and take what they had. He would never try to learn from them, or ask them to join forces. 
 
   Seth was a little smarter, Royce remembered. The younger brother always at least tried to learn new things, even going so far as to try to make trade arrangements with others. They usually ended up just taking what they wanted, but Seth never just outright murdered people for their possessions. He was more logical. Enoch wasn’t. He was just bloodthirsty and brutal.
 
   He only killed and stole.
 
   Where was the value in that? Eventually, the food would run out. Enoch would kill everyone who knew how to do things; important things like make clothes, tools, or grow food. Down the line, there would be nobody left, and nothing left to steal. Then what? Would he just kill everyone else in his own group and steal their shit? Would he wander by himself until he finally starved?
 
   It was ridiculous. It was stupid. It was self-destructive.
 
   “Royce,” Enoch called to him from the other side of the road. 
 
   Royce looked up, seeing Enoch pointing off into the distance. There was a farmhouse there, neat and tidy, with what looked like dim lights inside. They were barely visible through the early morning haze, but they were there.
 
   “Take a few men and raid that farm house,” Enoch said. “Take the food, ammo, and any bitches they have. Kill the rest.”
 
   Royce sighed. He looked over to a few of the other men walking around them. A few of them seemed eager for blood. But there were others that seemed to be feeling the same way Royce did. They too sighed and hung their heads. Maybe he wasn’t alone.
 
   “Alright, boss,” Royce said. “James, Dave, Leonard, let’s go.”
 
   He had picked those who seemed of like mind. Maybe they could go and investigate, ask for supplies, and leave without hurting anyone. There was no reason that couldn’t happen since Enoch wasn’t going. He would have to tell the boss that there were no “bitches” though. That could be believable he supposed.
 
   He crossed over to the other side, taking the three men with him. Royce didn’t even look at Enoch as he passed, but he could hear the man’s grunting breath—that familiar sound of bloodlust and anticipation. Royce knew that Enoch wanted a woman to pass around more than anything. He didn’t care how old, either. It didn’t matter to him or some of the others. Anyone they found would be enjoyed for a few hours, and then killed. That was just the way it was. It was Enoch’s way.
 
   But it wasn’t Royce’s way.
 
   As he passed, he briefly thought of putting a bullet in Enoch’s back. It was a thought that put an uncomfortable smile on his face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Bill was buried at first light. Nobody in the group was terribly religious, but Jake said a few words that warmed their hearts, and made Linda more at peace with their decision to dig the grave in this unfamiliar area. Dan knew that Bill would have wanted to be buried—or scattered—on his own land, but Linda had insisted that these woods would be sufficient.
 
   Dan put his arm around her as everyone lowered their heads in remembrance. Jake’s words were kind and comforting. They reminded everyone that Bill did not lose the fight, but that he was finally at peace, and wouldn’t have to live through the struggle any longer. It brought a tear to Linda’s eye, which prompted Dan to pull her closer. He could feel her silent sobs against his side.
 
   “And with that,” Jake concluded, “we commit Bill’s body to the grave that he may depart to seek solace in the arms of God Almighty. May he rest in peace. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” everyone repeated.
 
   Drew and Eric began covering the body, gently shoveling the dirt into the grave. Linda turned toward Dan, and he wrapped his arms around her as she lay her head against his chest. He gave Jake an approving nod, and leaned his head against Linda’s.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “Bill was a great man. I didn’t know him well, but he opened his home to me when I needed it.”
 
   “He was always that kind of man,” Linda said. “He was kind to strangers, even when they didn’t deserve it.”
 
   Dan nodded, knowing that was the truth. Dan hadn’t really deserved being rescued, he realized. Bill could have just let Dan be torn apart, but he hadn’t. He had risked his life to save Dan, and brought him back to recover. Even afterwards, Bill’s words made Dan realize that his group needed him; that he wasn’t a burden to them. Cliff’s trauma had not been his fault, and his quick thinking had actually saved Cliff’s life.
 
   That fact alone made Dan realize how much he liked Bill, and how much he had needed his counsel.
 
   Travis walked up after making a last minute check on the RV. His face was grim.
 
   “Something happened to the RV last night, man,” he said.
 
   “What’s that?” Dan asked.
 
   “Not sure, but it might take all day to fix it. I’ll put Eric on it. He should be able to figure it out.”
 
   “Alright,” Dan said. “I guess we’ll plan on staying another day. I think we all need some rest anyway. Last night was pretty rough.”
 
   Travis looked exhausted. Everyone did, in fact. “Get some sleep Travis,” Dan said. “Everyone should. I’ll take first watch.”
 
    
 
   As the others got some much needed rest, Dan patrolled around the RV while Eric did repairs. Despite the previous night’s events, the area seemed peaceful and quiet. The horde that had attacked was gone, having been distracted long enough for them to forget what they were after. Dan inspected the tracks in the clay soil, seeing that after the fizz bomb had burned itself out, the horde left eastward.
 
   Among the tracks, he noticed, were the strange, three-toed prints of the stalkers among them. He could not, however, find any evidence of the larger creature that had helped them. He wondered if the event had even happened, or if Toby had really even seen it. Why would a dangerous alien-like creature help them? Humans were food for them. 
 
   Dan tried to remember his experience with the Robert creature, and what its attitude toward humans was. He didn’t recall it ever eating any human flesh, neither in the cellar nor out in the open. He was sure it had to eat, though, otherwise how would it survive? Even it didn’t eat humans, why would this creature help them? Why would it have saved Toby’s life?
 
   “Hey Dan,” Eric called out.
 
   Dan snapped out of his haze and went back to the RV. “Yeah?”
 
   “We need another serpentine belt,” Eric said.
 
   “Fuck. Where the hell are we gonna find another one of those?”
 
   Eric sat up, shaking his head. “I have no idea,” he said. “We might be able to get by for a few miles the way it is, but we’ll need one soon. It’s worn out and could break any minute. Right now it’s slipping. I can tighten things up, but that’s about it.”
 
   “So we’ll have to keep our eyes open for a larger vehicle then?”
 
   “These are pretty specific,” Eric said. “One from a rig might work, or maybe a dump truck. Something bigger than average.”
 
   “What’s the nearest town?”
 
   Eric looked up and shrugged. Dan frowned, then tried to get his bearings. He wasn’t exactly sure where they were in relation to the towns. But he assumed Columbus was probably closest, and they weren’t about to go back there.
 
   “I guess someone’s gonna have to go on a run and get one.”
 
   Eric nodded. “That or we just leave the RV here. I’m sure we could find another one.”
 
   “Okay. Well, we’ll see what everyone else thinks.”
 
   Eric stood and closed the small hood to the engine compartment. He wiped his hands off on his pants and smacked the side of the RV.
 
   “Damn,” he said, sadly. “I’m gonna miss this big ass thing. I’d hate to leave it behind. It’s nice and roomy so people can sleep while we’re driving.”
 
   Dan nodded, leaning against it. “Before we go, I think we need to look for this creature Toby saw.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The voice on the radio said the females are egg-layers. Toby said it was a lady; one that lived here. This is her house, and if she’s one of those things, I bet she’s laid some eggs.”
 
   “Without a male?” Eric said. “I’m not so sure.”
 
   “I remember in biology class how some reptiles can lay eggs that are already fertilized. They change sex or something. It can happen when there are no males around. It’s called parthenogenesis or something.”
 
   Eric scrunched up his face. “I thought that was just dinosaurs.”
 
   Dan shrugged. “Either way, we’re not dealing with a natural creature. We don’t really know what it’s capable of. But if we let it reproduce, who knows what will happen?”
 
   “This isn’t really my area,” Eric said. “Maybe Grace would have some ideas.”
 
   “First things first, though. Let’s see if we can find some tracks.”
 
    
 
   Royce and his three partners stared down the farmer with guns raised and ready to smoke him from existence. The farmer stood strong, putting himself between the men and his own family; a woman, and two teenaged children. He had a sawed-off shotgun aimed directly at Royce, and a look in his eyes that said, “Go ahead and try it”.
 
   Despite being hopelessly outnumbered, the farmer didn’t move a muscle. There wasn’t a single ounce of fear in his expression, and Royce didn’t doubt for a second that he could waste all four of them before they could even pull their own triggers.
 
   It was a Mexican standoff with only one opponent.
 
   “Look, man,” Royce said. “We ain’t got no problem with you, alright?”
 
   “Get. Off. My. Land.” 
 
   “We will,” Royce said. “I promise. Now let’s put our guns down and just talk, alright?”
 
   “What the hell do you want boy?”
 
   Royce sighed, lowering his rifle and motioning for his companions to do the same. They complied, none of them really wanting to engage the crazy-looking cracker.
 
   “Our boss sent us up here to kill everyone and steal what you have. But I don’t have the stomach for that shit no more. Neither do my homies. Understand?”
 
   The farmer’s brow furrowed, and his grip shifted slightly as he contemplated Royce’s words. “So what do you want then?”
 
   “We don’t want to hurt anybody,” Royce explained. “But we gotta show the boss that we did what he asked. He wanted any women, but we can tell him y’all didn’t have any women with you.”
 
   “And then what?” the farmer asked.
 
   “We could just tell him nobody was here at all, but you had that candle burning in the window. We saw it from a mile away. Just give us some shit, we’ll fire a couple shots in the air, and then we gone.”
 
   The farmer began chewing for some reason. Royce guessed that was just the way hillbillies made their brains start working. After a few seconds, the farmer lowered his shotgun. Royce relaxed. He truly didn’t want to hurt anybody.
 
   “What does this man expect you to bring back?”
 
   Royce shook his head. “I don’t know, man. What do you got that you don’t really need?”
 
   The farmer thought for a second. “What kind of rifles you got?”
 
   Royce looked at his companions. “I don’t know. Why?”
 
   “I got about ten boxes of .338 ammo and a few boxes of 20 gauge shotgun shells and nothing to use either one of them in.”
 
   Royce nodded. “Okay,” he said. “That’s a good start.”
 
   “Teak uses .338 in his AR,” Dave said.
 
   “What else you got?” Royce asked.
 
   “Not much, honestly. But let me ask you this question, son. If you don’t like this man then why do you work for him? That don’t sound right to me. Y’all don’t seem like criminals. You’re just a bunch of boys compared to the thugs I’ve met in my life.”
 
   “Right, right,” Royce said. “We ain’t got much choice partner. Enoch was the only game in town, and once you with him, you in for life.”
 
   The farmer shook his head. “Just put a damn bullet in his head and be done with it. You boys are better than that. I know it.”
 
   “Don’t think we ain’t thought about it,” Leonard said. “But like homeboy said, once you in…”
 
   “He chased down someone who tried to leave before,” James said. “Busted his head open right in front of everybody. Anyone who leaves gets killed. He has too many loyal mutha fuckas on his ass.”
 
   “You see, partner?” Royce said. “We don’t have a choice. Let’s just get this shit over with and we’ll be on our way.”
 
   The farmer turned. “Zack, grab that black knapsack by me and momma’s bed. There’s a pistol in the night stand drawer, too. Grab that.”
 
   He then turned back to Royce with a slight grin on his face. “Give that pistol to your boss. It’s defective. It might shoot a few times before the barrel blows out and blows his hand off.”
 
   Royce grinned. “Alright. That sounds good. You ready for our shootout?”
 
   The farmer pointed his shotgun toward the ground. “Shoot down. Trust me. Don’t ever shoot into the air. Daisy, go inside and grab daddy’s whiskey.”
 
   The girl ran into the house after her brother, leaving the farmer’s wife to stand and cover her ears in anticipation.
 
   “Me first,” Royce said.
 
   He fired into the ground. The farmer fired two shots and waited for the others to take a turn. After a few minutes of random gunshots, they stopped. James then fired one more shot into the ground, drawing curious stares from everyone else.
 
   “Kill shot,” James said, shrugging.
 
   Royce approached the farmer with his hand out. The farmer took it and gave him a nod.
 
   “Thanks for playing along, partner,” Royce said.
 
   “Thank you for sparing my family. And listen, go your own way or get rid of this Enoch. It’s time for all of us to work together to create a new future.”
 
   Royce nodded just as the farmer’s two children return with the requested items. Royce and his men took the offer and stuffed everything in their packs. The farmer opened the bottle of whiskey and took a swig, passing it to Royce.
 
   “To peace,” the farmer said.
 
   Royce took a shot, and then passed the bottle to James. “To peace.”
 
    
 
   “Did you hear that?” Eric asked. “It sounded like gunshots in the distance.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dan replied. “I wonder where they came from.”
 
   “At least two or three miles away. Someone’s on our tail.”
 
   Dan swallowed hard, staring off into the woods. “If that’s the case, maybe we should leave everything behind and get the hell out of here.”
 
   “We may have more time than we think,” Eric said. “The road to this house is pretty twisty and secluded. You and Drew were lucky to find it. Besides, it’s overgrown out there by the state road. I doubt they’ll even see it.”
 
   “But if they do, we’re fucked. That road is a driveway. It’s the only way in or out.”
 
   Eric looked around, his face scrunching up as he realized Dan was right. Once anyone found the long and twisting driveway, there was only one way to go; straight toward them. There were no other paths away from the house, other than the foot trails that went straight through the woods. They would have nowhere to run. They would be cornered.
 
   “Damn,” Eric said. “Can we disguise the driveway somehow?”
 
   Dan pursed his lips. “Maybe,” he said. “But we’ll have to hurry.”
 
   They hopped into the pickup truck and headed down toward the end of the long driveway. Dan noted the numerous fallen trees on each side, and the thickness of the woods themselves. Even someone on the driveway would be hard-pressed to see all the way to the house. The problem was concealing the entryway to the driveway itself. Though he and Drew had barely noticed it, anyone with a large number of people with them would surely see it.
 
   As they reached the end, they hopped out and began dragging fallen clumps of branches to the edge of the street. Dan kicked the loose gravel off of the road to hide the opening as well. They both broke branches off the nearby trees and dragged them over, arranging them appropriately. Ten minutes later, the driveway was nearly concealed. There was nothing of note anymore; simply another six feet of tangled brush and brambles.
 
   “Nice,” Dan said. “There’s one problem, though.”
 
   “What’s that?” Eric asked.
 
   “We parked the truck on the road.”
 
   Eric looked behind him, realizing the pickup was on the wrong side of the blockade they had just assembled. He sighed, shaking his head. 
 
   “Shit,” he said.
 
   “That’s alright,” Dan said. “It was my fault, too. I didn’t even think about it.”
 
   “We’ll just have to ditch it nearby or something,” Eric said. “As far into the woods as we can go.”
 
   They got back in the truck, and Eric started it up. He turned toward the tree line, and after bumpy few feet, they were heading down into a gully. Eric took it slow, rolling over the smaller logs and bouncing over the larger ones. When they were about fifty yards from the road, he stopped.
 
   “You think that’s far enough?” he asked.
 
   Dan looked around. All he could see were trees and brush. “Looks like it,” he said. “When everything blows over, we’ll come back for it.”
 
   They got out and locked the doors. Eric’s face scrunched up almost immediately and he began sniffing. There was a strange smell in the air. Dan sniffed around, trying to locate the source. It was a pungent odor, like rotten fish and garbage.
 
   “What the fuck is that?” Dan said.
 
   “I don’t… know…” Eric stammered. “But it’s terrible. Something’s gotta be dead around here.”
 
   They began walking, turning toward the wind. The smell was coming from an area toward the house, where the drive curved at nearly ninety degrees and ran parallel to the state road. Ahead, there was a deeper gully, and Dan could see outcroppings of rock poking through the brush.
 
   “What is that?” Eric asked.
 
   “I don’t know, man,” Dan said. “But whatever that smell is, it’s coming from that direction.”
 
   They continued forward, amazed at the amount of large rocks that lined the slope. They had never looked at the roadside from this direction and hadn’t noticed it before. But it was plainly obvious that this particular section of the driveway was laid atop the bedrock. The flat ground ahead dropped off, but was overgrown with weeds. Somewhere down there could be a cave. At least a small one.
 
   When they reached the edge, Dan looked at the slope that went down from the edge of the driveway into the gully. It was solid bedrock, cracked and split in various places. The gully’s bottom was covered by all the growth, and there was no way of telling what was down there. Only the strange and unpleasant smell told them that there was something hidden in the brush.
 
   Dan crouched down further, trying to peek in between the weeds. But he could see nothing; only green, and small patches of rock. He scooted closer, moving a bush aside so he could see behind it. When he realized it was still concealed, he took another step.
 
   And slipped.
 
   He tumbled sideways, rolling over rocks and weeds as he went down roughly. He grunted and groaned as he bounced off the rocks, feeling sharp pains in his ribs and hips. But the fall was over as soon as it began. He landed face up, wet with dew, and covered with dirt and grime.
 
   “Are you alright?” he heard Eric ask from above.
 
   “I think so,” Dan said, sitting up.
 
   Here, there was only bare rock. He got up into a kneeling position, studying the stone surface. There was a large crack that came down from the top, widening into a crevice as it met the rocky floor. There, in the darkness, was an opening; some sort of cave. The smell was coming from there.
 
   “Come down here,” Dan said. “Be careful though. It’s one hell of a fall.”
 
   “What do you see?” 
 
   “Some kind of cave or something.”
 
   “A cave?”
 
   “Yeah,” Dan said. “And I think it might be mama’s lair.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Royce and his three companions returned to the column of marching men. Enoch hung in the back, watching them as they approached. He was expressionless, but Royce knew he was fuming about something. He just had that look in his eyes. It made Royce nervous as always, and his heart began to race as the three of them stepped in line.
 
   “Anything?” Enoch asked.
 
   “Just a couple old men,” Royce lied. “We took care of it. They didn’t have much though.”
 
   Enoch nodded slowly, turning his head and staring off into the distance ahead. Royce began to shake. He kept his eyes on the man, fearing that any second he would explode. There was no lying to Enoch, Royce realized. He knew.
 
   “No women with them?” Enoch asked, never taking his eyes off the road ahead.
 
   “Naw, man,” Royce said. He looked at Dave, whose face was frozen like his own. “Just old geezers. Farmer types.”
 
   Enoch lips tightened, which made Royce even more nervous. He took a slow, deep breath, letting it out just as slowly. Then, Enoch reached into his jacket as he turned and began walking backwards, smiling strangely. He pulled out a silenced handgun, aimed at Dave, and put three rounds in him. Royce’s eyes shot open, and his heart jumped. He was next, he knew.
 
   But Enoch turned the gun on Leonard and shot him down, too. Only Royce and James were left. Enoch stopped, holding up his hand to halt the group. He then slowly walked over to Royce, his eyes never blinking, never turning away. Royce’s heart was pounding, and he felt a growing sense of doom in the pit of his stomach. Enoch raised the handgun, aiming it right at Royce’s face.
 
   Royce closed his eyes, panicking on the inside. He heard the quiet poof of the handgun going off, and then the sound of James’ body hitting the pavement. He opened his eyes, breathless and terrified. Enoch stood there expressionless with the gun pointed directly at Royce’s forehead. 
 
   “Lie to me again,” Enoch said, slowly and menacingly, “and I’ll kill you slowly. Understand?”
 
   Royce gulped, nodding. “Yes boss.”
 
   “When we get done killing Dan and his group, we goin’ back to that farm house, and you’re killin’ everyone there personally.”
 
   “Yes boss.”
 
   Enoch remained in that position for a few more moments, before lowering the gun and turning to take his place back in the line. Royce breathed a sigh of relief, looking at the three bodies out of the corner of his eye. He noticed the other men’s expressions, too. They glared at him angrily.
 
   Suddenly, Royce felt like an outsider.
 
    
 
   Dan held the lighter out in front of him as he and Eric studied the dark entrance to the cave. They couldn’t quite see anything yet, except for a few signs of graffiti and an old beer can. It was just too dark to venture into, since neither of them had a flashlight on them.
 
   “Is there a light in the pickup?” Dan asked.
 
   “I don’t remember,” Eric replied. “I’ve never opened the tool box in the bed. It was a brand new truck so I bet there’s a flashlight in there.”
 
   “Okay,” Dan said. “Let’s go get it.”
 
   “I’ll get it,” Eric said. “Wait here.”
 
   Dan grinned. “Okay, but I’m backing out into the daylight. I’m not sitting my ass here in the dark.”
 
   Eric climbed back up the slope as Dan waited. He felt a gust of hot wind coming from the cave. It was barely noticeable but it was there. The catacombs at the church had that same hot wind, and he had felt it the umpteen million times he and Eric had to visit the fucking place.
 
   “Hurry up,” Dan whispered to himself.
 
   He was startled as Eric landed right next to him.
 
   “Jesus man,” he said. “Fucking heart attack, dude.”
 
   “Sorry,” Eric said with a grin. “I slipped and tried to play it off.”
 
   Eric held out the flashlight. It was a Black and Decker spotlight with a trigger. Dan took it and shined it into the tunnel. It curved up ahead at almost a ninety degree angle.
 
   “I’m having flashbacks of the church,” Dan said.
 
   “Yeah,” Eric agreed. “After you.”
 
   Dan shook his head and crept back inside. There was a musty smell, with the underlying scent of decay and rotten eggs. He looked at Eric with a “man that’s nasty” face. Eric mirrored the expression.
 
   “That fucking stinks,” Dan said.
 
   They continued forward as slowly and quietly as they could, all while stepping over small pools of stagnant water, large cracks, and strange-looking rocks. The graffiti ended after about ten feet, and Dan guessed the people who had painted it were too scared to venture any further. Come to think of it, Dan was scared, too. Why the hell was he doing this?
 
   “The lady,” he said, referring to Toby’s “friend”. “What do you make of it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Eric said. “I’m more concerned with what the guy on the radio said. The eggs, you know.”
 
   “If we find any, we better destroy them somehow.”
 
   “We don’t have any weapons,” Eric reminded him.
 
   Shit, Dan thought. Why the hell had they come out here without their guns?
 
   “We’ll use rocks,” Dan suggested. “Unless we see something big, then we’ll haul ass outta here.”
 
   They continued on, turning a corner. The tunnel began sloping slightly downward as they went, and Dan could hear the gentle rustling of water. It was a faint sound; not far away, but indicating a tiny rivulet or something similar. He shined the flashlight around, seeing small amounts of water trickling from the walls. Probably condensation or something, he figured.
 
   Ahead, there was a dark opening beyond a large outcrop that stuck upward from the floor. They climbed over it carefully, and stopped for a moment to examine the tunnel behind it. It was rough and twisty, but continued on for quite a long way. Strangely, the smell and hot wind were becoming more prevalent as they went on.
 
   Then, there was a strange slurping sound followed by a slight shuffling. Dan and Eric stopped, frozen in their tracks as the sound faded away. Dan looked at Eric, who was staring straight ahead with his brow crinkled. 
 
   “What was that?” Eric asked.
 
   “It was definitely not human,” Dan said. “Unless it was a human rolling around in slime.”
 
   “Eggs are slimy,” Eric said.
 
   Dan gulped hard, picturing a giant, slimy egg cracking open and an equally slimy little creature crawling out. He then realized he had watched too many Alien movies. This wasn’t aliens, though. This was possibly the lair of a demon creature, complete with a momma and dozens of eggs.
 
   The Lady.
 
   “I think maybe we should turn back,” Eric said.
 
   “Toby said she was friendly.”
 
   “To him,” Eric said. “He’s a little boy. We’re grown men.”
 
   “Well, whatever it is, I wanna see it. If it’s like the Robert creature, then it should be able to speak. Maybe we can reason with it.”
 
   “For what purpose?” Eric said. “Making friends? Borrowing an egg for supper?”
 
   “Maybe it will help us keep this place secure.”
 
   “We have to kill it, and all of its eggs. Otherwise the world will get overrun by mutants.”
 
   Dan was silent, but he realized Eric was right. If this female creature was here, and it had eggs, then it and its offspring had to die. They had to kill it—all of them. There was no room on Earth for another sentient species, especially one entirely composed of sociopathic personalities. It would be like coexisting with superhuman psychos. 
 
   Fuck that.
 
   “You’re right,” Dan said, finally. “We gotta kill them all. Let’s go back and get our guns.”
 
    
 
   Enoch stopped the march with a hand in the air. The column slowed down to a standstill, everyone looking at the boss for the next command. Enoch simply stood still at the side of the road, examining the gravel at the road side, and the strangely clumped up brush that was seemingly piled there.
 
   “What is it, boss?” Doctor Shake asked.
 
   Enoch shook his head slowly. Royce quietly walked up behind him, sidling his position and examining the road.
 
   “This gravel is disturbed,” Enoch said. “And this brush has been piled up here. Shit like that don’t grow outta gravel.”
 
   “You think it’s a road?” Royce asked.
 
   Enoch glared at him strangely, as if he had just asked a stupid or insulting question. Royce gulped.
 
   “Sorry, boss,” he said.
 
   “Get this shit outta the way,” Enoch said. “Come on boys, we goin’ in.”
 
   “Boss, look,” Doctor Shake said, pointing farther down the road.
 
   There was a large group of infected stumbling along. They were walking in random directions, but the bulk of them were heading away from the forest they now stood near. It was as if they had wandered away from something inside the woods and eventually lost interest.
 
   “Keep it down,” Enoch said. “They’re far enough away. They won’t notice us if we quiet. If they do, we use them.”
 
   “For what?” Shake asked.
 
   “Cannon fodder,” Enoch said, smiling. “We lead them back into the woods to flush out whoever’s in there. They’ll think it’s just a horde attacking and give away their position. They’ll waste their ammo on the mutants.”
 
   “Alright,” Shake said, smiling.
 
   He went to the front of the line to talk to the rest of the men. They quietly got out of their vehicles, coming to aid Royce and the others in clearing the brush. Royce avoided eye contact with the others as they each gathered and tossed branches and tangled weeds. He knew that some of the men were staring at him; glaring even, but wasn’t about to let on that he knew.
 
   When he did make eye contact with JJ, a younger thug, he realized that they all thought of him as a traitor. He had disobeyed Enoch, and lied to him. The farmer and his family likely had things they needed, including the farmer’s own daughter. She was just the type that Enoch liked; blonde, young, and with big blue eyes. The thought of him ravaging her was sickening, though. He wouldn’t wish that on any female, much less that innocent young girl. She would be passed around and raped until she was dead—and maybe even after.
 
   “Enoch shoulda killed yo’ ass,” Darin, the younger man, said.
 
   “Man, shut up,” another said. “Keep clearing this shit out and shut yo’ mouth, nigga.”
 
   Royce looked at the man, Tyler. His expression was hard, but somewhat neutral toward Royce. It seemed like he didn’t even care, or maybe he sort of agreed with what Royce had done. Maybe he wasn’t alone after all. Not everyone in the group was a stone cold killer, he guessed. Some of them might have some humanity left.
 
   “Move yo’ asses,” Enoch said. “You mother fuckers start searching the area. Follow these tire tracks here. Royce, lead the way.”
 
   Royce dropped the handful of branches he was holding and hesitantly approached Enoch. The man stood near the roadside where there were faint tire tracks going into the woods. He pointed there, directing Royce to go first.
 
   “Find whatever made these tracks,” Enoch said. “Kill anybody you see, nigga.”
 
   Royce nodded quietly and stepped onto the trail. Before he could start walking, however, he felt Enoch’s rough hand on his shoulder.
 
   “You fuck with me again, I’ll have all these niggas rape yo’ ass. You dig? Comprende?”
 
   Royce nodded, feeling hatred build up inside him. He realized then that he hated Enoch. He could deal with Seth; Seth was a lot easier to get along with. But Enoch was a prick, and a hateful, violent prick at that. He hated to think how Enoch acted in the real world. He probably took everything he ever had.
 
   “Mother fucker,” he whispered under his breath.
 
    
 
   Dan led the way back, turning off the flashlight when they reached the exit. They would have to walk back to the house in order to get their guns, and then all the way back to enter the cave again. It was their only choice, though. There was no way they could let a breeding mutant live, and no way they were going to confront it without any weapons.
 
   “I wonder if Jake has any grenades left,” Dan said.
 
   “I think so,” Eric said. “No flashbangs though, obviously.”
 
   “Hell, I’m glad he didn’t use a real grenade to distract the horde,” Dan said. “It would have been a waste.”
 
   “Drew does have that thumper,” Eric reminded him. 
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t think he has anything to launch with it.”
 
   “Quiet,” Eric said suddenly, crouching down and crawling toward the slope. He climbed halfway up, looked for a second, and then slid back down. 
 
   “There’s somebody coming,” he said.
 
   “Fuck,” Dan said, climbing up to look.
 
   In the distance, about fifty yards away, there was a man walking in their direction. He obviously saw the truck from his point of view; it was black, but stuck out like a sore thumb. Even in the thick, mutant vegetation, there was no way anyone could miss it.
 
   “Shit,” Dan said. “I wonder who the hell that is.”
 
   “He’s black,” Eric said. “At least partially.”
 
   “Fucking Enoch,” Dan whispered, realizing they were in trouble.
 
   He suddenly felt fear, knowing that this psychotic asshole had been looking for them. Drew had killed his brother, and Dan had led an attack that destroyed one of his outposts. He had reason to be pissed, and every reason to hunt them down. But why send this one guy?
 
   As Dan looked closer, he realized there was actually more than one. There were others around him at random distances, behind him and to either side. They were following the truck’s treads into the woods. They would find the truck in no time, and starting it up to flee would just draw their attention. They had to get back another way.
 
   “We can either climb back up to the road or go back through the cave,” Dan said.
 
   “Are you nuts?” Eric said, looking back at the dark opening.
 
   “Well man,” Dan said. “It’s either certain death at the hands of these thugs, or maybe death in that cave.”
 
   “We don’t even know where it comes out,” Eric reminded him.
 
   “No, but I think I have an idea where. Let’s go.”
 
   Dan went back to the opening. Behind him, he could hear Eric curse and sigh.
 
   Dan quickly led the way back into the tunnel, his nerves about to catch fire as they approached their previous location. There was something about the way the tunnels smelled that reminded him of the small outflow of rainwater that was located near the radio shack. There had to be an exit there as the water that trickled out had the same strange scent that he smelled here. It was just a matter of avoiding anything alive in the caves.
 
   Ahead, the cave narrowed enough to where only one of them could pass through at a time. Dan went first, shining the flashlight at the floor; he didn’t want to miss any drop-offs if there were any. He squeezed through the opening sideways, crab-walking and holding his breath. When he reached the other side, he stopped and shined the light back for Eric to come through.
 
   “Christ, man,” Eric said. “It’s a tight squeeze.”
 
   “You can do it,” Dan urged him on. “Just suck in your gut.”
 
   With a bit of difficulty, Eric made it through, panting when he emerged. Dan turned back and shined the light ahead. The tunnel began to curve upward, and the hot wind and strange smell were as strong as ever. Whatever was up there, it was close.
 
   They climbed up the gentle slope, still crouched and silent. They had to get down on their hands and knees near the top, and then there was a drop off. Dan shined the light into the darkness, seeing that there was a large chamber here. The floor was about three feet below the ledge, and Dan swung one of his legs over to drop down.
 
   “It’s alright,” he said. “The floor’s not far.”
 
   As he waited for Eric, he moved the light around the chamber. As he suspected, this was the lair of something big—possibly the “lady”. There were oddly shaped objects laying around, clumped into groups on the floor. They were about the size of basketballs, but oblong and with the texture of what looked like stone.
 
   And they were all smashed or torn open at the top.
 
   One word crossed Dan’s mind: Eggs.
 
   “Shit,” he whispered. “This is the place.”
 
   Eric froze as he landed. Dan pointed the flashlight toward him, seeing his face scrunched up. Eric put his hand on the light, moving toward something on the floor. They both gasped when they saw it. There, curled up and partially mummified, was what looked like some sort of fetus. It was about the size of a brick, grayish, and shriveled. It was vaguely human-like, but with large, black eyes that were glazed over and milky. On its back were four short tentacles that were stiff and poking out in various directions.
 
   Whatever it was, it was dead; its skull crushed.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Dan said. “It looks kind of like that baby thing that came out of Melanie’s body.”
 
   Dan pointed the light ahead at the egg-like things. Some of them had the same tiny creature laying near them. Dan hadn’t recognized them before, but there they were, dead and rotting. The round objects were definitely eggs, and they had been ripped open and their contents mutilated purposely.
 
   “It looks like mama killed her babies,” Eric said.
 
   “That means there might be some of her humanity left,” Dan said. “She realized what they were and killed them before they could hatch.”
 
   There was suddenly a loud impact from the center of the chamber that startled both of them. Dan fell back, and swung the light upward. In the beam, a grotesque creature slowly stood, rising to a gargantuan height. Four tentacles swirled around it, much like the Robert creature, but this one was larger, reddish in color, and with a face that was still somewhat human. Nevertheless, the two men froze, and they could almost hear their own heartbeats.
 
   “Who are you?” the creature said, its voice articulate and somewhat feminine. “Have to come to put me out of my misery?”
 
   Dan swallowed hard. “Dude,” he said. “I think I shit my pants.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Drew and Cliff spied the approaching men from the top floor of the house. Through the dimness of dusk, their heat signatures were plainly obvious in their IR scopes. Though still quite far away, they both knew that Dan and Eric were out there somewhere, possibly already in trouble. But that wasn’t the first thing on Drew’s mind.
 
   Though others would consider it selfish, Drew thought of the warning that Nathan had given them; they were looking for the man who had killed Enoch’s brother. That man was Drew. Enoch would be looking for him to get revenge. That made Drew more than just a little nervous. Nathan’s description of the man’s appearance and brutality was enough to scare John Wayne, much less some average dude from Indiana.
 
   He hoped it would blow over, and maybe the men would pass by, but he doubted it.
 
   “I’m up shit creek without a paddle,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry, brutha,” Cliff said. “We got your back.”
 
   Drew didn’t doubt that, but they were likely outnumbered. Their group was a good slice of average people. Granted, they had gained some skill and brutal survival instincts, but Enoch’s group was likely made up of men who were thugs to begin with. Seth himself had looked and acted like a pretty hardened criminal, and the men he had with them, with the exception of Mike, were a lot like he was.
 
   Only dumber.
 
   “I’m trying to focus on Dan right now,” Drew said, lying. “They’re still out there. I saw them head toward the state road.”
 
   “They’re smart enough to stay out of the way,” Cliff reminded him. “They’re probably hidden somewhere. I just hope they don’t try to ambush these mother fuckers and end up dead themselves.”
 
   “They should have taken Jake with them,” Drew said. “He’s a better look out.”
 
   Cliff chuckled. “He’s a pretty sharp dude,” he agreed. “Him and Max put together could probably build a damn nuke with some Silly Putty and a 9-volt battery.”
 
   Drew grinned. “Yep.”
 
   He looked through the scope again, finding a few more figures emerging in the distance. He counted six in all, spread out and at various distances. Whoever they were, likely Enoch’s boys, they knew how to search. Drew got the sneaking suspicion that maybe Enoch was former military.
 
   The description of the M65 field jacket was a dead giveaway; either he served in the past, or he stole it from someone who did. Something told Drew it was the former.
 
   “Maybe we should go out there or something,” Drew said.
 
   “Hell no,” Cliff replied. “They’re alright. Guaranteed. They’re hiding somewhere, I know it.”
 
    
 
   Toni and Travis were hidden in the brush near the right side of the driveway. They both knew there was a group of men approaching, and that the horde was still close by, and they wanted to make sure their route was clear if they should have to escape. The only vehicle they had that could hold them all was the RV, and there was no way it could go bouncing through the woods. It would get stuck before they even had a chance.
 
   The driveway itself was twisting and winding, with gullies on either side of it, making a speedy getaway difficult—at least in an RV. Toni’s car was the best choice they had, and it could only hold four, maybe five at the most.
 
   “We’re pretty much screwed, man,” Travis said.
 
   Toni nodded, pursing her lips. “It’s alright, baby,” she said. “We’ll figure something out. We can always stay here and fight.”
 
   “Yeah, we could,” Travis replied. “I just wish Gena were still with us. We could use more military experience.”
 
   “I know. I miss her. She was a standup chola if I ever met one.”
 
   “Chola,” Travis repeated with a grin. “I like that. What does it mean?”
 
   “Hmm,” Toni said. “The feminine version of cholo,” she joked. “Badass bitch. Gangsta chick. Tough ass Mexican ruka.”
 
   Travis laughed. “She was a good one.”
 
   Toni had to agree. She liked Gena from the moment they met. She was a tough bitch, with a sense of honor to match. She had protected Grace from harm, and had warmed up to the group rather quickly. Toni missed her a lot.
 
   She turned around and leaned back against the grade, looking up to the canopy of trees. Travis remained on the lookout, keeping his eyes open for any cars that might come down the path.
 
   “We need to find a new place,” Toni said. “We can’t just keep going house to house, hoping to find food and supplies in every one.”
 
   “Yeah, man,” Travis agreed. “It’s too tiring. I’d like to find a big camp. Just a bunch of hippies we could crash with and grow vegetables and other green things.” He chuckled a bit. “That’s the life.”
 
   “You’re such an old hippie,” Toni said. “But that’s what I love about you.”
 
   She felt his hand on her shoulder, and reached up to grab it. Travis was a good man, she thought. He was not only the group’s doctor, but was like their shaman, or wise man. Despite his hippie nature, he was smart about a lot of non-hippie things, but still had that peaceful personality. Nature boy with a brain—and a shotgun.
 
    
 
   Max and Jake gathered the last of the portable radio equipment, not wanting to leave it behind if they had to flee. There were two smaller units they could pack, with enough spare parts to combine them all together into a more powerful portable radio. It would not have the range or power as the larger desktop system, but they could more easily power it with batteries and small solar panels.
 
   Toby and Nathan carried all the parts to the RV, where they hid them away in the cabinets and under the seats. Linda was inside the vehicle, securing everything with bungee cords and ropes. They had taken everything they could from the cupboards in the house, and every round of ammo they found. Though not a long-lived shelter, they had gotten plenty of good supplies from it. It was a quiet and peaceful place, but there was nowhere to grow any food.
 
   They had to find a place in the sun with some flatter land.
 
   “I’m gonna miss this place,” Toby said, handing Nathan a bag of equipment. “It’s nice.”
 
   “It sure is,” Nathan replied. “But we all know it’s dangerous. Besides, there are better and more secure places.”
 
   Something moved outside Toby’s field of vision, and he was startled for a second. As Max came up behind him with another load, he followed the movement to the corner of the house. He stood there quietly, trying to find the source. All he saw were the lengthening shadows, and the hundreds of tree limbs blowing in the breeze. He started to turn away when he saw it again.
 
   This time he focused in the exact spot, unblinking.
 
   There, among the shadows, was another shadow; tall, lithe, and unmoving. He froze then, his heart beginning to pound. He wasn’t sure if he was really seeing anything, or whether he was imagining the shape. He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and looked again.
 
   The shape was gone.
 
   “Shit,” Toby whispered.
 
   He wondered if he had seen the “lady” again, or if it was something else. Dan and Jake had both talked about shadow people. Was this one of them? Maybe the “lady” was a shadow person.
 
   “No,” he thought. “No way.”
 
   Shadow people had helped Dan against the giant mutant creature. They held it still and injured it so he could slam into it with the car. The lady was like the mutant creature; only nicer and not evil at all. She had helped him and killed some of the more dangerous monsters.
 
   Maybe she knew the shadow people.
 
   He saw the movement again, as if the shadow had crossed a gap in the trees. He drew in a quick breath, turning away and going back to the RV. Nathan was on his way back to the radio shack when Toby stopped him.
 
   “Nathan, come here,” Toby said.
 
   Nathan followed him curiously. “What is it?”
 
   Toby went to the corner, pointing off into the woods. “I saw one of those shadow people.”
 
   Nathan knelt beside him and stared off into the woods. Nothing moved, but Nathan’s expression didn’t change.
 
   “You believe me, don’t you?” Toby asked.
 
   “If you say you saw something, I believe you.”
 
   “But do you believe it was a shadow person?”
 
   “I don’t know what to believe any—“
 
   The shadow moved into sight again. This time, Nathan saw it, too. “Holy shit,” he said.
 
   “Do you see it?”
 
   Nathan nodded wordlessly, his mouth hanging open in shock.
 
   Toby looked back, still seeing the shadow. “What do you think it is?” he asked.
 
   “I have no clue, buddy,” Nathan said. “Could it be the creature that helped you?”
 
   “No,” Toby replied. “It’s not her. She was solid. That’s just a shadow.”
 
   “What the hell are you guys looking at?” Jake asked, walking up.
 
   “There’s a shadow person,” Toby said, pointing of into the woods.
 
   Jake squatted down, following their gaze. His brow was furrowed, his eyes shifting left and right. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   Nathan pointed. “Look between the big oak with the giant crack in it and the dead willow tree.”
 
   Jake squinted. Toby looked back, but the shadow was gone.
 
   “I don’t see shit,” Jake said. “But I don’t doubt it. Toni saw one, too. Dan definitely saw them. I don’t think they’re dangerous, but they might not be over friendly.”
 
   “What do you think they are?” Toby asked.
 
   Jake made his best Giorgio Tsoukalos face, throwing his hands up in front of him and smiling. “Aliens,” he said, and walked away.
 
   Toby grinned and looked at Nathan.
 
   “I think Jake is a skeptic,” Nathan said. “But I believe it. They’re here for a reason, I think.”
 
   “Maybe they started the plague,” Toby said.
 
   Nathan shrugged. “Maybe. Let’s get back to work and we’ll figure it out later.”
 
    
 
   “They were my children,” the creature said, its voice filled with sorrow. “They were mine, and I killed them all.”
 
   Dan and Eric listened with a morbid curiosity. There was a small amount of pity, but they were simply horrified and confused about the whole situation. The creature did not attack them, nor did it show any signs of aggression at all. In fact, it almost seemed relieved to have someone to talk to.
 
   “I had to,” it continued. “I couldn’t let them live. They were… like me.”
 
   “Who are you?” Dan asked. “Or… who were you?”
 
   The creature looked up at him, its eyes unblinking and featureless yet somehow human at the same time. “My name is… was Betty.”
 
   “Why did you become this way Betty?” Dan asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied. “I felt sick, very sick. I couldn’t get out of bed. Henry knew it, and he tried to help me. He fed me, helped me bathe. He loved me. But then he… he left me.”
 
   “We saw,” Eric said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Betty sighed, almost seeming to weep. “Henry was a good man,” she said. “But he just couldn’t take it anymore. I don’t blame him. I’m glad he doesn’t have to live through this.”
 
   “What did you do for a living?” Dan asked, remembering what Robert said about sociopaths.
 
   “I worked at a slaughterhouse when I was young,” Betty said. “But that all changed when I met Henry. He took me away from all that and gave me a home here in this beautiful forest.”
 
   “It’s a nice place,” Dan said. “I’m sorry if we disturbed you.”
 
   “No,” Betty replied. “You can stay as long as you’d like. It gets… lonely here. But I’ve always been lonely. Henry and I never had any children. I was happy to see the little boy. He was in trouble when I found him. I didn’t want him to get hurt.”
 
   “Thank you for saving him,” Dan said. “That was… nice of you.”
 
   Betty’s four tentacles began swirling suddenly, and she cocked her head as if to listen. 
 
   “What is it?” Dan asked.
 
   “The men,” Eric said.
 
   Shit, Dan thought. I almost forgot.
 
   “Betty,” he said. “Do you hear the men approaching?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “But I also sense the others coming.”
 
   “The others?” Eric said.
 
   “The dead.”
 
   Eric shot Dan a hunted look. “Again?” he said.
 
   “Betty,” Dan said, standing up. “We have to get back to the house. There is a bad man and his cronies looking for us. Is there a way back underground?”
 
   Betty stood to her full height and stepped aside. She pointed toward a small tunnel behind her. “This leads to a small opening behind the house,” she said. “Go now and protect your family. I will do what I can to help you escape.”
 
   “Thank you,” Dan said.
 
   Outside, he could suddenly hear the sounds of gunfire. He recognized Toni’s revolvers. “Let’s go,” he said. “They’re in trouble.”
 
    
 
   Toni heard the pathetic whimpers of the man she had shot. He was calling out someone’s name, but she couldn’t make it out. She knew damn well she had hit him right in the lower abdomen, an extremely painful place to get shot. 
 
   She could see Jake and the others take cover on the other side of the house, near the RV. Jake handed Nathan and Max guns from inside, and Toby had his Ruger in his hand as he crouched behind a nearby stump. The barrels of two suppressed weapons were poking out of the top floor windows; Drew and Cliff were sniping whenever the opportunity presented itself.
 
   “We’re cornered,” Travis said, stuffing some shells into his shotgun. 
 
   “It looks like we got first blood though,” Toni said. “He’s cryin’ like a baby.”
 
   “What is that he’s yelling?”
 
   Toni shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “It sounds like Royce or something.”
 
   Travis scooted up next to her, leaning the barrel of his shotgun against the car. They stared into the darkening forest, trying to find their targets. In the distance, over the sound of the intruders rushing around, were the moans and groans of an approaching horde.
 
   “Goddamnit,” Toni said. “The horde is back. They must have been attracted to my gunfire.”
 
   “I bet they were lured in somehow,” Travis said.
 
   A muffled poof sounded from the top floor window. “Drew and Cliff must see something.”
 
   “I don’t see shit.”
 
   As soon as Travis spoke, a pair of shufflers broke through the brush and stumbled onto the gravel path. They were taken down almost immediately with a number of poofs from above. Toni looked back toward the RV. There was another barrel poking out of one of the windows. Linda must be in there, Toni thought. She was a good shot, too, but had no suppressor. 
 
   Neither did the others, except for Toby.
 
   There was a rustling to their right, and Toni turned to see a pair of corpses coming at them. Travis raised his shotgun, but Toni stopped him, drawing her knife. She leaped up, kicking one of them down, and dragged the other to the ground, driving her knife into its skull. She then rolled toward the other, taking it out just as quickly and quietly.
 
   “Nice job,” Travis said when she returned.
 
   “Thanks daddy.”
 
   “We got your surrounded!” someone shouted from the forest. “Give up now or we kill all you mother fuckers.”
 
   “Yeah right,” Toni said. “They’re surrounded too.”
 
   There was a sudden scream from the same direction as the voice, followed by a few gunshots.
 
   “Jesus,” Travis said. “Those stupid assholes brought the horde with them and they’re trying to hide.”
 
   “Not a very good plan,” Toni said. “They aren’t gonna listen to orders.”
 
   “Their leader must not give a shit about them,” Travis said.
 
    
 
   Enoch grinned as he smeared himself with gore. He had taken down a corpse with his axe, and chopped it up into bits, just to cloak himself in its scent. With his own scent covered, the horde would ignore him, and he could get closer to the other group without being noticed. Surely they would run when they saw the massive number of creatures. His own men were fleeing.
 
   They were dying too, but he didn’t give a shit.
 
   He began the journey inward toward the house he saw in the distance. It was getting dark, but he could still see fairly well. If he needed to, he could use his IR scope to get even closer. But for now, he just wanted to observe and see what the fuckers would do.
 
   He wondered where Royce was. He swore he could hear someone cry out his name. He knew that if someone was in trouble, Royce would ignore. The man was a traitor, and the others hated him. He wouldn’t last long. He was fodder, nothing more, and that’s why Enoch had sent him in first.
 
   There was a long, overgrown driveway that snaked through the woods. On either side of it were gullies that probably flooded with every rain. He had to steer way clear of the elevated path, choosing instead to walk along the flatter ground.
 
   He saw one of his men get mauled by a creature; something on four legs with swirling tentacles. He laughed, knowing how painful and terrifying it would be. Those fuckers were hard to kill.
 
   “Bye bye, mother fucker,” he whispered.
 
   As he walked on, he pictured smashing Drew’s head with his axe. Smashing it right in front of Dan. Maybe he would torture Dan for a while, too, just to fuck with him. He liked the thought. Either way, he would have his revenge, and would smear Drew’s brains all over the place.
 
   It would be glorious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Dan and Eric emerged from behind the shed, about two dozen feet down the nearby slope. The sound of gunfire echoed around them, and the sickening growls and moans of the infected were almost deafening. 
 
   “It’s the horde again,” Dan said.
 
   They climbed up the slope as fast as they could. Dan needed his rifle, and it was inside on the couch. The back door was clear at the moment, and it would be a short but furious sprint to get there.
 
   “Where’s your shotgun?” he asked Eric.
 
   “It’s inside on the kitchen counter.”
 
   “Alright,” Dan said. “Let’s make a run for it.”
 
   They sprinted toward the back door, weaving in and out of shufflers that were beginning to filter in from the sides. Dan kicked one down, stomping on its head as he passed by. He heard Eric tackle another one, coughing and choking on the poof of spores that it let out.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Eric shouted. “It’s like a puffball.”
 
   They reached the back door and slammed it open. Grace was there in the kitchen, and Drew and Cliff were coming down the stairs. Eric grabbed his shotgun, and Dan ran into the living to fetch his rifle.
 
   “Where is everybody?” he asked.
 
   “They’re all outside,” Drew said. “But we can’t hole up in here. We gotta run, man.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dan said. “I know. Grace, are you ready?”
 
   Grace nodded, gripping her rifle nervously.
 
   “Alright, we gotta keep everybody together. Understood?”
 
   Everyone nodded when they were ready. Dan gripped the door knob, preparing to burst through, when he heard a scream outside. The voice didn’t sound familiar, but he knew it was because an infected had taken someone down.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said.
 
   He pulled the door open and burst through. He saw Toni and Travis on the right, and the others to the left. Toby was behind cover, firing his rifle whenever he could. Dan ran toward him, and the others followed. He got Toni’s attention and motioned for her to join them at the RV. But the infected were too thick. They were beginning to charge the front of the house and she and Travis would be cut off.
 
   “Shit,” Dan said. “We gotta run. How fast will this RV go?”
 
   “Not fast,” Eric said. “It takes a long time to get up to speed, too. We might be able to outrun the infected, but not humans. Besides, they’re probably waiting for us at the highway.”
 
   “Damn it,” Dan said.
 
   He raised his rifle to look through his scope. Among the infected he saw swarming in the woods, he could see a few men stumbling around. They must be shielded with guts, he thought, like Nathan was when he approached the house. Maybe they could do that, too.
 
   Dan moved to the edge of their cover, spying a small group of shufflers headed for the house. There were a few dead among them, just enough to get a nice supply of innards for disguise. He picked one near the back of the group and waited for them to approach. When they were near the front door, Dan raised his rifle and took aim at the last creature.
 
   Then the creature pulled a gun.
 
   A shotgun blast took the man out, causing the rest of the infected to turn in their direction.
 
   “Goddamn it,” Eric shouted, pumping his shotgun.
 
   Everyone stood, ready to flee as the infected raged toward them. Dan took down a few with his Blackout, and he heard the poofs of Cliff and Drew’s rifles as they began thinning them out as well. But they were getting closer.
 
   “We need to split up,” Jake said. “Give them multiple targets.”
 
   “Alright,” Dan said, taking out another. 
 
   Jake grabbed Drew and the two made enough noise to distract another group. They went around to the back side of the house. Dan could see Toni and Travis preparing to pile into her car when they got the chance. He gave Toni a nod and watched as she opened the passenger side door and crawled in. Travis crawled in right behind her.
 
   “Careful, Dad,” Eric mumbled.
 
   “Cliff,” Dan said. “Take Grace and head around the shack. Try and draw some of them that way. If things get shitty, we’ll take off anyway we can. Try to make it to Nashville.”
 
   Cliff nodded and took Grace’s hand. “Don’t let go, baby,” he said.
 
   The two went off and disappeared around the shed. He could hear gunfire, and see the infected falling one by one as they ran for safety. He was relieved.
 
   “We’re running out of people,” Max said. “Someone needs to drive the RV.”
 
   “I’ll drive it,” Eric said. “But we might not make it through. We need to make sure everyone gets away before we try to plow through the horde and the people.”
 
   “I’ll go with Max,” Linda said. “I’m good in the forest and I can shoot. I’ll make sure he’s okay.”
 
   Dan looked at Max, who nodded approvingly. “Alright,” he said. “You guys go. Remember, Nashville.”
 
    
 
   Royce stood with his back against a tree. All around him, Enoch’s men were shooting toward the house, desperately weaving in and out of the horde. There were infected everywhere; the mold creatures, the four-legged freaks, and the walking corpses. Royce didn’t like any of them, but he realized he could probably pass as one of the dead with a little creativity.
 
   A single corpse was coming his way, stumbling along with its rotting teeth bared and its claws held out in front of it. He whistled, getting its attention, and it growled and turned in his direction. He reached behind him to grab the knife out of his belt, waiting for the creature to approach. He charged it when it came close enough, stabbing it right in the forehead.
 
   As it fell to the ground, he slit open its gut, nearly puking when the smell of shit and rotting guts blew upward. He held his breath, gritted his teeth, and reached inside. It was squishy and disgusting, but it was his only hope. If he could get close enough to Dan and his group, maybe he could convince them to flee—and take him with them.
 
   When he had sufficiently covered himself in gore, he shouldered his rifle and began walking alongside the horde, closing in on the house. If everything went right, he could escape Enoch and his heathens. If not, he would die.
 
   Either was acceptable.
 
    
 
   Cliff led Grace through the woods, heading away from the horde. There were stragglers here and there that jumped out from behind the trees, but Cliff silently took them out with his knife when he could. There was no reason to waste ammo when a good stab would do.
 
   Though it was hard to see, they managed to cover a good distance. The scene behind them began to fade away, and all they could hear were muffled gunshots, distant growls and shouts, and the occasional howling of the larger creatures. 
 
   Cliff slowed down, rounding a tree and crouching down to look through his scope. Grace crouched next to him, breathless and terrified. The IR revealed several heat signatures in the distance, probably twenty yards away, and a few darker spots that belonged to the dead. But there was one among them with a bright signature, much like Nathan when he came close to the house.
 
   He watched the figure for a moment, moving from side to side to pop the creatures that came too close. Every time he dropped a shuffler or shambler, the figure paused for a moment, and then continued its march. It looked like the person—whoever it was—didn’t really know where he was going.
 
   “Look this way,” Cliff said, prompting Grace to use her own scope.
 
   “That must be one of the bad guys,” she said after a moment. “But look. There’s another one behind him.”
 
   Cliff raised his rifle again, looking far behind the stumbling figure. Grace was right; there was another man coming up behind the stumbling figure fast. The new figure was firing bursts of suppressed rounds into the creatures off in the distance as he hastened his pace on the first figure.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Cliff mumbled.
 
   “It looks like he’s after the first guy.”
 
   They watched the man come closer. He obviously knew they were there, as he changed direction, still picking up his pace as the man behind him gained ground. Then, the pursuer stopped, raising his rifle to aim at his trophy. 
 
   Cliff took him out with a headshot.
 
   He turned his scope back to the first man, who had stopped. Cliff saw his hands slowly go out to his sides and above his head as he stopped.
 
   “He’s surrendering or something,” Cliff said.
 
   He lowered his rifle, whistling through his teeth with just enough volume for the man to hear.
 
   “He’s coming,” Grace said.
 
   “Keep your aim on him,” Cliff said. “If he tries anything, take him out.”
 
   Cliff stood, leaning out from behind the tree. “Over here,” he whispered loudly.
 
   Though he couldn’t see much in the dimness, he heard the frantic approach. 
 
   “Stop,” he said, switching on his gun light. 
 
   He shined it on the man, seeing a walnut-skinned younger man covered in gore. His face was desperate and pleading, and he appeared to be armed, but had holstered his pistol.
 
   “Who are you?” Cliff asked.
 
   “My name is Royce,” the young man said. “I’m with these mother fuckers, but I’m tryin’ to get away. Let me pass. I’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “Who is this group?”
 
   “Enoch’s group,” Royce said. “He’s lookin’ for Drew.”
 
   “Fuck,” Cliff whispered. “We gotta find Drew.”
 
   “There ain’t no goin’ back, brutha,” Royce said. “Wherever you was goin’, you need to keep goin’ that way.”
 
   “Dan said to meet up in Nashville,” Grace said.
 
   “Do you have a vehicle?” Cliff asked.
 
   “No,” Royce said. “But there’s plenty on the state road if you can make it there.”
 
   “Alright,” Cliff said. “You can come with us.”
 
   “Bet,” Royce replied, smiling.
 
    
 
   “This way,” Linda said, leading Max around a larger group of shufflers. “We’ll head alongside the driveway and hit the state road. There should be some vehicles somewhere we can use.”
 
   “We could steal one of… whoever these guys are.”
 
   “Right,” Linda replied. “Stay close.”
 
   Linda had her rifle ready, and Max carried the AR Dan had given him. Linda knew he was hesitant to shoot, but could do so if he was required to. She had confidence in his ability to defend himself. Though quirky, and somewhat geeky, the kid knew his weapons. Given his tech knowledge, she was compelled to defend him as well as she could.
 
   He was valuable to the group, and their survival depended on him.
 
   Gunshots sounded ahead of them in the darkness. She stopped and pulled Max close to her as she hid behind a large tree. They heard heavy footsteps as a few men ran by, popping creatures that were in the distance.
 
   “How the fuck can they see shit?” Linda mumbled.
 
   She waited for them to pass, and then pulled Max along with her. The driveway was up ahead; she could see the slope going upward toward it. If they could make it there, it would likely be safe, as the infected weren’t very good climbers. 
 
   They struggled to climb upward. The slope was steep here, and the soil was loose. After a few minutes of slipping and sliding they finally made it to the top, both of them scratched and breathless, but safe.
 
   “I wonder where everyone else is,” Linda said, stopping to catch her breath.
 
   “They’ll get away,” Max said. “Don’t worry. The only question is can everyone make it to our designated rendezvous point.”
 
   They could both see headlights through the trees toward the house. They didn’t know who it was, but the intruders had come in on foot, mixing with the horde. Whoever was in a vehicle, it had to be one of their own.
 
   “We should stick around and see who’s in that car,” Max said. “Off the road, of course.”
 
    
 
   Travis had taken over driving, and Toni hung out of the passenger window, firing at everything that moved. She used Travis’ shotgun, and struggled to keep steady as the old hippie swerved and skidded around every corner. She could hear the impact of several infected bouncing off the bumper of her little car, and could see the dull eyes of the dead in the headlights.
 
   “Keep steady,” she shouted. “I can’t hit shit.”
 
   “I’m just tryin’ to stay on the road man!”
 
   “Be careful! The rocks are slippery.”
 
   “No shit!”
 
   Travis swerved sharply as an unexpected curve appeared. Toni dropped back down into the passenger seat, glaring at Travis. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” she said.
 
   “Sorry, babe,” Travis replied, stomping on the gas. “I think it’s a pretty straight shot from here. We’re almost home free.”
 
   Toni caught her breath and stared ahead at the winding gravel road. They were still elevated above the forest floor, but the slope was gradually leveling out. But then, out of nowhere, there was a slight curve, and two people in the headlights. Toni’s heart jumped.
 
   “Look out!” she shouted.
 
   Travis stomped on the brakes and swerved. The car spun out, catching a large rock on the edge of the road. They went over, bouncing down the steep slope to their left. Toni held on for dear life as Travis tried desperately to avoid the thick trees. The car smacked into one, and spun out again, tumbling over onto its side and sliding down the rest of the way to the forest floor. They did one complete flip, both of them smacking their heads on the roof, and came to a crashing halt against another tree.
 
   “Jesus Fuck,” Travis whispered.
 
   Toni held her nose as it bled. The bone had been broken, but she was alright; she was alive.
 
   “God damn,” she mumbled.
 
   Suddenly, a shotgun blast shattered the windshield, splattering Toni’s face with glass. She shielded her eyes and turned away, looking back up just in time to see a stalker take down the shooter from the front of the car. She screamed as the creature’s tentacles swirled around it as it devoured the attacker. But what she saw when she turned her head stopped her heart.
 
   Travis groaned, gasping for breath as his eyes bulged in pain. The front of his shirt was drenched in blood, and his body was slumped over, his head bobbing as he tried to breathe.
 
   “Travis!” she shouted.
 
   She reached over, grabbing him and pulling him to her tightly. He had been shot, but it was her heart that was breaking. She squeezed him tighter and tighter, the tears rolling from her eyes stronger than they had ever done.
 
   “No no no no,” she cried. “No baby.”
 
   Outside, the dead were beginning to gather around the vehicle. The stalker mounted the hood, slamming what was left of the windshield with its tentacles. It was over, she knew. It was done.
 
   “No, daddy,” she cried again, resting her lips on Travis’ gray hair.
 
   Through her sobs, she barely noticed that Travis had stopped breathing. There was nothing she could do. He was gone. Toni cried out at the top of her lungs, drawing her revolvers and blasting the stalker as it battered the car.
 
   Glass flew everywhere. The screams of the infected were overwhelming. They were hungry, and she would be their dinner. Travis was gone. She was alone. There was no other ending for her.
 
   “Fuck that,” she growled.
 
   She pushed Travis’ body over to the driver’s side door, wedging herself against him as she kicked out at her own door with her boots. The passenger door creaked, but shot open, the hinges busting with the impact. The dead were there waiting for her. She blasted them in the head, splatting their brains everywhere as she roared like a lion.
 
   When the door was clear, she slid out, heading toward the slope. But then something impacted her back, throwing her forward into a heavy faceplant. With a mouthful of mud, she rolled over, blasting the stalker right in the face. It fell back lifeless, replaced by the small horde of corpses that had made their around the wrecked car. She scooted backward as she blasted them, trying to regain her footing.
 
   She managed to get to her feet, realizing that her ankle was twisted. She ignored the pain, sprinting as fast as she could up the slope toward the road. There was no way the infected could get up there, she knew. All she had to do was make it.
 
   She grabbed onto a sapling as she felt claws swipe close to her neck. She slipped, slamming her knee on a rock, but managing to get back on her feet again. Breathless and on the edge of passing out, she finally reached the top. She fell down onto her ass, scooting the rest of the way up. The infected were helpless to get her, but they growled and hissed as they attempted to reach her, sliding back down repeatedly.
 
   There, Toni cried. She watched helplessly as the infected dragged Travis’ body out of the car and carried it into the darkness. The sound of the ripping and tearing of the man’s body brought her tears on even stronger. She had lost him. 
 
   With a final sob, and a scream of anguish, she finally stood. Before stepping onto the road, she looked back one more time, her eyes barely able to open.
 
   “Goodbye, daddy,” she whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   “Get in the RV!” Eric shouted.
 
   A large group of infected came rushing at the three of them as soon as they saw them. Dan grabbed Toby, pushing him back and toward the side door where Eric was waiting. Dan stayed behind, chopping and slashing at the shufflers and shamblers as they crowded around the barricade. He wanted to kill as many as possible before getting in the RV, as their only route of escape was straight ahead.
 
   And who knows where Enoch’s men were at this point.
 
   “Dan!” Eric shouted again. “Let’s go!”
 
   Dan chopped at one last shambler before backing up. He jumped into the RV, readying his rifle to fire out the window. Toby was right beside him, locking in his BX-25 mag and pulling back the bolt lever.
 
   “We can’t get through that shit,” Dan said, seeing the driveway ahead crowded with the bodies of the infected, interspersed with gore-covered assholes.
 
   “We’re not going that way,” Eric said, hopping in the driver’s seat and starting up the RV.
 
   Dan turned and looked at him. “What the—“
 
   Eric floored it, rolling over the edge of the parking area and into the woods. The RV bounced and wobbled like crazy as they went down the rough slope. Dan jumped up, rushing to Eric’s side.
 
   “Where the fuck are you going?” he asked. “This thing can’t make it through the fuckin’ woods. Are you nuts?”
 
   “I saw a creek down here when I was hunting that first night,” Eric said. “It’s flat and wide. We’ll fit.”
 
   Dan looked ahead of their path. The headlights cut through the shadows, showing him the widely-spaced trees, and the brush that grew thick. Eric was crazy. There was no way they were getting through this.
 
   “Fuck,” he said, going to the back window.
 
   Toby was there, firing at the infected he saw in the red glow of the tail lights. He was hitting everything he aimed at, but the tiny little rounds weren’t doing much damage. Dan opened one of the overhead compartments, pulling out an AR that was stashed there.
 
   “Here,” he said, handing Toby the rifle. “Use this.”
 
   There was a sudden heavy impact on the roof, and the RV went wild, wobbling from side to side as Eric struggled to keep it upright.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” he shouted.
 
   A long and sharp spike forced its way through the thin metal roof, striking the cabinets right beside Dan’s head.
 
   “Shit!” he said. “Stomp the brakes!”
 
   Eric stomped the brakes, and there was another impact as whatever was on the roof was thrown off balance. The spike was still there, however, and was pulled back and thrust through again, barely missing Dan’s head by mere centimeters.
 
   Toby stumbled in from the back, firing a few rounds into the roof. There was a muffled scream, and blood poured through the holes. Toby had hit it.
 
   “Good shot,” Dan said, raising his Blackout.
 
   He too fired upward, shredding the RV’s roof and tearing into the creature’s flesh.
 
   “What is it?” Eric asked as he punched the gas again.
 
   There was another flop, and then another spike came through next to the first one. Dan fired upward again, but the spikes split into claws and curled against the metal roof, pulling it apart and tearing a gaping hole.
 
   “What the fuck!?” Dan said, backing away.
 
   Eric hit a stump, sending everyone flying. Dan’s head impacted a sharp corner of the cabinets, splitting the flesh. He was knocked senseless, falling to the floor, pressing his hand against the flow of blood that poured out of his wound.
 
   “Dan!” he heard Toby shout.
 
   He tried desperately to keep his eyes open, but the wound had sapped his strength. He puked up a jet of bile that splattered on the floor in front of his face. Then, everything faded to black.
 
    
 
   “Toni!” Max shouted as he saw her climb up from the gully.
 
   Toni ran toward them quickly, her revolvers still smoking. She was crying, Max noticed, and her sobs overtook her ability to speak.
 
   “What happened to you?” Max asked. “Where’s Travis?”
 
   Toni embraced him, still crying hard. Linda tore her away, holding her head and staring her right in the face. 
 
   “Toni,” Linda said firmly. “Where’s Travis?”
 
   “He-he didn’t make it,” Toni cried.
 
   Max’s heart sank. He could barely believe what Toni had just said. Did he hear her correctly?
 
   “He didn’t make it?” Linda echoed her, embracing her but beginning to run again. “We have to get out of here. Take my hand.”
 
   Toni took Linda’s hand, and Max took Toni’s. Linda led the way, heading for the state road, dragging Toni between them. Around them, gunshots and the howls of the infected were deafening. Max was in a trance, though, focusing on Travis. Travis was dead. Travis… was dead.
 
   “What the fuck?” Max mumbled, his own eyes tearing up.
 
   He had never lost anyone so close. It was a new thing for him. He didn’t like it. It didn’t make sense. He would never see Travis again. Travis was… shambler food.
 
   “Goddamn it,” he cried out.
 
   A flash of white streaked across his vision, impacting Linda and taking her down screaming. Toni and Max were dragged down with her, and they were both pulled along, skidding in the rocks as Toni tried to let go of Linda’s hand. Through the moonlight, Max could see a stalker’s face, its fangs clamped down on Linda’s neck.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” he shouted. “Let go!”
 
   Max raised his AR, firing a burst of rounds into the creature’s flank. It didn’t let go, but Linda did. As Max and Toni fell to the ground, the stalker dragged Linda’s body away.
 
   “Oh my God,” Toni cried. “Max…”
 
   Max was frozen in shock, having just lost Travis, and now Linda. He could hear the creature’s fangs ripping her apart in the darkness, and could feel the bile rising in his throat.
 
   But he wouldn’t give up.
 
   “Get up!” he barked, pulling Toni to her feet. “Run!”
 
   He took the lead, dragging Toni behind him. He pointed his rifle in their wake, firing random bursts at the road behind him. Evidently, the creature was satisfied. Nothing followed them. Behind him, Toni was weeping as they ran. One revolver hung limply in her hand, and her eyes were wide with terror. She was freaking out.
 
   “No shit,” Max said. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   With renewed confidence and determination, Max took the initiative. He would keep Toni safe. He would find the others. He would bring them all together.
 
   Or, he would die trying.
 
    
 
   Enoch searched the chaos around him for any sign of Dan’s group. They had done a good job of staying out of sight, and Enoch cursed himself for attempting to use the horde to his advantage. He no longer had any sense of where his own men were, either, and that was a problem. All he could do was hope that he would run across Dan or Drew, or anyone else, even, and use them to lure out the rest.
 
   He stopped and stood against a tree, trying to make some sense of the scene around him. He had lost track of Royce, Darin, and the others in his inner circle. He wanted to kill Royce, and now he was gone. He cursed himself under his breath for not killing him earlier when he had the chance.
 
   Thankfully, out of the shadows, Dr. Shake appeared. He was dressed in a gore-covered apron; obviously his surgical clothing. He recognized Enoch immediately and made his over, weaving in and out of the infected that wandered around the area.
 
   “Boss,” Shake said. “I can’t find any of them. The infected are too thick and there isn’t anyone left at the house.”
 
   “Mutha fuckas,” Enoch said. “Have you seen Royce or anyone else?”
 
   “I saw Darin earlier,” Shake replied. “But he got taken down by one of the four-legged mutants. I barely got away.”
 
   Enoch gritted his teeth, shaking his head. “We gotta flush them out,” he said. “They may be hiding in the house.”
 
   “The doors are locked. I was already there. Besides, the RV is gone now and I saw another car drive away. It looked like it crashed, though.”
 
   “Yeah,” Enoch said. “I saw that. Which way did the RV go?”
 
   “Into the woods,” Shake said. “Right into the mother fucking woods.”
 
   “Alright,” Enoch said. “We need to regroup.”
 
   There was a sudden wooshing noise, followed by a squish. Dr. Shake’s head popped off of his body, and two jets of blood shot up from the stump of his neck. Enoch backed away in horror as Shake’s body fell to its knees and toppled forward. Behind him was a nightmare.
 
   Enoch’s eyes traveled up the pale, white body that stood taller than any man he had ever seen. Four tentacles with long spikes at the end swirled around it. Enoch fell back against the tree, looking up toward the thing’s face. Two eyes, glowing the color of amber stared back down at him.
 
   Instinctively, he raised his pistol and fired several shots. The creature raised its arms to block them, and Enoch turned and fled into the passing horde. He weaved in and out of them, barely escaping their reach. He could hear those tentacles going to work, picking off the infected one by one. Whatever the creature was, it didn’t like the infected, either. 
 
   He wasn’t about to stick around to find out why.
 
    
 
   Jake and Drew rushed through the brush with several shamblers on their trail. They were both winded, but had plenty of fight left in them. Drew would stop occasionally and blast the closest shambler with his Glock, and then turn back to flee once more. He had taken down at least six this way, but there were still several more following.
 
   “Shit,” Jake cursed as they came to a steep bank that blocked their way. “We gotta go around.”
 
   He turned and blasted a shambler with his shotgun, blowing its chest open and sending it back to crash into the others. Drew emptied his Glock into the small group, cursing when the tell-tale click told him he was out of ammo.
 
   He had no more mags, either.
 
   “Goddamn it,” he said. “I’m out.”
 
   “I’m getting there,” Jake said, peering into the shadows. “But I think the baddies are all dead. We should try and circle around and rejoin the group. I saw the RV bouncing around in the woods. They probably need our help.”
 
   Just then, a white shape zoomed past Drew, knocking him down with its claws. He cried out in pain, and Jake pumped a few shotgun shells into the creature, rushing over to stomp its brains into the mud. He reached down and pulled Drew to his feet, his heart nearly stopping when he saw the torn flesh on Drew’s shoulder.
 
   “Fuck, dude,” Jake said.
 
   “Goddamn it!” Drew growled. “Fuck shit fuck.”
 
   Jake looked at the wound closely, seeing its edges bubbling and squirming, as if it were alive. He felt a sense of shock come over him, and he gulped hard.
 
   “How bad is it?” Drew asked, crouching down to rest his hands on his knees.
 
   “It’s bad,” Jake said. “It’s infected.”
 
   “Mother fuckers,” Drew said under his breath. “Goddamn mother fuckers.”
 
   Jake knew it was over for Drew. He would turn. That wound was already festering with the mutant virus, and it wouldn’t be long before Drew’s body would die and he would rise again to seek out a place to mutate. It was heartbreaking; probably more so than anything he had ever witnessed. Drew was his friend, and together with Dan, the three of them had been the Three Amigos of Death.
 
   His hand instinctively went to his handgun, and he pulled it out and cocked the hammer back. Drew looked up at him, his eyes red with tears, and his teeth gritted tightly in anger.
 
   “No,” Drew said. “Not this way.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Jake asked.
 
   “Do you have any grenades left?”
 
   He did.
 
   Jake reached into his pack, pulling out the last frag grenade he had left. Hesitantly, he handed it to Drew. “What are you gonna do?” he asked.
 
   “Enoch is out there somewhere,” Drew said, his voice obviously pained. “He wants me. I’m taking him with me.”
 
   Jake nodded. It seemed like a logical plan. That would take care of the problem. “Alright, man,” he whispered.
 
   He held out his fist. Drew looked him in the eye, mustering up his courage. They bumped fists one last time, knowing it was the end. Jake panicked on the inside, not sure how he would tell the others.
 
   “See you on the other side, brutha,” he said.
 
   “Stay safe,” Drew replied.
 
   Jake was frozen in shock as Drew turned and headed into the darkness again. He felt a lump rising in his throat, and it tightened to the point of nearly chocking him. This had been the worst day ever, he realized, but at least if Drew succeeded, they would no longer have to worry about Enoch.
 
   The only question was, would Jake be able to find the others?
 
    
 
   Toby dropped his empty mag and slapped in another, firing desperately to try to keep the creature from reaching Dan. The RV bounced like crazy as Eric floored it down the hill. Toby had a hard time keeping upright, but managed to get in a few good shots. The creature on the roof was furious, and it was losing strength.
 
   But still it came.
 
   One shot hit the creature square in its horrifying face, and Toby took the opportunity to grab Dan’s hand and drag him into the back. As he pulled, Toby could see the long spikes jam their way into the RV again, striking the floor and cabinets.
 
   “Eric,” Toby shouted. “Stomp the brakes again!”
 
   The RV lurched as Eric pounded the brake pedal. Toby used the momentum to skid forward on his heels, following the creature as it was flipped over toward the front. Toby reached the cab just as Eric floored it again, hearing the creature flop heavily on the roof once more. He aimed upward, judging the creature’s location by the sound of its growls and thumps. He reached up with his thumb and flicked the selector lever to full auto.
 
   And then, he let loose.
 
   The bullets tore through the roof, striking the creature like a deadly hailstorm. Blood splattered into the holes, and the cries of agony that followed told Toby that the creature had taken nearly every round. He could hear it bouncing its way toward the back of the RV. Toby followed, dropping the empty mag and slapping in another one.
 
   There, at the back window, he could see the creature’s ugly face. It was nothing but vertical mouth and sharp fangs. Toby aimed, steadying himself against the seats with his hips. He let loose with a full-auto stream of death, shattering the back windows and splattering the creature into Swiss cheese. It fell away, and Toby rushed to the window to see it bounce off of a few trees in the taillights.
 
   It was gone.
 
   “Fuck you,” Toby growled.
 
   “Toby,” Eric shouted. “Are you okay?”
 
   Toby ran back to the front, plopping down in the passenger seat, breathless and about to explode with testosterone—he was guessing.
 
   “Got him,” he said.
 
   “Good job, buddy,” Eric said, patting him on the head. “The creek’s just ahead. We made it.”
 
   With one final lurch as they went over the short bank, the RV splashed into the shallow creek. Eric cut the wheel to the right, centering himself in the flat bed. It was smooth driving from here on out.
 
   “Thank God,” Eric said.
 
   Toby dropped the rifle onto the floor, going back into the bed area where he had left Dan. The bleeding was slowing down, thankfully, and Toby was able to get a good bandage over the gash. With a little luck, and maybe some drugs, Dan would be alright. Toby was sure he had been injured worse in the past.
 
   “He’ll be okay,” Toby said as he rejoined Eric in the cab. “Where does this creek go?”
 
   “It goes to a back road,” Eric said. “We’ll have to make a detour to get around the little bridge, but we’ll get back on the road without a hitch.”
 
   “We should go the hardware store in Nashville and wait for the others,” Toby said, hoping that everyone had made it out.
 
   “We will,” Eric said. “We will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Cliff and Grace made it to the state road with Royce’s help. There, the three of them crouched behind the nearest cars, looking among the vehicles to see if Enoch had left anyone behind. No one was in sight, however, but there were the shuffling sounds of the dead wandering in the street, and the harsh sniffing of a nearby shambler.
 
   It had caught their scent.
 
   “I’ll take him out,” Royce said, evidently realizing he was still covered in gore.
 
   Cliff nodded, and watched as the young man snuck onto the road, taking on a staggering gait as he approached the shambler. The creature turned in his direction, catching his scent and stepping toward him to identify him. Royce reached behind him and unsheathed his knife.
 
   “Damn it,” Cliff said.
 
   “What?” Grace asked.
 
   “You can’t kill those things like that,” he said. “That knife will just bounce off its head.”
 
   He watched as Royce stabbed the shambler and staggered back as the creature swiped at him. He tripped over his own feet, falling to the road. The shambler hissed, shaking it head furiously to dislodge the knife. Cliff raised his rifle and put three rounds in its heart.
 
   Royce stood up, shrugging, then ran back over to join them.
 
   “That mold is like armor,” Cliff explained. “Stabbing them won’t work. Remember, if they’re dead, stab them in the head. But the mutants and the fungal things… you just gotta cause a lot of fatal damage.”
 
   “Right,” Royce said. “I forgot.”
 
   “Everything seems clear otherwise,” Cliff said, looking around. “I think I know how to get to Nashville from here.”
 
   “Tennessee?” Royce asked with a strange look.
 
   “Nashville, Indiana,” Cliff corrected. “It’s a small town nearby. I guess it’s our go-to place when we get split up. We just need to find a car that works.”
 
   “Damn, dawg,” Royce said, looking back into the forest.
 
   Cliff and Grace turned to look. In the distance, there was a bright glow that lit up the forest within. Smoke rose above the tree line, and the faint streaks of burning ash whizzed around in the air.
 
   “Looks like somebody set fire to the trees,” Cliff said. “That’s our cue. Shit’s hitting the fan.”
 
    
 
   Drew torched the brush on the edge of the small clearing he had found. He ran with his burning stick, touching the flame to the dry and dead weeds that were thick at the edges. Overheard, he saw, the clouds were churning as they gathered the strength to let loose a rainstorm. The rain would put the fire out, he reasoned.
 
   His ultimate goal was to attract Enoch to his location, and finish him off. Though he realized the infected would also be attracted, they would likely either be kept at bay by the flames, or they would ignite themselves trying to walk through it.
 
   Confident that the blaze was going well enough, he stood in the middle of the clearing, dropping the flaming branch and stuffing the grenade in his back pocket.
 
   “Enoch!” he shouted as loudly as he could. “Come get me fucker!”
 
   Outside the ring of fire, he could hear the infected approach. Their growls and shrieks came gradually, but became louder and more intense as a crowd of them gathered outside the perimeter. Drew didn’t care. He knew it was over anyway. But he was determined to take Enoch with him.
 
   A shambler dared to step through the flames to charge. Drew turned in its direction and poised himself for its approach. However, its clothing was engulfed in flames, and the fungus that covered its skin went up as well. It collapsed whimpering before it could even reach him. He laughed, stomping its skull with his boot.
 
   “Enoch!” he shouted again. “I’m waiting mother fucker!!!!”
 
   There was a sudden cacophony of growls and hisses on one side, then the sound of flesh being chopped. The deep and booming voice of a human followed, and several infected fell into the clearing, mangled and bloodied. Drew gulped, holding his breath as a dark and giant figure slowly stepped right through the flame.
 
   He was huge. He stood at least six five, three hundred pounds, and with a demeanor to match. Enoch wore an Army field jacket, black khaki pants, a black bandana, and wielded an oddly brutal-looking weapon. It was a sledge hammer handle with what looked like a broken gear bolted to it. It sent shivers up Drew’s spine, but he stood fast, glaring at the man’s dark and raging eyes.
 
   “Drew,” Enoch said.
 
   His voice was deep, bellowing; almost Darth Vader-like.
 
   “Hey there, Enoch,” Drew said. “How’s things?”
 
   Enoch grinned, his perfect white teeth standing out in contrast to his super-dark skin. “Oh,” he said. “Things are real good now.”
 
   Enoch cocked his head, looking Drew over and sizing him up. “So you the punk ass mutha fucka who killed my brutha.”
 
   Drew smiled crookedly. “Yeah,” he said. “He went real easy. Just one bullet in the head and that super-prick went bye bye. It was stellar.”
 
   Enoch stared at him for a moment, then grinned again. “I see you got bit.”
 
   Drew reached up and showed his wound, feeling the sting of it when Enoch mentioned it. “Yeah, it was a nasty one, too. Hurts like a bitch.”
 
   “Well,” Enoch said, lowering his axe. “Maybe I should just let you turn. Let you walk around like one of those freaky mutha fuckas that climb walls and shit. That’s a fate worse than death, don’t you think?”
 
   “Sure,” Drew said. “But where’s the fun in that?”
 
   Enoch nodded, sticking his bottom lip out in agreement. “True. This is much more fun.”
 
   Suddenly, Enoch raised his weapon and charged. Drew ducked and jumped out of the way, feeling the wind of the giant weapon as it passed just inches from his back. As he spun around, the weapon came down in a vertical chop, shaking the ground with the impact. Enoch seemed unfazed by the weapon’s bulk, pulling it out of the ground almost effortlessly.
 
   “I’m gonna smash yo’ brains in,” he growled.
 
   “You gotta catch me first,” Drew taunted him. “But you’re too big and dumb to do that.”
 
   Enoch charged again, this time swinging downward at an angle. Drew rolled away, grimacing in pain as his wound touched the ground. He rolled to his feet near the flames just as a shambler reached through with a hissing growl. Drew grabbed its arm and pulled with all his might, flinging the creature toward his attacker. Enoch kicked the thing in the gut, knocking it onto its back, and then chopped downward with his axe, splitting its head in two.
 
   “Oooooh,” Enoch said, thrilled. “That was good. That was real goooooood.”
 
   He charged again, swinging horizontally. Drew dodged the attack, ducking behind him and kicking at the back of his knee. Enoch stumbled forward, and Drew threw a punch that connected with Enoch’s ear. He could feel the bones in his hand crack with the impact. Enoch’s head was like a cinder block.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Drew said. “You got a hard fucking head.”
 
   Enoch turned, smiling. He shook his head to ward off the pathetic blow. “What is this?” he asked. “You in fuckin’ Fight Club or some shit.”
 
   “Maybe,” Drew said, poising himself for another charge.
 
   It came quickly, the weapon chopped downward just as Drew dodged and spun, but Enoch managed to change the weapon’s direction and cut across, catching Drew in the hip. He went down, feeling the agonizing pain of his hip being shattered. It was the most painful thing he had ever felt, and he could only groan, helpless, as Enoch calmly walked toward him. He rolled onto his back, scooting away, attempting to get up onto his knees.
 
   “Go ahead,” Enoch said. “I know that hurts. I’ll let you get to yo’ knees like a good little victim.”
 
   Drew’s vision blurred with the pain, his breath came quickly as the shock began to settle over him. However, he managed to get to one knee, not wanting to give Enoch the satisfaction of being in such a submissive position. He laughed as Enoch approached, reaching behind him to grab the grenade in his right hand.
 
   “Well, well, well,” Enoch said. “I guess you got balls after all. Maybe I’ll cut them mutha fuckas off after I bash your ass in half.”
 
   Enoch began to chuckle, his face crunching up in a wicked smile that sent chills up Drew’s spine. He was dizzy, and Enoch’s image began to swim around, but he kept his focus. His thumb went into the grenade’s ring, slowly pulling it out and holding onto the spoon with his fingers. He smiled.
 
   “Whatchoo smilin’ ‘bout?” Enoch said, looking down his nose. “Are you ready to go now?”
 
   “Whenever you’re ready, asshole,” Drew mumbled, nearly unconscious. 
 
   Enoch grinned again, spreading his feet wide and raising his weapon. Drew watched his feet, seeing that Enoch lifted his right foot off the ground ever so slightly. With one final growl, Drew mustered all of his strength, ignoring the pain, and shot upward as hard as he could. He impacted with Enoch’s waist, throwing him off balance in a desperate tackle.
 
   The world seemed to slow down as they fell. Drew’s right hand came out, flicking the grenade’s spoon away. The massive weapon flew out of Enoch’s hand and tumbled through the air, hitting the ground before they did. Drew could feel the impact as his weight was crushed against Enoch’s. He managed to land straddling the giant man, his left hand wrapping around his neck.
 
   Enoch’s breath was knocked away, and his mouth opened slowly as a groan escaped. Drew shoved the grenade in Enoch’s mouth, muffling his shouts. He could feel the grenade’s metal crack Enoch’s teeth with a satisfying snap. Enoch’s head impacted the ground, bouncing up against Drew’s hand. He shoved harder, reaching up with his other hand to put all of his weight on the grenade.
 
   Enoch’s eyes went wide as he realized his fate. Drew laughed at his expression of terror, gritting his own teeth as the end approached. With his last breath, Drew put his face right up against Enoch’s and cackled like a madman, glaring into those terrified eyes.
 
   “Let’s go to Hell, mother fucker!”
 
    
 
   Jake heard the explosion just as he encountered a small horde of the dead. It shook the very ground with a familiar boom. The grenade he had given Drew had gone off, hopefully ending the feud once and for all. He grieved for a moment, but then charged the dead, smashing them left and right, splitting their heads with the butt of his shotgun and stomping those that fell to his weight.
 
   He dropped everything he had but his machete. He had no more shotgun shells, no more bullets, and no more reason to carry on. He was doomed. The dead were too many. They horded around him as he fought like a Viking on his last breaths. He closed his eyes and attacked wildly, feeling the blade chop and slash the dead to pieces.
 
   But then there was the muffled sound of a suppressed gunshot. He kept swinging wildly as the shooting continued, but there were no more dead to kill. He swung at empty air, breathless and confused. When he stopped and opened his eyes, he saw Nathan standing there.
 
   “I got ‘em,” Nathan said. “Relax man.”
 
   “Fuck,” Jake said, leaning over to rest his hands on his knees. “Where the fuck did you come from?”
 
   “I ran back into the house to grab my pack and a gun,” Nathan said. “When I came back out, Dan and Eric were gone.”
 
   “Damn,” Jake said, gathering up his gear. “I saw the RV head down into the woods. Eric knows where he’s going. We might be able to catch them.”
 
   “What happened to Drew?”
 
   “I gave him my last grenade and he went in search of Enoch.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He got bit,” Jake said. “Bad.”
 
   “I’m sorry, man,” Nathan offered. “He was a good guy. Funny, too.”
 
   “He died well. Just like a Viking.”
 
   “Alright, buddy,” Nathan said, helping him gather his things. “Let’s go find everyone else.”
 
   “I have a question,” Jake said. “Are all of you people as tough as nails?”
 
   “You people?” Nathan repeated, laughing. “You mean homos?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Well, I wasn’t gonna say that… but I guess so.”
 
   “Yeah,” Nathan said. “We all belong to secret fight-like-a-girl clubs. We kick each other’s dainty little asses every Saturday night and then have giant orgies.”
 
   “Is there beer involved?”
 
   “Of course,” Nathan said. “We’re still men.”
 
   Jake chuckled, putting his arm around Nathan. “Well, whatever the case, I’m glad you showed up. Let’s go find our friends.”
 
    
 
   Max led Toni onto the main road. There were cars parked everywhere on either side; all lined up like a funeral procession. It was clearly Enoch’s group—their cars, anyway. No one else was in sight. Max put Toni in the passenger seat of one of the smaller cars, kneeling down to check her over.
 
   “Are you alright,” he asked.
 
   Toni nodded slowly, her mouth hanging open. Max knew she was in shock. She loved Travis, he knew. They all did. He too grieved, but Toni seemed to be affected by it more than he was. Her revolvers were nowhere to be seen. She must have dropped them. That was definitely a sign that she was out of it.
 
   “Just lean back in the seat there,” he said, looking over to the driver’s side.
 
   The keys were in the ignition. He stood up, closed Toni’s door, and got in the driver’s seat. Just then, there was an explosion. He jumped with surprise, turning to see a massive fireball erupting from the burning forest. Something had blown up, he knew. Maybe it was the propane tank.
 
   He slammed the door, looking over at Toni. She was motionless, other than her breathing. He put his hand on her knee as he turned the key. She looked down at his hand, closed her eyes, and began to weep again. She put her hand on his and squeezed.
 
   “I’ll miss him,” Max said. “We all will. But I’ll take care of you. I’ll get us out of here and we’ll find Dan and the others. I promise.”
 
   Toni was silent, but Max knew she had heard him. He put the car in gear and pulled onto the road. It was quite a drive to Nashville, he knew, especially taking these back roads. But then again, Nashville was pretty much on a back road—somewhat.
 
    
 
   Eric managed to navigate around the small bridge and back onto the main road without too much trouble. Toby stayed in the back with Dan, watching over him. Eric was proud of the boy. He had not only saved Dan’s life but had killed the creature on the roof by himself. And he did all of this without a second thought. It just came naturally to him, as everything did.
 
   The boy was bulletproof.
 
   Eric’s thoughts went to his dad. Though he knew Toni would do her best to take care of him, she wasn’t a superhero. She was just as human as everyone else, despite her toughness. Nevertheless, he had faith in her. She would get the old man to safety.
 
   As he drove on through the night, he kept his attention focused on the makeshift serpentine belt he had fashioned out of some of Betty’s old nylons. He had learned that trick a long time ago. The key was to use silk, which is as strong as steel in most cases. Thankfully, Betty was somewhat of a freak—even before her transformation into the monster.
 
   That got him thinking about her and what happened to her during the battle. When he and Dan had left her, she was doing what she could to get over the killing of her mutant children. She had killed them herself; perhaps out of disgust or regret. Either way Betty was a monster, and leaving her alive was probably not a great idea.
 
   “Eric,” Toby said as he settled down into the passenger seat. “How far are we?”
 
   “We should be there in about twenty minutes.”
 
   “Well, I was thinking maybe we should keep an eye out for the others along the way. Enoch must have left cars behind, so they could have taken a few.”
 
   “True,” Eric agreed. “But they all know where to go. The ones we really have to watch out for are the ones who were on foot.”
 
   “Jake and Drew, then.”
 
   “Yeah. Toni and my Dad were in her car. Cliff and Grace went toward the road, so they should be in a car. They’ll be there eventually.”
 
   “I hope so,” Toby said.
 
   Eric smiled, looking over at the boy. He knew that Dan would be proud of him, and couldn’t wait to tell him how Toby saved the day. Maybe a little encouragement on his own part would help.
 
   “You did real good, buddy,” he said. “You killed that monster and took care things like a real man. My dad would be proud of you, and so would Dan.”
 
   Toby nodded with a slight smile. “I did what I had to do to protect my family.”
 
   Family, Eric thought. That was pretty accurate, he realized. They really were a family in every sense of the word. Even in the normal world, he had never had so many close friends; zero friends, in fact, that he would call family.
 
   “That’s what a real man does,” he said. “Yep.”
 
   Toby smiled.
 
    
 
   Betty sat on the roof of her house. She watched the forest around her burn, accepting the fact that everything was truly over for her. Though the rain would put out the flames, the house would still burn down by the time the storm began.
 
   But that was not her concern. She could feel the shadows approach. The feeling had gotten stronger as they closed in day by day. They traveled strangely; not really walking or running in any particular direction. They just randomly appeared here and there until they reached their destination. 
 
   They had come for her.
 
   As the house went up in flames, she stood, making herself visible to the shadows. They came quickly, not hesitating to tear into her mutated flesh and rip her to pieces. Throughout the ordeal, only one thought was on her mind. It was the thought of her dear husband blowing his brains out. Soon, she knew, she would be reunited with him, and they would spend eternity together.
 
   It was something to look forward to.
 
   “I’m coming Henry,” she whispered as she was ripped apart. “I’m coming soon, my love.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Dan opened his eyes, feeling the sting of his head wound as he regained consciousness. The pain was excruciating, enough to make him immediately feel like puking as soon as he realized he was awake. There was dim sunlight coming in through the RV’s windows, and everything was still. 
 
   He sat up, his head still spinning, and looked out the window. The RV was parked in front of the hardware store in Nashville, and he could hear Toby and Eric’s voices outside. The roof of the RV was torn to shreds; filled with bullet holes and claw marks. There was blood on the floor—probably his, mostly—but everything seemed intact.
 
   They had made it.
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, he stood, struggling against the pain and dizziness. He staggered to the side door and sat on the bottom step, reaching into his pocket for his smokes.
 
   “Dan,” Toby said happily as he turned his head.
 
   Eric smiled, following Toby over. “Hey buddy,” he said. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Like shit,” Dan replied. “I feel like I got shot in the head.”
 
   “You hit it pretty hard during the fight,” Toby said.
 
   “Yeah,” Dan said, still looking for his smokes. “What the hell happened?”
 
   “I killed the monster,” Toby said, smiling. 
 
   “Really?” Dan said, pulling out a cigarette in triumph. He lit it, enjoying that first pull. It was like a shot of morphine.
 
   “He sure did,” Eric said. “He kicked its ass all by himself.”
 
   “Wow,” Dan said in disbelief. “That’s crazy. I didn’t know you had it in you, kid.”
 
   “Well, I had to do something,” Toby said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Eric was busy getting us the fuck out of there.”
 
   Dan froze for a second, almost scolding Toby for cussing before he realized it didn’t matter. “Alright, kid,” he said. “Excellent work. I’m proud of you.”
 
   Toby smiled, walking away with a spring in his step. Dan looked up at Eric, whose face was grim.
 
   “So,” Dan said. “Where is everyone else?”
 
   Eric shook his head, looking off into the distance. The streets of the small shopping center were empty, and there was no sign of life anywhere. “I don’t know, man,” he said. “I guess we’ll just wait here until they come. Everyone knows where to go. The question is, will they get here?”
 
   “Drew and Jake will make sure everyone makes it,” Dan said. “I know it.”
 
   Eric’s face was still grim and filled with worry. Dan knew he was thinking of Travis. Hell, who wouldn’t be worried about their dad at a time like this?
 
   “What do you think happened to Betty?” Eric asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Dan said. “I wonder what happened to Enoch. We got away, but what if he found everyone else. I feel guilty for taking off.”
 
   “They all split up for a reason,” Eric reminded him. “It was a good call. Everyone is safe.”
 
   It seemed like Eric didn’t believe the words even as he spoke them. Dan didn’t blame him. It was a chaotic mess, he knew. Not everything could work out perfectly. Whatever the case, it would take Enoch a long time to catch up with them, even if he did survive.
 
   “Hey guys!” Toby said as he came running back. “There’s a car coming.”
 
   Dan stood and followed Eric to the edge of the parking lot. He could see the black sedan turning the corner onto the hardware store’s street. There were two people inside. The three of them stood and watched them approach. Dan had a bad feeling for some reason. He guessed that the new arrivals had bad news.
 
   He knew it, in fact.
 
   As the car squealed to a stop, they all saw that it was Max and Toni. They both exited the car slowly, with that same grim face that Eric had. Travis had been with Toni, and Linda had been with Max. He was glad to see them both, but knew something was wrong.
 
   “Where’s my…” Eric stammered. “Where’s my dad?”
 
   Toni’s face immediately darkened, and her eyes began to tear up. “I’m so sorry, baby,” she cried, running to Eric to embrace him. “He didn’t make it. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Dan’s heart sank. Not only for the loss of his friend, but for Eric as well. He could hear the big man cry, and that made his heart sink even more. Travis was a good man, and a friend to all of them. He was a father, a wiseman, and a healer. He was their anchor.
 
   And now he was gone.
 
   Dan looked up at Max, who seemed to be in a state of shock but was mostly coherent. “What about Linda?” Dan asked.
 
   Max shook his head. Toni looked up from within Eric’s grasp.
 
   “She’s gone, too,” she said. “It was a stalker. She was ripped right out of my hands.”
 
   “Damn,” Dan replied. 
 
   So far, they had lost two people. That was bad enough without taking into account that several were still missing. Cliff and Grace, Jake and Drew, and Nathan were unaccounted for. He had faith that every single one of them had what it takes to survive, but under the circumstances the outlook was grim. Linda had been new to the group, but she had proven herself valuable. She would be missed just as much as Travis.
 
   “I’m glad you guys made it,” Dan said, reaching out to shake Max’s hand. “It looks like you’ve toughened up.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for him,” Toni said, “I never would have made it.”
 
   “We’ll stay here until everyone else gets here,” Dan said. “No matter how long it takes.”
 
    
 
   Jake and Nathan plodded weakly along the state road. There was debris everywhere; leaves, sticks, and everything else that usually littered an abandoned street. The forest around them was uninviting, and even the overgrown grass on each side of the road seemed like a green prison.
 
   Jake was thirsty as hell, and he was pretty sure his blood sugar was low. Even Nathan seemed worn out and despondent. But, Jake realized, they were alive. That was better than nothing.
 
   “Are we even going in the right direction?” Nathan asked, his voice muffled by his dry mouth.
 
   “I hope so,” Jake replied. “I’m from up north, so this shit all looks the same to me.”
 
   Nathan looked up into the sky, evidently judging their direction by the sun. “Nashville is that way,” he said, pointing. “So yeah, we’re good. All these roads are pretty twisty, but I think we’re going the right direction.”
 
   Jake didn’t respond; he just continued walking in silence. All he could think of was Drew, and that last fist bump they had. Drew and Dan were like brothers to him—and each other—and Jake was sure that Dan would take it pretty hard. After everything the three had been through together, the loss of one of their original crew was a devastating blow, no matter how you looked at it.
 
   “Hey,” Nathan said, turning around and walking backwards. “There’s a car coming.”
 
   “Shit,” Jake said, turning to look. “That could be anybody. Could be Enoch for all we know.”
 
   “I don’t think he knows me,” Nathan said. “I’ll stay on the road. Go duck into the weeds.”
 
   “Ptttt,” Jake scoffed. “Like I’ll fit in the fuckin’ weeds.”
 
   He shook his head, but went to the side of the road anyway. The weeds were thick, but he managed to get in a little ways and duck down out of sight. He watched as Nathan stopped and put his hand around the handle of his machete just in case. Realizing Nathan was virtually defenseless, Jake got out his shotgun to keep him covered.
 
   He heard the vehicle approach, and gritted his teeth in anticipation. Then, as he was ready to let loose with a stream of shotgun shells, Nathan’s hands went up in the air. The red pickup stopped with a squeal, and Cliff’s smiling face drew a chuckle. He stood and made his way out and onto the roadside.
 
   “Jake!” Cliff said. “You guys made it. Hop in the bed.”
 
   Jake was glad to see Cliff and Grace, but there was a stranger in the bed of the truck, leaning against the side and carrying a shotgun. He looked shady; some young punk, it looked like.
 
   “Who’s this guy?” Jake asked.
 
   “That’s Royce,” Cliff said. “He’s alright.”
 
   Royce nodded in greeting. He was a younger guy, looking like a mixed kid from the “ghetto lite” as Cliff usually put it. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, but far more morose and experienced than the usual twenty-something fucknut.
 
   “Alright,” Jake said. He reached in to shake Cliff’s hand and then nodded to Grace.
 
   “Let’s go,” Grace said.
 
   Jake and Nathan jumped in the bed, happy to see that the new guy was sitting among a few cases of bottled water. Jake and Nathan tore into them as Cliff pulled away, savoring the nectar-like feeling of it going down. Royce watched them with a smile.
 
   Soon, they would be in Nashville, and hopefully reunited with the others.
 
    
 
   The afternoon sun was comfortably warm on Dan’s face. He stood at the edge of the hardware store’s parking lot, rifle in hand, watching the intersection down the road. If the others made it, that’s where they would appear. Toby stood about fifty yards away, keeping watch on the opposite direction.
 
   Eric was inside the store, gathering dried foods and other supplies as Max and Toni looked for other gear. The hardware store was a pretty eclectic mix of just about everything a rural community needed; everything from art supplies to frying pans, to hunting accessories. It was a goldmine for roving groups of survivors. It was surprising that there was anything left at all.
 
   Nashville must have been hit hard.
 
   Dan was about to give up. He had stood and waited for what seemed like hours, hoping with everything he had that the rest of the group would show up. As he turned to go back to the RV, he heard Toby shout something. He turned toward him to look, and Toby pointed toward the intersection, jumping and whooping.
 
   The pickup that turned onto the street was red. In its bed, Jake stood triumphant, holding his fist in the air as the small truck came bouncing down the road. Dan could only laugh. Toby ran to meet them at the parking lot entrance.
 
   Jake and Nathan jumped out, having another guy with them that Dan didn’t recognize. Grace came out next, and Cliff climbed out after, coming directly to Dan. They clasped hands, and Dan was relieved to see them all. Toby hugged Grace and Jake, and looked at the stranger in question.
 
   “Who are you?” Toby asked.
 
   “Royce,” the stranger said.
 
   Dan watched them shake hands, seeing that the younger man was friendly. The others came running out of the hardware store for the reunion, and they all exchanged embraces, high fives, and fist bumps. However, there was someone missing.
 
   “Drew?” Dan asked Jake.
 
   Jake sighed, shaking his head. Dan knew the answer.
 
   “He got bit,” Jake said. Dan felt his heart sink. “He didn’t want me to put him down though.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I gave him a grenade and he went off looking for Enoch. I heard the explosion a few minutes later.”
 
   Dan nodded sadly. Drew was a good friend, a bro, and he would miss him. But Dan felt what must have been some kind of warrior’s pride as he thought of Drew’s sacrifice. He had died well, taking the enemy with him.
 
   It was a good death. That took away a lot of the sting.
 
   “Well,” Dan said. “There’s plenty of food and things to celebrate with. We’ll dedicate tonight’s meal to all of our friends that gave their lives so that we could live. They’ll be honored.”
 
   Cliff stood with arms crossed. He glanced over at the RV, whose roof was torn open. He cocked his head in question. “What happened there?” he asked.
 
   “Ask Toby,” Dan said, smiling. “He’s a warrior now.”
 
   Toby grinned.
 
   “Travis and Linda didn’t make it, either,” Toni said.
 
   The group fell silent for a moment. Even Royce seemed to grieve, probably not for the people they had lost, but for the general loss the group felt. That gave Dan the impression that he was a good guy. Despite him obviously having been part of Enoch’s group—where else would he have come from—he would be accepted, and the group would go on.
 
   Everyone else would just be memories; good memories. Where the group would go from here was anyone’s guess. But one thing was certain.
 
   There was no giving up now. The world awaited.
 
   “Come on,” Dan said. “Life goes on. Let’s enjoy it while we can.”
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