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    For My three oldest children, who love a good zombie apocalypse just as much as I do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t my turn to keep watch over our little village, but I couldn’t sleep so I volunteered. I was sure that Toby would enjoy the night of rest.  Our village had a small population of fifty-six people; men, women, and children.  I guess if you think about our situation, and the state of the entire world, fifty-six people together in a somewhat normal civilization wasn’t bad.  
 
    We lived in a constant state of fear, always on guard for what lurked outside of our village walls made of school buses and over turned vehicles.  Twenty four hour surveillance was required if we wanted to live to see a new day break.  The creatures were not strong.  They couldn’t climb our walls, or fire a weapon, but like the living, there was strength in numbers.  The key to our survival was simply to kill each one we saw to prevent a horde or infestation of the undead from pushing our walls down. 
 
    I lit a cigarette as I sat with my back against a tree.  I wasn’t sure what brand or strength I was smoking, but it didn’t matter. It was nicotine, and that was all I cared about.  I exhaled as I looked out into the night.  I retrieved my flashlight from my side and turned it on.  I shined it around me, looking to see if one of those things has managed to sneak up on me without me hearing the snarling from its lips.  I saw nothing threatening. I turned my flashlight off and placed it on the side of the over turned pickup truck where I sat.  Nothing threatening about and I was glad of it. Even the leader needed a break every once in a while. 
 
    That’s right; I was in charge of our village.  It made perfect sense. I was the one that began enforcing the walls around the public square in Adairsville, Georgia.  To look at me, one wouldn’t guess that I was capable of such things.  I was an average five foot six, one hundred and forty pound woman, and thirty-five years old.  Of all of the survivors that populated our little village, I was the only one qualified to lead. I was the only one, other than my brother Alex who knew where to go to get necessary supplies.  I knew where every grocery store and pawn shop was located within a fifty mile radius, and even farther out in some cases.  I made every plan, assigned every job for every person. I created the fire arm training for the kids, and organized every run for supplies.   
 
    There was another run coming in the morning; a raid as we called it.  I needed to be rested, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.  Of course, I should be accustomed to that feeling.  I was always told by other people in the town that I needed to relax, but when there are fifty-five other lives in your hands, relaxing is hard to do.  
 
    I flicked my cigarette out into the night.  I watched as something stopped the flight of the cigarette butt. I heard the all too familiar sound of the agonizing growl that sent chills down my spine.  I drew my side arm, and took my aim.   
 
    “Look Alive!” I called out into the night to the other watchers.   
 
    “Yahoo! We get some action tonight eh, Amber?” I heard Randy call from my left.  
 
    “Looks that way. Everyone on guard. Signal the lights.” 
 
    On top of every building in the square, we had lights plugged into generators that we would use, even if only one of the undead were spotted.  I wanted no surprises.  If a horde of these things came at our walls, I wanted to see them in enough time to evacuate the square if need be.  That’s why I am in charge; I think of everything.  I didn’t plan a zombie apocalypse survival like the writers of movie scripts. Those movies always pissed me off.   
 
    The human race is one that can adapt to its surroundings. However, I was surprised to see what fear could do to a race of surviving species.  Humans have a flaw, and that flaw is they never expect the unexpected.  That is the lesson I taught everyone in my village.  Before chaos and government experiments changed our lives forever, I was nothing more than a struggling novelist.  I was what was known as an “Indie” or independent author, one who self publishes their own work.  Sure, it was a lot harder to market and sell everything myself, but I was able to put food on the table for my twins Tyler and Tara. 
 
    I was a survivor, even before the news of the mysterious green gas hit the airwaves.  I raised my kids on my own, running a small convenience store on the corner of Barnsley Gardens and Halls Station, and of course, selling my books as well.  My family and friends thought I was crazy when I released my book, The Apocalypse Diaries: The Key to Zombie Survival.  Everyone thought it was ridiculous that I released a novel based on the concept of true survival methods in a situation believed to only exist in fictional works.  
 
    The shipment of my new book had just arrived; one thousand copies of what would eventually be a saving grace.  Tara and Tyler had just gotten off the school bus at the store when the headline Real Walking Dead came across the T.V. screen.  
 
    “Oh my God, it’s really happening.” I said in awe at what I was seeing in the news report.   
 
    “What’s happening Mom?” Tyler asked as he turned his attention to the news report on the television.  
 
    “Tyler, go pull the box truck into the bay door in the back.  We are going to need it. Tara, go pull all of the roll up doors down and lock them down tight.” I instructed.   
 
    “Mama, what’s happening?” Tara asked. I nearly choked on the words as I answered her.  
 
    “The end of the world honey.”  
 
    My children did as they were told.  It was one of those times when I thanked God that my kids were so obedient. I turned and looked at the boxes that were just delivered to me.  What was meant to entertain the world would become a teaching tool for all I came into contact with.  I went outside to help Tara with the doors and windows. 
 
    My little store sat on the corner of two roads, five miles away from a lot of civilization in both directions.  That gave us some time to get things done without rushing.  Tara was working on the roll up doors over the windows.  I locked the glass door and pulled down the big rollup door that covered the front entrance.  I heard a horn blowing.  I turned quickly, expecting to see a traffic jam, or possibly one of the undead.  I was relieved to find that my brother Alex had pulled into the parking lot. He parked his truck and jumped out. 
 
    “Amber, thank God you guys are alright. Can you believe this shit?” 
 
    “No I can’t. Please tell me you brought your guns.”  I replied.  Alex smiled. 
 
    “You know I packed for survival. I’m military Sis.”  I smiled at my brother.  
 
    “Mama and Daddy raised us right. I hope they will be ok.”  
 
    “They will be. We have to worry about us and the kids right now.”  
 
    I was glad that Alex was with me.  I could handle my kids on my own, but it felt good to have an extra person there to help watch their backs.  Alex helped Tara and I secure the building. Tyler came to join us.  Once everything was secure, I helped Alex get the bags out of his truck.  I knew we had to get inside before people started stopping to shop.  The four of us raced back into the side door.  Just as I tried to close the door, someone grabbed it.  I drew my weapon and aimed around the door.   
 
    “Wait! Don’t shoot. It’s me Amber.”  It was Randy, the little twenty something year old guy that was basically a squatter that lived nearby.   
 
    “Randy! You should have said something.” 
 
    “Please Amber, you can’t leave me our here to die. Please help me.”    
 
    He was right.  I couldn’t leave him out there to die.  I wasn’t built that way.  I stepped aside to allow him to come in where it was safe.  I closed the bay door behind him and locked it up tight.  
 
    Randy followed me into the store.   
 
    “Amber, I was about to come looking for you.  Who is this?” Alex asked when he saw my friend.  
 
    “This is Randy.  He showed up and I couldn’t leave him out to die.”  
 
    “How did he know to come here?” Alex asked.  
 
    “It was the only place I knew to go. I shop here every day after work.”  
 
    “Ok, but we can’t let anyone else in Amber.  I know there is a nice stock here, but we are going to need all of it.” 
 
    “I know Alex.  Randy is the only one I will let in.”  I replied. 
 
    “Can he even be useful?” Alex asked.  
 
    “I work in construction. I have two guns and I know how to use them.” Randy answered.  
 
    “Good enough for me.” Alex stated as he shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    The five of us spend the day loading the box truck.  We could stay in the store for about a week, but we would need somewhere bigger to go. That night, we couldn’t sleep.  The sounds of the growls. And the screams of the people pierced the night, making rest impossible.  I wanted so much to save them all, but I knew I couldn’t, not in the beginning.  In the beginning, there would be too many.  I had no choice but to lay there and squeeze my eyes shut tightly and listen as life after life was taken by the undead.  I had to listen as each and every one was slaughtered by flesh eating beasts. 
 
    Those horrible images would never again haunt my thoughts.  As the lights came on, I saw three, five, ten, thirteen of the undead coming toward our little village.  I would not lose one life tonight.  There were fifty-six of us when night fell, and there would be fifty-six of us when the sun rose in the morning.   
 
    “I see maybe twenty of them Amber.” Randy called to me.  
 
    “I have thirteen here.” I replied. 
 
    We needed more fire power.  “Sound the alarms!”  I called out, never once taking my eyes off of the danger that stared me in the face. 
 
    “Fire!” I gave the order, and an orchestra of gunfire echoed through the night, drowning out the terrifying growls of those who once were one of us.  
 
    There before me, I saw what was once a good woman, but she was no longer there inside her body.  What was once a beautiful woman, a devoted wife and mother was now a rotting, walking corpse.  She drooled a foamy white substance that made her resemble a rabid dog.  Blood stained her face, and matted her hair to her head.  No doubt it was from her last meal.  I knew her once, and the woman I once knew, I would have never dreamed of putting a bullet in her head.  However, things were different now, and she was not the woman I once knew.  I took my aim, and pulled the trigger, inflicting a point blank gunshot wound to her head, killing her for the final time.  
 
    “Take them all out. Remember, they aren’t your friends and family anymore!” I called out.  I had a habit of motivating my soldiers to do what needed to be done.   
 
    “That ain’t nothing but soulless fucking shells!” Randy stated as he shot one right after the other.   
 
    “For every one that dies, five of us live!” Karen called out as she loaded another magazine into her gun.  
 
    It pleased me to hear the lessons I had taught being called out as the small horde around the perimeter of the square continued to fall.  There was Tommy, Jake, Melinda, Anne, Walker, Biter, Undead, and Demon.  I changed my train of thought, for they were not people anymore.   
 
    “Take ‘em out. We will all rest easy tonight!” I called out into the night.    
 
    I listened as the gunfire slowed to nothing but silence.   
 
    “North wall clear.” 
 
    “East wall clear.” 
 
    “West wall clear.” 
 
    “South wall Clear” 
 
    “Bird’s eye clear.” Alex called from the top of city hall.  That’s what I wanted to hear, all is clear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    I gave my clean up assignments before returning to my apartment for a few hours of sleep, and before I took the team out on a raid.  I only had about three hours before we were scheduled to roll out.  I opened the door to my apartment and went inside.  I made my way over to the table and placed my guns there.   
 
    “Good morning Mom.” I heard Tyler say as he came out of his room.   
 
    “Good morning son.  How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Pretty good, after the firing squad caught a break.” Tyler replied.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that sweetie.  There was a horde around the perimeter of the village last night.” I said as I placed my gun belt on the table with my side arms.   
 
    Tyler came and sat beside me at the table, placing a bottle of water down in front of me. I smiled at him.  I love my son.  He is so considerate, even in these dark times where greed is the main fuel to survival instincts.   
 
    “Thanks.” I said with a smile.   
 
    “So, did you get them all last night?” Tyler asked.   
 
    “I got my fair share.  Your mom isn’t super woman you know.” I replied.   
 
    “Sometimes I have to wonder.” Tyler stated with a grin.   
 
    I opened my bottle of water and turned it up. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was.  Once I had consumed a good bit of the contents of the bottle, I placed it back on the table.  
 
    “Is your sister still sleeping?” I asked. Tyler gave me a goofy look.  “Of course she is.” I said as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Tyler was very open to my teachings.  However, Tara was a different story.  She was too attached to the simple life before the apocalypse began.  Even after a year of fighting for survival, she still complained about wanting air conditioning and MTV.  I didn’t want to think about it, but I knew that if I lost one of my kids, it would be Tara because she refused to listen.   
 
    Once, Tara was a very obedient child, open to everything I had to say.  Now, she did nothing but complain.  I tried to use the generators to give some sense of enjoyment to all who lived in our tiny village, but it never seemed to be enough for Tara.  She always wanted more, and that wasn’t something I could give to her.  
 
    “So Mom, can I work the clean-up crew this morning?” Tyler asked. I smiled at him.  He always wanted to do the dirty work. Of course, being a fourteen year old boy, he thought that zombies were cool.  Still, he understood the danger he would be in if he got careless around them.  However, Tyler hadn’t allowed the apocalypse to stop him from living his life.  He got outside every day to exercise, he did any job he was assigned to do, and he was a damn good shot. 
 
    “Clean up crew is heading out. You better hurry if you want to help.” I said.  Tyler smiled and jumped up to get his shoes.   
 
    “Hey Mom, radio Uncle Alex and tell him I am coming.” he instructed. 
 
    “I will do it.  Go on and get ready son.” I replied. 
 
    “Heck yeah! Zombie burning time!” Tyler exclaimed.  I radioed Alex just as I told Tyler I would, and let him know that he was coming along. Alex laughed, knowing all too well how much Tyler enjoyed burning the corpses.  
 
    “I have the burn crew ready to go out, and then I will assemble the raid team.” Alex informed.   
 
    “Sounds like a plan bro. I am gonna get about two hours in, then I will be ready to roll out.” I replied. 
 
    “You do that.  If you are too tired Amber, I can lead the raid team today and let you stay in.” Alex offered. 
 
    “It’s cool. I will be fine.  Get me up in two ok?” 
 
    “Will do Sis. Sweet dreams.” 
 
    “Over and out.” 
 
    Tyler came out of his room dressed and ready to go. 
 
    “Your Uncle Alex is waiting on you. Now head out. You don’t want to hold up the burn crew.” I instructed.  
 
    “On my way now. Thanks Mom.” I laughed to myself as he ran out and closed the door behind him.  There were so many things I could do for my son to make him want to thank me, but I never thought body burning would be one of them.  Truth be told, burning the corpses of the zombies was one of my least favorite jobs.  I was just thankful it wasn’t like pulling teeth to get Tyler to do anything.   
 
    I sat alone a moment enjoying the silence. It was time to get Tara up and going for the day.  I dreaded this.  It was like pulling teeth to get her motivated.  I didn’t know what it would take to make my daughter act like part of this civilization, but if there was in fact a way to make it happen, I was damned and determined to find it.  I stood up and went over to the room my twins shared.  That was another thing she complained about, she didn’t have her own room. Perhaps if we ever had to leave our little village, I could find a place for us to go that would offer her a little bit more privacy.  However, she would have to earn that as well.  The way she was currently acting, she was lucky she had the mattress on the floor to sleep on.  
 
    I reached the door and went inside.  Tara was already awake, and propped up against the wall reading a book.   
 
    “What are you reading?” I asked, simply trying to make small talk. 
 
    “If Tomorrow Comes.” she replied, never taking her eyes off the pages.  I went over and took a seat on Tyler’s mattress.   
 
    “That’s a really good book. One of my favorites in fact.” I stated.  
 
    “Yeah I know. I have seen you read it like a thousand times.” Tara replied.   
 
    “Haven’t you read it before?” I asked Tara.  
 
    “Yeah and it isn’t as good anymore. I need something new to read.  This is driving me crazy. I hate to ruin a good book.” Tara informed.  
 
    I know that luxuries in life are hard to come by in these trying times, but Tara loved to read, and books were easy to carry.  I understood that even after a year of hard living, my daughter was still the stereo typical spoiled little brat, but that was for me to deal with. After all, I made her that way.   
 
    “Hey Tara, I tell you what, if you get up, get ready, and head out to help with the daily chores, I will bring you some books back from the raid today.”  Tara looked at me over her book. 
 
    “Really? You promise?” she stated. 
 
    “I promise. I will fill my back pack with as many books as it will hold with my supplies that is.  All you have to do is get up and get started for the day. Do your part, and you get rewarded.” I informed her.   
 
    She gave me a look of disbelief for a moment, but that look quickly faded away. 
 
    “And what is my job for the day Commander?” she asked with a hint of sarcasm evident in her voice. I could tell it was a joke. 
 
    “Sorting.” I replied.  Tara rolled her eyes.  I had expected as much from her.  Still, I could tell that with a promise of new books, I had won her over.   
 
    “Ok Mom, you win. How big of a raid will this be?” she asked.   
 
    “Pretty big considering how far out we have to go.  We have to make it worth our wile.” I stated.  
 
    “Ok, you have a deal. And, I have some time since I don’t have to start sorting until you get back anyway.” she replied. 
 
    “See, there can be a good side to everything.” 
 
    “At least I don’t have to handle the coagulated bloody bodies today.” She said, following my lead.  
 
    “No, that is your brother’s job. He asked for it.”  Tara rolled her eyes.  
 
    “He is so weird.” She stated matter-of-factly.   
 
    “Well, at least it stops you from doing it. Now, I have to get some rest.  Get out of this room and find you something to eat.” I instructed before kissing my little girl on the forehead. 
 
    “You got it.” she replied with a smile.  With that, I stood up and left the room that my children shared. 
 
    Sleep wasn’t what I wanted it to be, but I welcomed it, no matter how short the slumber.  I didn’t dream. I taught myself not to as much as possible.  There were no happy moments in life worth dreaming of anymore.  I prayed that things would change soon.  I was ready for happy dreams again.  They were long overdue.  
 
    The crackling of my radio woke me. 
 
    “Rise and shine commander. It’s raid time.” I heard Alex’s voice say over the air waves.  I didn’t understand why so many people called me that. 
 
    “Hey soldier, did you ever think with your military back ground it might be a good idea for you to be called that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve thought the same thing Commander.” I couldn’t hold back the smile.   
 
    “So how about we share rank.  You are as much in charge as I am.” I replied. 
 
    “10-4 Commander, but I didn’t write the book on zombie apocalypse survival.” He stated.   
 
    I couldn’t count the times that had been said to me.  When the time came for Alex, Tara, Tyler, Randy, and me to leave my little convenience store, I had made sure to bring the one thousand book shipment with me.  Alex read the book during the week we were camped out in the store.  
 
    “Amber, this book is amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a shame that I didn’t get to see it on the shelves.  The shipments were sent out, but I am sure they will never arrive.” 
 
    “That’s just life I guess.  But hell, this book is going to help a lot of people to survive.” 
 
    I loved that my brother was always supportive of my efforts.  Even in the beginning of a zombie apocalypse, he was trying to be supportive of a book that would never hit a best seller’s list.  I would never see my ideas on raids used in the movies or TV shows.  That was a fact I didn’t want to accept, but I knew that I had no other choice.  
 
    I retrieved one of my books from the box.  I looked at the cover. I remember thinking that it wasn’t a bad $249 dollar investment.  A shrieking zombie on the title with the words Apocalypse Diaries written in the stream of blood coming from its mouth.  I would have loved the chance to shake hand of the artist of the picture, but I knew that, like the best seller’s list was impossible.  
 
    I managed to force myself to crawl out of bed.  I suddenly realized that I was sleeping better than I thought.  The idea of skipping the raid had ran through my mind, but I knew there were things my people needed, and I couldn’t let them down.   
 
    I sat on the edge of my mattress and slipped my boots on.  I noticed how warn they were, and decided that was something else we needed to raid from Cartersville.  If my shoes were in such bad condition that I was sure other people needed shoes as well.  I suddenly realized that we needed two raid teams.  One for the Star Mart, and a smaller team for the local clothing store.  I would lead the Star Mart raid team, and Alex would lead the Wardrobe three doors down.  As the leader, or commander as they all called me, I had to get everything.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    One would thing with no traffic on the highways anymore, a trip to the neighboring town should go smoothly, but that is never the case.  Cars, trucks, SUVs lined the streets. School buses blocked entire lanes with their rear ends where the driver had run off the roads.  The humanity in me wanted to cry because I knew that the bus was probably full of undead children.  I had to force that part of me away. There was no time for sympathy, and really no point in it.  I wouldn’t accomplish anything as a blubbering mess.   
 
    We made our way down highway 41 toward Cartersville, plowing into vehicles, pushing them out of our way.  I hadn’t been to Cartersville since the apocalypse began, so I wasn’t sure what we were going to find.  I knew one thing for sure, and that was it was going to be hard as hell to get over to the Star Mart.  Too many high traffic roadways surrounded that area.  That meant a lot of vehicles in the way and roads that couldn’t be traveled.  
 
    “Hey Ryder, there’s a rolling bomb up ahead.  Let Karen know she needs to check the fuel levels. It may just be going home with us on the way back.” I said into my radio. 
 
    “10-4 Commander.  Should we check it now?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Check her out and then take the off ramp around to the location.” I responded. 
 
    “10-4. Stopping now.” 
 
    “See you at the 20. Make it fast Karen.” 
 
    “Watch your asses out there.” Alex instructed into his radio. 
 
    Alex led the truck down the off ramp toward highway 20.  I couldn’t believe how different things looked.  I hadn’t left the Kingston/Adairsville area in a year.  There had been enough houses and stores to keep us a float for that long.  It was only on the last run that we realized our resources were being depleted.  Alex and I had toyed with the idea of relocation to accommodate growing more of our own food to reduce the number of raids that needed to be done. 
 
    We pulled into the rear of the building toward the bay doors.  We had a team of ten well trained members in the back.  I heard the radio crackling.   
 
    “The rolling bomb is ok Commander, fully operational and ready to go.” Ryder said. 
 
    “10-4. now get your asses around to the Wardrobe rear entrance.  We are raiding that first.” I informed. 
 
    “10-4 Commander, in route.” Ryder replied. 
 
    Alex parked the 24 foot U-Haul truck.  We got out and the roll up door to the box opened.  Ten soldiers filed out.  
 
    “Close that box up.  We don’t want any surprises when we make it back to this point.” 
 
    “Got it Amber.” Tommy said as he closed up the box.   
 
    “Ok, we are raiding the Wardrobe first.  It’s a small store.  The front door is intact so whatever is in there is what we will be there.  Last one in closes the door.  There are twelve of us so our odds are good.”  
 
    My team had done this hundreds of times.  Alex and I carefully planned the raids of the stores, a lot more careful than homes. The average home size is a family of five, so five people is what we sent in.  After a few raids, we realized all we needed to send in per house was two soldiers.  With stores, you never know how many are inside.   
 
    “Ok, everyone knows the drill.  No firearms unless it’s absolutely necessary.  We don’t want to attract more than we can handle.  Go in and clear the store first.  Grab your spears and let’s get going.” Alex instructed. 
 
    “We got this man.  This is old news.” Randy said. 
 
    “But this is our first store in a big city.” Logan added. 
 
    “Rule number three Randy, expect the unexpected.  You will go into this building expecting a hundred of those things to be waiting.  Always on guard.  Rule number four.  Now let’s move out.” I stated. A 
 
    Randy had been my right hand man since day one.  He was only twenty-four years old, but he had the mentality of a fifteen year old.  Hell, sometimes I thought I would trust my fourteen year old on a raid more than I could trust Randy.  However, he had proved differently over the years.  If I could pick two people to watch my back, it would be Alex and Randy.  Randy loved doing raids, no matter how reckless he seemed to be; he has saved my life more times than I could count. 
 
    “Don’t worry Commander; I have this in the bag.” Randy stated.  
 
    “You mean a lot to me Randy. Don’t get yourself killed.” 
 
    “Alright, its time.  Logan, open that door.  Everyone on guard.  Spears drawn.  Box truck two will be here by the time we are done.” I informed. 
 
    “Remember, kill every walking undead there is, then regroup at the cash register. We are wiping this store clean.”  I concluded. 
 
    We all watched anxiously as Logan cut the lock and began to pry the door open.  Our hearts were racing, our breathing was shallow.  Though it didn’t happen often, we always expected a swarm of the undead to file out of every freshly opened door.  It was the only way to be prepared for whatever would come through that door.   
 
    We watched as the door came open and we waited to hear the snarling of the undead.  There was silence.   
 
    “This may be a little easier than we thought.” Logan said.  
 
    “Don’t ever say that.  That is when the surprise comes out.” I said.   
 
    “You are letting your guard down Logan. Big mistake.” Alex added.   
 
    No sooner had the words come from Alex’s mouth; a zombie reached out and grabbed Logan by the chest of his clothes.   
 
    “MOVE IN!” Randy shouted, not even realizing he had given the order.  Considering I was about to give the same order, I over looked it.  We watched as Logan struggled to free himself, but was pulled into the store.   
 
    My team and I quickly followed.  Even though we knew that saving Logan would be impossible.  He was definitely scratched from the assault.  We would have to deal with that later.  As we entered the stock room of the store, we found five of the undead waiting for us.  I quickly looked for Logan.  He was there standing with a zombie hanging from his homemade spear.   
 
    “Good job Logan. Let’s keep going.” I called out.   
 
    “Were you bitten or scratched?” Randy asked. 
 
    “We will worry about that later.” I added. 
 
    Alex and I went to the left where three of the five undead made their way toward us.  I took a swing at the legs, knocking the walker off of its feet.  Alex followed with one quick thrust of his spear to the walker’s head, piercing the soft tissue, and penetrating the skull of the walker.  I noticed then that the undead had become easier to kill for the second time.  They were literally decaying as dead bodies were supposed to do.  That could be good news for those of us who survived the accident. 
 
    Even during all of the commotion, my mind took me back to that faithful day.  
 
    “Today, a military aircraft carrying a lethal viral weapon exploded over the Atlantic Ocean when in route to Afghanistan.”  I remember hearing the words and seeing the terrifying pictures of the green gas on Fox 6 news.  The gas didn’t fall to the earth, but consumed the air, continuously spreading farther and farther out.  We were all urged to stay indoors, and that is exactly what we did.  Alex, Tara, Tyler, Randy, and I took shelter in my little convenience store for eight days.  That was how long it took for the chaos outside to fall silent. 
 
    For six of the eight days, we prepared all of the food and any other useful items for transport.  We would need to take any and everything we could to survive.  We packed every package of non-perishable food in the store and loaded it into the box truck.  We took every case of water and soda, PowerAde was in good supply, as were chips and candy.  We took every two liter drink, bag of sugar, gallon of water, and pack of Kool-Aid we had in the store.  We took all of the Chef Boyardee and Ramen we had as well.  Of course, we loaded every pack of cigarettes, rolling papers, cigarette lighters, and matches as well.  
 
    “Hey Mom, do we pack up the Jell-O and the pudding packs?” Tara asked.   
 
    “If it doesn’t have to be refrigerated, it comes with us.  Tyler, go grab and load all of the shampoo, soap, toilet paper, and anything else like that.  There is no reason why we should have to stink all the time.”  
 
    “Where are we going to take a bath?” Tara asked.   
 
    “In the creeks.  It’s time for modesty to go out the window.”   
 
    “You have really thought of everything haven’t you little sis?” Alex asked as he loaded another box.   
 
    I made my way through the store, looking for anything else that could be used.  I retrieved the brooms and mops from the cleaning closet. I brought them to the table beside the truck and began to remove the broom and mop heads from the handles.  
 
    “What the hell are you going to do with those?” Alex asked.  I smiled at him before answering.   
 
    “Didn’t you just read my entire book two days ago Alex? “ I asked.  
 
    “Well yes, but you can’t expect me to remember everything.” he replied.   
 
    “I am going to use the handles to make spears to use as weapons.  One shot to the head and those things are dead forever. All we have to do is sharpen the ends into points so they will do the job.  I know Dad taught you this too.” I stated.  
 
    My idea worked better than I had ever thought it would.  I couldn’t say how many times a broom or a mop handle had saved our asses.  They were durable and easier to swing than a shovel or a garden hoe.  They were light weight, but incredibly sharp.  As time went on, and the bodies of the undead continued to rot, the easier killing with these weapons became.  No doubt, these weapons were effective, and we used these weapons to clear out seventeen walking corpses from the store.  
 
    Once the battle was over, I had another issue to attend to, and this one wouldn’t be easy.  I never enjoyed killing a member of my village.  Each and every person that constructed that population was like family.  Logan was a dear friend, and nothing I could do would prepare me for what I was sure I had to do next.   
 
    “Way to go everybody.” Alex said.  
 
    “We kicked zombie ass!” Randy stated.  I watched as Logan and Toby shared a high five.  Logan noticed the serious look on my face.  He knew exactly what I was thinking.  When he hung his head, I knew the answer to my unspoken question.   
 
    It seemed as though everyone around me could feel the tension of my aura.  Silence filled the air.  Not even the members of the second team spoke a word. I wasn’t sure when they had arrived.  
 
    “Logan, you know what has to be done.  There is no way around it.” My voice was calm, yet empty.  It had to be.  I was forced by my position and this life to be emotionless.  Logan hung his head again.   
 
    “I know.  I will do it myself Amber.  I wouldn’t want to put that on any of you.”  I respected his wishes and dismissed him after I kissed his forehead. 
 
    Logan left us all standing in the lantern lit stock room as he entered the office of the store and closed the door.  As if it were rehearsed, we all hung our heads in unison.  It wasn’t often that we lost a member.  We were always so careful.  Logan made the sixth life that was lost, and raids had always been the cause.  I hated raids.  Oh how I wished they were few and far between.  
 
    We watched as Logan closed the door completely this time.  We waited for the sound of the gun shot. We all knew that was how he would do it.  It was fast and nearly painless.  The minutes seemed to pass like hours.  We all hung our heads as we waited. I looked around, noticing that I wasn’t the only one trying to hold back the tears.  We had trained ourselves to be cold, but on can only mask humanity so much.   BANG! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
     Our hearts were broken for the loss of Logan, but we all knew that we still had a job to do.  All of the clothing racks were on wheels, so it wasn’t difficult to roll each and every rack out the back door.  We moved fast.  It was no secret that we were drawing attention to ourselves with the noise we were making.  We could see them outside beating on the glass, longing to get inside to make meals of us.  The act offended me, but I wasn’t about to put a bullet through the glass.  Instead, I flipped them off and loaded a shopping cart full of shoes and boots. 
 
    “Damn Commander, how many pairs of shoes do you need?” Randy asked.  I wasn’t sure if he was seriously asking, or trying to break the silence, but I went with serious.  
 
    “Like everything we take, it’s for everyone Randy. I am sure I am not the only one that needs new shoes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I need ‘em too Amber.  Did you get a look at Alex’s boots?  Those damn things can talk.” 
 
    “Can we please get back to work here Randy?  We still have a Star Mart to raid.” I informed.  Randy hung his head as if he was disappointed in himself and went back to work. 
 
    I looked around the store for anything else we could possibly need.   
 
    “Hey team, take all the back packs, purses, tote bags, and anything with straps.  Pull the pegs from the peg boards as well.  They can be used to make weapons good enough to kill those bastards.” I informed. 
 
    “Oh this I’ve gotta see.” Alex said.  I managed to smile in response.  
 
    I removed one of the pegs from the peg board and placed it in my hand.  There was one of the dead undead laying on the ground with a gunshot wound to the head.  I secured the peg in my hand and knelt down to the body.  I pulled back and with one swift blow, I stabbed right into the side of the creature’s head, forcing the peg to go all the way in.  Alex looked at me.  “It will work as a close range weapon for sure.” he said.  I smiled, “And that is why I am the brains of this operation.” I replied.   
 
    Once the store was cleaned out front to back, I sent Karen and Randy back with the truck. 
 
    “Make sure you grab that gas tanker on your way out.  Randy, stay close to Karen.  Don’t forget to blow your horn and draw those things away from us.” I instructed. 
 
    “You got it Amber. You sure you don’t need me here?” Randy asked.  
 
    “Get back to the village and watch my kids Randy.  That will help me more.” I said as I kissed his cheek.  
 
    “No problem.  They will be in good hands.”  
 
    “I know that.  Don’t let me down. If anything happens to my kids Randy, I will kill you.” I stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    I stepped down from the driver’s side and shut the door.  
 
    “Windows up you too. I don’t want to lose another person today.” I instructed. 
 
    “We got this Commander.  You guys be careful and come back safe and sound.” Karen replied. I nodded at her as she rolled the windows up. We watched as Randy drove to the front of the building.  We could hear the sound of the horn blowing.  We all stood and waited, giving Randy enough time to get their attention. 
 
    Lucky for us, the roll up door to the bay was open.  Well, it could be unlucky as hell too.  While the zombies had a way out, they also had a way in. I didn’t have time to worry about that. It was time to make a game plan.  
 
    “Ok, there are 18 of us so we need to go in groups of three.  Six teams to cover the entire store.  We have a chance to stock up here, so let’s do it.” I stated.   
 
    Everyone came closer so they could hear.   
 
    “Alex, you have Terry and Monica.  Steve, you have Angela and Trey.  Michael, you get Tony and Kenny.  Sarah, Tommy and Jimmy are a team. Dustin, Chris and Ashley are going in, and Kevin and Linda are with me. Team one goes to the pharmacy.  Team two you have the garden center.  Team three, hardware, team four sporting goods, team five, grocery and my team does electronics.” 
 
    There was the look I was waiting for.  I knew that everyone was wondering why in the hell I would say electronics.  “Ok, guys I get that you’re puzzled about electronics.  There are plenty of cords and wires to make weapons.  Plus we have a civilization and we have to have some form of entertainment if we are going to keep our sanity. Life can’t be about survival all the time.  We need something to do when we aren’t on watch or raiding.  Now, everyone knows where to go and whose asses to watch right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Got it Commander.” 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    “Ok, in and out as fast as you can.  Casualties are not acceptable. Let’s go.” I instructed. 
 
    With weapons drawn, we each climbed into the bay of Star Mart. Using flashlights to see, we began by scavenging food from the stock room.  There wasn’t much. Apparently, there were other survivors that had the same idea as us.  I shined my flashlight on an entire pallet full of bottled water.  Sitting beside the pallet was another pallet full of cases of soda. 
 
    “Alex, grab a pallet jack. Terry, Monica, stand guard.” I instructed.   
 
    Everyone moved into position. Seventeen people guarded one person as he loaded a pallet onto the box truck.  So far, so good. No sign of the walking dead anywhere.  The store seemed quiet, but I knew better than to trust it.  The noise coming from the pallet jack rolling on the cement floor would definitely attract the undead.   
 
    “Kevin, Sarah, go watch the doors. Let us know if you see anything.” I ordered.  Kevin and Sarah did as they were told.  
 
    “Michael and Tony, grab those other two pallet Jacks.  We need to speed this up a bit.” They too followed the orders given to them.  
 
    I turned my attention to Sarah and Kevin.   
 
    “You guys see anything?” I asked.  
 
    “Nothing. The store looks abandoned. No undead anywhere.” Kevin replied.  Something didn’t feel right about this.  How was it that not one single zombie was inside of the store? It didn’t make any sense.  Still, I refused to accept the idea that one of the biggest stores in Cartersville was undead free. 
 
    “Maintain your guard.” I instructed.  Both Kevin and Sarah nodded that they understood.   
 
    Alex, Michael, and Tony worked quickly to load all of the pallets of food and drink that would be useful to us.  The contents took up half the truck when they were finished. I guess this raid is going to be better than I thought.   
 
    “Ok teams, it’s time to raid the inside of the store.  We need more food and things to make this raid worthwhile.  No walking dead has been spotted, but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t any here so keep your guard up and watch each other’s backs out there.” 
 
    Since they have done this so many times, my team knew exactly what to do.  They took the six laundry carts we had taken from the county jail and dispersed them among the six teams.   
 
    “Ok, fill them with anything and everything that we can use.  You have done this a hundred times so you know what to do. I don’t have to tell you.” I stated.   
 
    All of the teams gathered together as I had assigned them.  
 
    “Now, I don’t have to go into detail about how this is done.  You all have been with me long enough to know what we take and how to identify what is needed and what is not. So let’s get this done.  The sooner we load the sooner we are out and home free.”  
 
    The teams assembled into formation. One person was out in front to clear the path, armed with hand guns with silencers top avoid attracting a horde with the gun shot.  The person in the middle pushed the laundry cart, and filled it with anything and everything we could possibly need from the area assigned to them.  The third person brought up the rear to watch the backs of the team, and bring down anything that might come from the darkness.   
 
    I led my team. I had the sharpest eye in the dark and I was the best shot of the team.  I had the quickest reflexes.  Linda pushed the cart, and Kevin brought up the rear.  That was the best way for this to work.   
 
    We made our way over to the electronics department. I mentally reviewed the list I had in my mind. I didn’t want to forget anything.  While MP3 players and CD’s were not necessary, they would still be nice to have.  The more important items to have were the cords and wires.  We would go for those first.  That way if the shit hit the fan, we would have the necessities first.   
 
    On the way over to electronics department, we passed the book nook of the store. I remembered my promise I made to Tara.  I removed the back pack that I carried from my shoulder and filled it with books as fast as I could.  Once her pack was full, I continued to load books into the laundry cart.                Tara wasn’t the only devoted reader we had back home. I made sure to grab cook books and survival guides of any kind.  We also took hunting and fishing magazines.  Once I was satisfied with the look of literature, I led my team to where the important stuff was.  We reached the isle with the phone lines and Ethernet cables.  I pointed to show them what to grab.   
 
    I went around the corner to the case where the laptops and MP3 Players were kept.  I removed my bolt cutters and went to work cutting the pad locks.  I heard something behind me. I whipped around with my gun drawn. It was my team. I exhaled a sigh of relief.  
 
    “A little jumpy aren’t we Commander?” Kevin asked with a smile. I holstered my sidearm.   
 
    “Always.” I replied. 
 
    “Now let’s get this empty. Grab all of the laptops and MP3 players you can. I also want CD players and CD’s.”  I informed.  Kevin and Linda both saluted me, another habit people in my village had gotten into.  Truth be told, I had never held a rank in my life.   
 
    Just as we finished loading the items into the laundry cart, a voice came over my radio.   
 
    “Hey Commander, we have some unidentified noises over near the automotive department beside hardware.” 
 
    “I will assist.” I replied.   
 
    “Don’t you mean we will assist?” Linda asked.   
 
    “No, I mean I.  You get the stuff onto the truck.”  I removed my weapon from the holster and made my way down toward automotives.” 
 
    “I am coming up on your left. Hold your fire.” I radioed to the hardware team. 
 
    “10-4 Commander.”  
 
    I could see the glow of their flashlights. I continued searching the area leading up to where my people were. When I came to the end of the isle where they waited, I signaled for one of them to come to me.  
 
    “Yes Commander?” 
 
    “You come with me Kenny.  Tell the other two to get the hell out of here. I am calling a mission abort.”  I informed.   
 
    “Yes Sir.” he replied.  
 
    “Mission abort. I repeat, Mission abort.” I watched as my soldiers began to evacuate.  
 
    Once the area was clear of my soldiers, I turned back to Kenny.   
 
    “Stay close. You clear the right and I will take the left. Are you with me?’ I asked. 
 
    “Yes Sir Commander. All the way.” Kenny replied. 
 
    “Good, let’s move out.” I instructed.  We moved carefully through the center with guns drawn.  If anything was lurking in the darkness, we would be ready for it.  We occasionally turned back to make sure the others were alright and making their way out safely. 
 
    As we neared the tire lube express, we heard a loud bang that sounded as though something had hit the floor.  Kenny and I both jumped.  We immediately drew our guns in the direction of the noise. Nothing was there that we could see. In a year of surviving the apocalypse, we knew that didn’t mean anything.  These bastards may not have any intelligence, but they were damned sneaky. 
 
    I signaled for Kenny to use his flashlight by retrieving my own from my side.  We aimed our lights toward the Tire Lube Express.  We turned them on, moving slow, afraid that we would make a noise by simply flicking the switch.  As the beams emerged from our lights, we could see them.  The undead were filing out of the doorway leading into the bay area of the service center.  I noticed a chair as it was kicked around the floor.  It must have been used to contain the undead in the area.   
 
    “Commander?” I heard Kenny whisper.  
 
    “Stay on guard.” I replied, also whispering.   
 
    “Back away very slow and very quiet.” I instructed.   
 
    Kenny and I began to back away slowly.  I kept my light steady, careful not to draw attention to us.  My beam was fixed on a walker that once worked the service center.  Blood was dried to his face, and the skin of his cheeks was rotted around the severe bite mark where I was certain his end began.  I glanced down every couple of steps to make sure I wouldn’t trip or stumble.  
 
    We didn’t need to make a single wrong move or noise.  So far, the undead hadn’t picked up on our scent or noticed that we were there.  If we were lucky, we would be able to keep it that way until we could safely run for the truck.  I turned often to watch Kenny as he followed my training precisely. It was times like this that I was thankful for my writing ability and creativity.  It provided me with the need to pay close attention and to construct methods that might just save our lives.  So far, I hadn’t been proven wrong.  So long as my methods and ideas were followed precisely, lives were saved on every raid.  I wasn’t sure how this situation would turn out for us, but I knew we would give it our all to leave this fucking grocery store.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    I turned to look back, contemplating how close to safe we were.  So far, so good.  I could see the gap in the isles where the double doors were that led to the back of the store.  We had about 100 feet to go and we would be home free.  We took our steps carefully, trying our best to make it out of this hive alive.  I heard something at my feet and looked down.  Kenny had nudged a can of spray paint with his foot.  We froze in our tracks. We waited to see if the noise had drawn their attention to us.  Rule number 10; never run unless you have to. They hadn’t heard us so we were safe.  
 
    The crackling of my radio sounded in my ear.   
 
    “Commander, what’s your 20?” 
 
    I watched as the undead turned and looked at us.  Blood dripped from their mouths as they foamed with some repulsive saliva substance. 
 
    “Oh Shit! Run Kenny Run!” I ordered. I heard the growling and snarling of the creatures as they came after us.  My heart was racing and it was already hard to breathe.   
 
    “Run fucking Run!” 
 
    I dropped my flashlight and held tight to my gun.  I turned to look back quickly.  The horde was getting closer.  For dead, infected people, they could move really fast.  
 
    “Faster Kenny!” I called. I took a lead on my soldier. I hadn’t noticed at first. We were like a military; leave no man behind.   
 
    “Amber! Please don’t leave me.” I heard Kenny call out.  I turned my attention to him.   
 
    “Come on! Move your ass!” 
 
    I reached for the button on my radio.  
 
    “Alex, fire up the truck! Get ready to roll out!” 
 
    “Amber, are you alright?” 
 
    “It’s a fucking horde!” 
 
    Kenny and I turned the corner and ran through the double doors.  We could see the truck was running with the roll up door open. Angela stood there, armed and ready. 
 
    “Jump Kenny!” I ordered.  No sooner had the words left my mouth, we were both airborne.  We hit the floor of the box truck and rolled into the other team members.  Angela called to Alex. “Let’s go!” She climbed into the back and closed the door. 
 
    Two of the soldiers helped me up into a sitting position. I was too frantic to notice which ones. Angela handed me an open bottle of water.  
 
    “Who the fuck called me on the radio?” I demanded. 
 
    “It was me Commander.” Michael replied. I stumbled to a standing position and walked over to him as best I could in the back of a moving truck. I swung my fist, and made contact with his nose, causing blood to pour. 
 
    “You dumb fuck! Abort mission also means radio silence. How the hell did you forget that?” 
 
    “Amber, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Michael managed to say through the tears that streamed down his cheeks.   
 
    “You weren’t thinking? The life of your brother and your cousin were on the line.  How is it that you were not thinking?” 
 
    I took a step back to keep from hitting him again. I had specific instructions for doing raids, what was supposed to be a fail-safe plan for surviving. I am very thorough and I was sure to cover every detail to make raids as safe as possible.  Now, I had lost a member of my team and nearly become zombie food thanks to the carelessness of one individual. 
 
    I heard the crackling of my radio. At least now was a safe time to hear that sound.  
 
    “Are you ok back there Amber?” It was Alex.  
 
    “Yeah Bubba, I’m fine.”  
 
    “Kenny good too?” 
 
    “Scared shitless, but no bites or scratches.  We are both good.” 
 
    “How about Michael?” 
 
    “Nose is bleeding, and he’s lucky not to have a lip to match.” I replied.  
 
    “I haven’t got a hold of him yet little sis. Hang tight. We are headed home.” 
 
    “10-4 Alex.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to Michael. I was still furious with him, but I felt bad for the broken nose. I carefully walked over toward him. 
 
    “Here let me see.” I instructed as I knelt. I moved the light so that I could see his nose better. It was definitely broken. I knew exactly what needed to be done.  
 
    “This needs to be reset Michael.” I stated.  
 
    “C-can’t you let s-someone else do it?” he asked. I gave him a puzzled look.  
 
    “Why does it matter?” I asked him. 
 
    “Someone else may not m-make it h-hurt so m-much.” I couldn’t help but to laugh.  Though that wasn’t my intention, Michael did know me well.               Had the thought of causing him more pain entered my mind, I would have made him suffer just a little bit more. After all, he did almost get Kenny and I killed, eaten, and turned. I shuttered at the thought.  
 
    I raised my hands and placed one on each side of Michael’s nose.  He closed his eyes, bracing for the searing pain.  
 
    “Here we go. 1-2-3.” I said. I moved my hands and the cracking of Michael’s nose could be heard over the noise of the box truck. He jumped and grabbed his nose with both hands. 
 
    “I am sorry Michael.” I apologized. I could see the tears forming again in his eyes. 
 
    “I knew you would do it.” he muttered. 
 
    “What? It would have hurt just as bad if someone else would have done it.” I remarked with a grin. Hey, what could I say? It was his idea.  
 
    “Don’t almost get me or anyone else killed, ok cuz.” I said as I patted his shoulder and turned my back to the wall of the box truck.  
 
    Michael was my cousin. In fact, so were Tommy, John, and Kenny.  As kids, Michael, Kenny, and I were the closest. I guess that was because the three of us were so close in age. I miss those days of our childhood, having bicycle races, and throwing a football around for hours.  Our dads had made us a small club area using cut up old tents nailed to trees in a small wooded area behind our grandmother’s house.  Those were the days before the undead roamed the earth, back when zombies were nothing more than a product of the imagination.  
 
    I remember the day my four cousins showed up in what was once Adairsville. Tommy was driving a pickup truck through town to raid one of the stores for supplies. So was I. Vehicles didn’t travel the roads much, and for four months, the only trucks on the road belonged to my village. Nothing was on the road without me knowing, at least not that close to home. I was coming off of Main Street when I heard a vehicle lock its breaks down and squeal tires. I managed to avoid a collision, but the other driver wasn’t as lucky. He slid right into an old F-150.  
 
    When I stopped and gathered my wits about me. I got out of the truck. Alex was with me. We drew our weapons, not sure who or what we would find in that truck. A cloud of dust blocked my view, but I was ready to say the least.  
 
    “Come out of the truck with your hands up.” I ordered. 
 
    “Great. Even in the end of the world, there are still fucking cops.” I heard a familiar voice say.  Even though the voice sounded familiar, I leave nothing to chance. I heard the door open and I could see four men get out of the truck; two were armed with shot guns.  
 
    “Look, we don’t want any trouble.” one of the men said.  
 
    “Yeah, and warrants aren’t any good anymore.” I heard another say. The dust settled, and I could see the faces of the four men. I immediately holstered my weapon, and wrapped my arms around all four men. I wanted to cry, but tears weren’t allowed anymore. Aside from Alex and my children, they were the only family I had left, and it was great to know that I still had them. Alex and I loaded them into the truck and took them home. 
 
    I turned and looked at my cousin. The bleeding had finally stopped.  
 
    “Hey Mike, I am sorry.” I said with sincerity.  
 
    “Yeah, me too Amber. The store appeared clear throughout. I didn’t expect anything to be in there.” Michael said.  
 
    “So what was there?” Angela asked. 
 
    “Someone had obviously raided the Star Mart before us. Somehow, they managed to trap all of the zombies in the Tire Lube Express Service Center. They braced the door with a chair. The zombies finally broke through.” I stated, not wanting to recap the horrible event.  
 
    “How many were in there?” Michael asked.  
 
    “I’m not really sure. At least 30 or more.” I said.  
 
    “Fuck!” Michael exclaimed as he hit his head on the side of the truck.  
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up over it Mike.” I stated.  
 
    “Why not? You did.” he replied with a grin. I could tell by the expression on his face, he wasn’t going to hold the punch to the nose against me. I couldn’t help but to laugh.  
 
    The ride back to the village was quiet, except for the sounds of the truck running, and the occasional thud from running over an undead that happened to be in the road way. I looked around the truck. Most of the team decided to use this time to take a nap. A few were huddled together whispering among themselves. I used the time to reflect and plan for the rest of the day.  
 
    So much needed to be done. We had a good raid. I snooped through the laundry carts we had raided from the jail.  Looks like our village will be eating spaghetti tonight. Thanks to our village having the best damned raid team the apocalyptic world had ever seen, we always ate well. Well Julie and some of the other women made sure we had good meals. It’s funny how in zombie movies, no one thinks about stealing salt and pepper.  Actually, we took more than that.  We took that expensive steak and chicken seasoning that if we had to pay for it, we would never put it in our cabinets. I hated Spam, but you put some of that steak seasoning on it and fry it up, it taste really damn good. I suddenly felt hungry.  
 
    I continued to look over our loot. I hadn’t been aware that we were in the abandoned Star Mart long enough to do this well. I thought back to what the inside of the store had looked like. It had been raided before, but the group was obviously smaller than mine.  They left so much behind. That was also probably how the undead had ended up trapped in the service center.  I thought about the method in which they were locked in. I don’t believe a chair would have held them for very long. So it was my belief that whoever had raided the Star Mart, we had just missed them.  
 
    The group had to be organized.  Not as well as us, but still organized. It must have been all the commotion from the clean out of the clothing store that caused them to clear out and leave so much behind.  No matter the reason that caused the other group to leave so much, I was glad they did. Even though we lost a member of our team today, it still made the raid worth our while.  
 
    “Hey Commander, look what we found.” I turned my attention to Tommy.  He was holding a poster sized banner, and John held a flash light up to it. I couldn’t believe what I saw.  The banner was my book cover; the one that had trained so many in apocalyptic survival.  
 
    “You were about to become famous before the world ended.” Michael said. I simply nodded. No point in getting excited about it now.  What good would it do? I would still have the banner to hang in my apartment however. I tried not to show how much joy I actually felt. I hated getting all giddy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Tara and Tyler were standing there as the roll up door on the back of the box truck came up.  
 
    “There she is!” Tara exclaimed.  I jumped out of the truck and wrapped an arm around each of my children. 
 
    “What are you doing in the back of the truck Mom?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You never ride in the back.” Tara added. I smiled at my teenage twins. 
 
    “It’s a long story.” I said. I suddenly realized I hadn’t let go of them yet.  
 
    “Randy told us about the walkers in the clothing store.” Tara said.  
 
    “Well, then I am sure that Randy told you that I was fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we didn’t see you up front and we got worried. Tyler said.  
 
    I didn’t bother sharing the story of what happened in the Star Mart with my kids. I knew that if I did, the next raid I went on would be hell. The two of them would pitch a fit like four year olds for me not to go. Me staying behind wasn’t an option. I was the leader of this village, and the Commander of the raids. Every time we lost someone, I wasn’t there.  
 
    Today was a first. I couldn’t help but to think about Logan, and how he bravely saved us all from the wrath of the undead with one pull of a trigger.  Once upon a time, suicide would have been considered an act that a coward would take.  Now it was an act of heroes. 
 
    I turned my attention to Tara. 
 
    “Where is Randy?” I asked her. 
 
    “Randy is digging Logan’s grave over by the church.” Tara informed. Good man. I guess in all this time, Randy had acquired the ability to ready my mind. In this village, we have a rule; No man left behind. Since there was no danger involved in bringing Logan’s body back, that’s exactly what we did. 
 
    “So did Randy tell Maggie about Logan yet?” I asked. Neither of my children has to say a word. I could tell by the way they hung their heads. 
 
    “Very well Tyler, I needed you to take Maggie’s place in the sort. Logan was her only son. I am going to see Maggie. Do either of you know where she is?” I asked my children. 
 
    “She is over at the church watching Randy. She was sitting beside Logan’s body last I saw.” Tyler said. I nodded and turned my attention to the two opened trucks. 
 
    “I guess you two better get busy. You have some gifts to earn.” I stated as I walked away, carrying the back pack of things for my children with me.  
 
    I made my way through the crowd over to the church. I saw Maggie sitting exactly where Tyler said she would be. Randy was working hard, digging the grave of one of our fallen soldiers. The loss of any of our villagers was hard for everyone. However, there was always that one villager that would hurt the worst.  In this case, a mother had lost a son, her only son. I prayed that I would never have to feel her pain. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like for me to lose Tyler. I had never felt Maggie’s pain, and as selfish as it may seem, I hoped like hell I never would. 
 
    Maggie and Randy heard me walk up. Randy gave me a half smile which I returned. I knew what the smile meant. It had been exchanged in this village more times than I could count. It meant “Glad to see you are alive,” which is why we hid it from Maggie.  
 
    I could see the tears in Maggie’s eyes, and I felt for her. I took a seat beside her and looked at Logan’s body. Maggie had uncovered his face. There wasn’t much blood at the entry and exit wounds where he had shot himself. I knew Maggie must have cleaned him up. I put an arm around her and leaned closer in. 
 
    “Are you ok Maggie?” I asked with genuine concern.  I watched her fight back the tears.  
 
    “I think so. I’m just thankful that he didn’t turn. I couldn’t have handled it knowing that my baby had become one of those things.”  
 
    I understood her perfectly, but I disagreed. I would have to allow one of my children to change before I could shoot them. I couldn’t handle knowing that one of my children had put a gun to their own head and pulled the trigger. At the same time, I had to wonder what they would want. I had never asked them, and they had never volunteered the information. In a way, I guess my twins and I always assumed we would survive. So had Maggie and Logan. Was this our fate one day? Was this my fate one day? 
 
    Logan was a marine before everything ended. He had only been home for two weeks when the planes flew over.  When the news broadcasted for all military personnel to report for duty, Logan ignored the order and made Maggie’s survival his number one priority. I don’t believe Maggie would be with us now if he hadn’t made that decision. Sometimes I wondered if my kids and I would still be here if Alex would have obeyed orders and reported for duty.  
 
    Damn, why couldn’t he have just kept his guard up a little longer? I was overcome with emotion. I could feel the tears swelling in my eyes now. I fought against them until they faded away. I think Maggie noticed because she rubbed my knee a bit, just like a mother would comfort her child.  
 
    “Tell me what happened Amber. Why did my son die?” I could have gone the rest of my life without her asking me that question. I searched for the words. I didn’t want to tell her that her military son had a moment of carelessness. I decided to lie to her.  
 
    “Logan was bitten by a lurker. Do you remember what lurkers are?” I could tell by the look on her face that she was confused.  
 
    “Lurkers are the undead that lurk in the dark corners. We can’t see them due to the lack of light.” 
 
    Maggie shook her head to acknowledge that she understood. She didn’t blame her son, or anyone else thanks to my explanation. That was the way it should be. Grief had a tendency to make people crazy, and crazy had a tendency to cause accidents. The last time a member of the village lost a relative, they ran out into a small horde of the undead, and we couldn’t reach her in time. I put a bullet through her head before she could turn. 
 
    There was a lot going on. Two trucks of supplies had just come in, and that was the biggest delivery we had in a while. With only ten people sorting, that could take a while, especially with the food and medical supplies. 
 
    “Maggie, I have to go help with the sort. Please, take as much time as you need. I covered your work. Don’t do anything today ok?” I stood up to leave. 
 
    I turned my attention to my friend still digging the grave. 
 
    “Randy, when you are done here, meet me in the basement at city hall. We have a large delivery even with the incident.” I could see the look on his face when he heard the word incident. 
 
    “It’s ok. No one was hurt, except for Michael, but I punched him in the face.” Randy smiled, and I returned that smile.  
 
    I made my way back to the trucks. Things were running smoothly, and I was thankful for that. My village was pretty organized. Everyone had a job or two, and everyone knew what those jobs were.  For instance, unloading trucks was all hands on deck, meaning every available person that wasn’t keeping watch on the perimeter has to help.  The sort team waited in the basement of city hall where supplies were kept.  Tommy and John took a lot of shopping carts from the local stores, and that served as our main tool for sorting.  
 
    Once all of the supplies was in the basement, the sort team went to work. Food was sorted first. It always seemed to be what we needed immediately.  First it was sorted from boxed goods, to packaged in plastic wrapping, to canned goods. Then, things were sorted again, this time into categories of food such as beans, canned meat, corn, soups, and so on. The boxed foods were sorted pasta, mashed potatoes, and so forth so that meal preparations were easier to prepare.  It made things easier on our cooking crew. With 50 plus people to feed two to three meals a day, things needed to be as easy as possible. Life was difficult enough as it was.   
 
    We have other things that have to be sorted as well.  We always hit the house wares section of any store we raid.  We do this for our weapons.  When you fight for survival on a daily basis, you can never have too many weapons.  That is usually where Alex, Randy, and I come in.  We are masters at making weapons. We surprised the survivors who came to join us with our ability to make weapons.  
 
    I remember the first time I held a weapon construction class.  Then, it was only Alex and I sharing the tricks that our daddy had taught us.  If video cameras were functional then, I would have recorded the duh looks on people’s faces.  When the world as we knew it ended, and the apocalypse began, the only weapons people knew of were the obvious; guns, knives, bows and so on. Occasionally, someone would pick up a shovel or a pitch fork or some tool like that, and those work great too. (That is why we always raid the gardening center of any store.)  
 
    Alex and I led a raid, and we ordered that all mops, brooms, and dusters be taken.  We took silverware sets, mirrors, picture frames, and corded telephones. People thought we were crazy for what we took. We brought everything back, and we went to work making weapons.  We took the mops and brooms and removed the heads from them. We took normal everyday kitchen knives and sharpened the ends to make spears. Now, we could kill zombies from a distance. It was a lot safer that way. 
 
    We taught the people we rescued how to do the same things we were doing.  Before we knew it, our village was a force to be reckoned with.  Survivors would continue to come in and we would keep teaching. Eventually, people who once were defenseless could now survive.  They looked at the world around them in a different way, and that way gave them a fighting chance.   
 
    I often thought about my daddy, and wondered where he was and what he was up to. I didn’t doubt that he lived, and I was sure my little brother and little sister were alive too.  Phillip was eleven, and Lilly was six.  When the apocalypse began, I made my way out to Taylorsville to see if I could perhaps find them boarded up in the house.  When I made it up there, I knew they would be gone.  There were just too many zombies around. My daddy would have never stayed. Just to be sure, I looked for his truck, and it was gone too. 
 
    I shook the thoughts of my family from my mind. I missed them, and believed they were alive, but I couldn’t focus on it.  A year and five months had passed, and there was honestly no telling where they were. I had other things to focus on. I made my way over to the jail to start making weapons. I decided I would take the kids with me. Tyler would be thrilled. He loved making weapons. Tara on the other hand would complain. I was used to that. 
 
    “Tara, Tyler, weapons now!” I called out. 
 
    “Alright!” Tyler exclaimed. 
 
    “Great.” Tara stated in a low sarcastic tone. I didn’t expect anything less from her.  
 
    Everyone in weapons crafting was also gunners and watchers.  Our watchers were our elite soldiers. They manned the perimeter of the village in shifts. Those who were off duty joined me in weapon crafting. 
 
    “Ok everyone here knows how to do this. No one is stranger to this game so let’s get started sorting.” I instructed. 
 
    I watched as everyone began sorting the shopping carts of house ware materials, appliances and what not.  I even took my own cart full of mops and brooms and went to work on the spears. The spears were our greatest weapon, especially on the perimeter.  We didn’t like to fire guns if we didn’t have to. Noise drew more of the undead near us.  
 
    I began removing the heads from the mops and brooms when I heard the sound of the church bells.  It wasn’t Sunday, and the only other time those bells were used was when something was wrong. 
 
    “Keep working kids. Watchers and gunners come with me.”  We all left the jail building.  We rushed out to the perimeter. Shawn handed me a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “There are two vehicles approaching. Do we flag them in?” I looked through then and lost my breath. My heart stopped. I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I didn’t recognize the white van. To me, it looked like the dozens of abandoned white vans that lined the highways and interstates. But I did recognize the camouflaged Chevrolet S-10 with a black camper shell. 
 
    “Oh my God. Gunners open the gate. Michael, flare them in.” I gave the order and grabbed a gun.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Shawn asked.  
 
    “You will see soon enough cousin.” I replied. 
 
    I took off down the fire escape into the center of the square. My heart was racing. I just couldn’t seem to get there fast enough. As soon as my feet hit the pavement, I took off running full speed. I didn’t know how much attention I’d caught, but I didn’t care. 
 
    I saw the truck door open, and a man stepped out. I knew him! I reached the side of his truck just as he closed the door. I reached out to him and jumped into his open arms. Suddenly, the entire village saw how feminine I was, how human I was as I cried holding my daddy in my arms. I cried harder than I believe I have ever cried in my life.  
 
    “Oh my God Daddy, I am so happy to see you! Thank God! Thank you God!” 
 
    I felt his fingers run through my tangled hair. I could hear the tears in his voice as he told me it was ok. I suddenly realized how human he was too. I had never seen my daddy cry. I didn’t want to lift my head to see it now. I wanted to stay right where I was, wrapped in his arms as tight as he could hold me. For once, I felt safe. I didn’t feel so alone. My daddy was here and there wasn’t a damned walker or undead in the world that could touch me.  
 
    I held on to him, but stepped back so I could look at him. He was still the same. A small 5’3” frame. But lean muscular trim. Fifty-two years old, but didn’t look a day over thirty-five. It was my daddy, just as I’d remembered him. Best of all, he still looked healthy.  
 
    “My baby girl. I’ve missed you so much.” he said. 
 
    “Uncle Bill!” I heard the voices followed by footsteps behind me. I knew who it was. I didn’t want to let him go. He had been away for so long, and I wasn’t about to turn him loose.  However, I knew I wasn’t the only one who missed him. I held his hand as I stepped aside to let my cousins greet him. Tommy, John, Michael, Kenny, and Shawn came all around, surrounding my daddy, and their uncle. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d ever seen my male cousins hug my daddy, but they were doing it now. 
 
    The smile on my daddy’s face was huge. I could tell he was pleased to see so many of his relatives in one place. He turned and looked at me.  
 
    “Daughter, I have a surprise for you. Go see who is in the van.” he said.  
 
    “Where are Phillip and Lilly?” I asked.  
 
    “In the truck.” he answered.  I wanted to see them, but it was enough to know that they were alive and well. I have never doubted it. For now, I wanted to go see who was in the van.  
 
    I handed my gun off to one of my cousins. I wasn’t sure which one it was. I made my way over to the van. I could see through the windshield. I didn’t have to open the door. I felt the tears again as the driver’s side door opened, and she stepped out.  
 
    “Mama! Oh my God Mama!” Again I felt vulnerable, but I didn’t care. I would cry with joy, and not feel ashamed about it. I always told the people of my village to never shed a heart broken tear. This was far from heart break. 
 
    “Come here baby.” My mother said as she reached out to me. She pulled me into her and I was happy there with my head on her shoulder. 
 
    “Hey there Amber.” I looked to see who had spoken to me. It was Jarred, my other brother. We were never really close, but I was glad to see him just the same. Perhaps now we had a chance to change the past between us as I always wanted to.  
 
    “Over the course of the past seventeen months, I had found my cousins. Granted, it wasn’t all of them, but I was happy with who I did find. In the movies, most characters lose all of their family. Not in real life. Humans realize there are strength in numbers and I truly believe that is why in seventeen months, I had never found just one person. I had found two but never only one.  
 
    My daddy brought at least twenty people with him, and they were all family or close enough to be family. Aunts, Uncles, cousins, and my parents were back.  I knew our forces were going to be stronger. I could finally see hope that we would survive. Once again, humans would become the majority. 
 
    “Daddy!” It was Alex’s voice. No doubt he would be as happy as I was to see who was here.  
 
    “I knew you were alive! I knew it!” I watched my brother throw his arms around our daddy. My mama nearly knocked me down getting to Alex. He was always a mama’s boy, and they were close. 
 
    “Granny! Pawpaw! This is awesome! You guys are ok!” It was Tyler. My son fought his way past his uncle, and wrapped an arm around each of my parents Tara wasn’t far behind, heading straight for my daddy.  
 
    “Mama makes me do work Pawpaw.” I couldn’t help but to laugh when I heard her say that. Daddy hadn’t been here an hour yet and Tara was already telling on me. 
 
    “Well work is good for you baby girl.” My daddy took my side. That was great. I guess my daughter would be getting a reality check now that Pawpaw wouldn’t defend her on everything anymore.  
 
    I gave my cousins Michael and Tommy the task of getting the others settled in. We had plenty of space, and I had never been so happy to make room for new people. Dinner was going to be a great event tonight. We may have lost one, but we gained twenty-one people, some family, and a few strangers. 
 
    I went back to weapon crafting, and my daddy went with me. I was eager to show him that everything he had taught Alex and me was being used. I knew he would be proud of what Alex and I had built. We had a nice civilization going. Though we didn’t have the luxuries of TV and internet that we once had, we could still live comfortably and securely. 
 
    “We have a really good set up here Daddy. Alex and I have taken everything you have taught us and passed it on to the others in the village.” I stated.  
 
    “Everything looks good. It looks like you all have adjusted well.” Daddy said to me.  
 
    “We have, but we all have to work together in order to make things work here.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. A unit is only as strong as its weakest point.” Daddy replied.  
 
    I was so happy to have him back. I couldn’t wait for him to go on a raid with the team. There was no doubt in my mind that he would be a valuable asset.  
 
    There was so much about the past seventeen months that I wanted to know. I wanted to know where he had been and how they survived. I knew my father was a survivor. I had no doubt when all of this began that he would make it. I was still curious as to where he had been all this time, and why he had decided to come back to this area.  
 
    “So Daddy, where have you been?” I asked, unable to avoid the questions anymore. 
 
    “I went deep into the woods with your mother, two brothers, and sister. We went to Alabama, to a cabin I knew of.  I knew that the less people there was around, the less chance we had of becoming a meal.” 
 
    “I could see that. Did you try to come find me or Alex?” I needed to know the answer to that question. I wasn’t sure why. I had no doubt in my mind that he loved and thought of us.  
 
    “I came to the store, but you were already gone.  When I got there, the place was empty. It looked like you guys had cleaned it out.”  
 
    “How did you know Alex was with me?” I asked. 
 
    “It happened on a Wednesday. Alex was always at the store on Wednesdays.”  
 
    My dad was right about that. Alex always helped me in the store on Wednesday mornings, ever since I first opened the store. I was amazed by how insightful my father was.  Then again, I should have expected as much. My father was a simple country man. He lived in a simple house off the road and drove a simple truck. 
 
    My father and I took a seat on the edge of the fountain in the public square.  
 
    “Where did you and Alex go with the children?” my dad asked.  
 
    “Well, Alex and I took the children, and Randy, and we went to the old Kingston Elementary School.” My mind took me back to that time, in the beginning of the apocalypse. 
 
    The traffic on the roads had stopped completely. The only sound that could be heard was the moans and groans of the undead walking about on the outside. The trains had stopped running. Days went by without hearing a single whistle. We were safe in the store, but the space was too small for five people to live in. 
 
    “Our food was still in good supply, but other things were not so good.  We were all sleeping in the floor without blankets or pillows. We hadn’t changed clothes in a week and we were all past the point of deodorant helping us. We took baths by using baby wipes to wipe ourselves down. Tara complained often, and that didn’t make things any easier. She complained about eating ham and cheese sandwiches all the time.  
 
    It took two days before we lost power. Our drinks stayed cold for a few days after that. Then, we were forced to drink luke warm soda, water, and juice. That also made Tara complain even more. I told her to get used to it. I knew that we would probably never see electricity again, and if we did, it would not be any time soon. 
 
    Alex, Randy, and I talked a lot. We knew that we could not live in my small store forever. We needed to have a place where we could survive, we needed to be able to plant crops because eventually all of the food in stores would be gone. That is when we decided to head for the old Kingston Elementary School. 
 
    The school had been closed for years. It was now the site of a local flea market. I hadn’t visited often, but I knew that there was things we could use in the building. We would need tools and weapons to protect ourselves. We may even get lucky and find a bed or two.  
 
    We loaded down the back of the box truck with all of the food and drinks we could manage. We took chains and locks for our plan to secure the fence that surrounded the perimeter of the building. The fence was necessary to keep the undead as far away from us as we could. I loaded the books I had received the day the world went to shit. I knew we would meet others and we would need to teach them how to survive. 
 
    We left out at day break.  We put Tara and Tyler in the back of the box truck where they would be safe. The old school was only five miles away from the store. We weren’t sure how clear the roads were, but the box truck could move almost any vehicle out of its way. It wasn’t like we had to worry about legal repercussions for hitting other vehicles. The law and government as we knew it was gone. Of that, we were sure.  
 
    We traveled the five mile journey down Hall Station road. The path was fairly clear, which made the travel easier. I was amazed at the sight around me. There were people walking, but I knew that they weren’t people anymore. They moved in an odd way, but still fast, except for those with injured legs or ankles. Blood clotted to their mouths, varying in color from red to as dark as the blackest shade of black. Their skin was gray like the summer clouds of a thunder storm. They looked the same as they would in the movies, only this was real life.  
 
    We made the left turn onto Main Street in Kingston. The old school was just at the top of the hill. I readied myself, clutching to a chain and an open pad lock. I wore the keys around my neck. I hoped there were no zombies on the inside of the fence. I hoped that I was right in my original assessment that the flea market was closed. One thing was sure, we were about to find out. 
 
    “Don’t stop for any of the undead. Plow right through them, and right through the fence.” I told Randy who was driving. Alex was ready to assist me. Randy did as I had instructed; he went straight through the gate as well. The box truck slid to a halt. Alex and I jumped out of the cab of the truck and closed the gate. We wrapped the chain through and secured it with the pad lock. Once the gate was secure, we rushed back to the truck.  
 
    I climbed in first, and slid over beside Randy. 
 
    “That was quick.” he stated. 
 
    “Piece of cake.” I replied, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “Make one pass around the building and look for walkers or people.” Alex said. 
 
    “Gotcha.” Randy answered. Randy drove around the building once. There were no vehicles anywhere. That was a good thing. It meant we were at the building alone more than likely.  
 
    Randy pulled the box truck to the front doors. Alex got out of the truck armed with a crow bar. I went to the back of the truck to open the roll up door for Tara and Tyler to get out. My heart was racing. To the best of our knowledge, the coast was clear, but I knew that anything could happen. We had to keep our guard up if we wanted to survive.  
 
    “Ok you two, stay close to me. Keep your guard up.” I instructed. I handed each of them mop handles. The ends had been sharpened into points.  
 
    “If one of those things comes up, don’t be afraid to shove the end of this right through its head.”  
 
    “Got it Mom.” Tyler said as he took the weapon from me. Tara was hesitant. 
 
    “Take it and do what you have to do Tara. I don’t want to lose you.” I urged. 
 
    “We are in.” Alex stated. I grabbed the flashlights and passed them out.  
 
    “Everyone stay close. If any of those things are in here, we will be better off if we stick together.” Alex said. I agreed with him. I removed my gun from my pocket, and put a round in the chamber. Alex led our way inside. We stayed quiet so we could listen for any of the horrifying noises we were forced to hear when we were in the store; any noises that might imply that we were not alone.  
 
    We searched every corner of the building from one end to the other. There was no one there but us. I breathed a sigh of relief. As difficult as life had become, it was nice for something to be easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Amber, Amber, snap out of it.” Randy said to me. I shook my head to push the memories away. 
 
    “Yeah Randy, what is it?” I replied.  
 
    “Dinner in the center of the village. Come on. Let’s go.” He stated. I smiled and turned to my father.  
 
    “Well, shall we go?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s go.” He replied. We stood up and made our way to the center of the village. 
 
    In the center of our village, or the old public square in Adairsville, there was a gazebo. That is where we set up the gas grills to cook. Our cooking team was the best. We may have only been able to eat canned meats, but our meals were great to say the least. We removed the tables from the fellowship hall of the church, and lined them down the parking lot in the square. We ate as a family. After all, that is what we were, one big family.  
 
    I took a seat beside my father. I had missed him so much that I wanted every moment I could have with him. My mother Wilma sat on the other side of me, and for once since the world went to hell, I was genuinely happy.  
 
    I looked down at my plate. Tonight’s dish was cheesy tuna helper with roasted garlic mashed potatoes and fried bread. I wasn’t a big fan of tuna, but I had come to like it when I wanted meat and it was all that was available. Now, I loved it, and even looked forward to it when it was served. 
 
    “You have done a good job with this place daughter. I am proud of you.” my father said. I smiled at him.  
 
    “Thanks Daddy. We all work really hard to keep things going.” I had to give credit where credit was due. I may be the Commander as people called me, but everyone here does their part. I couldn’t take all the credit.  
 
    “So what do my grandchildren do around here? I know you have them working. They are plenty old enough.” he said.  
 
    “Yes they are, and they each do their part. They sort supplies, craft weapons, cook. Tyler helps clean up the dead bodies, and Tara cleans the apartment and helps teach the smaller children.”  
 
    My father nodded as he chewed up a bite of the tuna helper.  
 
    “That’s all real good baby girl, but they need to learn more.” he said as he took a drink of warm sweet tea.  
 
    “What did you have in mind daddy?” I asked. I was curious as to what he was thinking.  
 
    “Well, what about these raids you go on?” 
 
    “Oh no Daddy. They have never gone on a raid.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    My daddy shoved the last of the food into his mouth and washed it down with the last of his tea.  
 
    “The world is dangerous baby girl. Look, nobody knows how long this thing is gonna last. You can’t shelter these kids from the world. Those raids keep this place on its feet. Now they are almost grown. They need to know how to find their food. They need to know how to drive. They gotta learn how to be grownups.” 
 
    I listened to my father’s words even though the very thought of sending my children out into the world beyond the walls of the village sent chills down my spine. I had seen things in the past seventeen months. I had seen what happens when children are not kept close. I had watched children become meals, become the undead. I had seen them walking or running in the hordes of the undead. I didn’t want that for Tara and Tyler. I didn’t want that for MY children. 
 
    I searched within me for the words to defy the father that had only today returned to me. I wanted to deny his advice, but do so while maintaining my respect for him, for the man that raised me. I just got him back. The last thing I wanted was for him to be angry with me. However, I wasn’t sure that I could subject my children to the world outside of these walls.  
 
    “Dad, I appreciate you trying to help, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. They are still young and there is plenty they can do here where they are safe.” I stated trying to plead my case. 
 
    “I understand how you feel baby. Hell, do you think that one minute passed by that I wasn’t worried about you and Alex?” he asked.  
 
    “I know you were worried, but I don’t want to worry about them anymore than I already have to when I am gone on raids myself. I am terrified about what may happen to them when I am away.” 
 
    I continued to plead my case, though I could feel myself losing the argument, I knew that my case was one from a concerned mother, and not of the leader of a village full of survivors.  
 
    “Daddy, I really don’t think now is the time. Tyler might be ok, but Tara lacks the discipline. She doesn’t take anything seriously.” 
 
    “What better way to teach her that discipline than to place her face to face with the danger?” 
 
    “Daddy, no. I could never live with myself is something happened to her.”  
 
    “Don’t doubt yourself Amber. You are a good mother. You know how to protect her. She needs to know how to protect herself. What would you do if those things got inside these walls you built and you were not here? Do you really think you can count on these people to protect her?” 
 
    “Yes, I do alright. I do believe that.”  
 
    I could tell by my tone that I was getting frustrated with my father. How dare he question the authenticity of my villagers? Still, I knew that I had to get myself in check. I knew that my father meant no harm, but what he was talking about could cause harm to come to one of my children, and I didn’t want that.  
 
    “Why do you trust every person in this village with the lives of your kids Amber? I know why. If one or two of those things came in here right now, there would be dozens of adults ready to defend the children of the village. With one or two, every adult here will kill for her, but what about more than that?  Those things are moving in herds right now like cows.  If it came down to choosing between their own life, and Tara’s, they would choose their own. She isn’t everyone’s baby girl here Amber. She is yours.” He stated. 
 
    “And you wouldn’t be willing to sacrifice your life for hers?” I asked him.  
 
    “Of course I would, but she is my granddaughter.” He replied.  
 
    I looked into his dark brown eyes, silently pleading with him to drop the idea and let me go on with life as I knew it. I didn’t want a new way of looking at things. I had always believed that my children would be ok, and I wanted to continue to believe that. However, the conversation that we were having wouldn’t allow that anymore. I now had a new way of thinking thanks to the words of my father. I didn’t like it, but I knew that he was right. As much as I hated to admit it, I knew that he was right.  
 
    I could feel the tears forming in my eyes. The very thought of something happening to my little girl frightened me. The fears of a mother plagued me, and I knew I could not fall victim to those fears. My father was right. No matter how much I wanted to deny what he had told me, I couldn’t. Tara and Tyler needed to know how to defend themselves. They needed to know how to survive, and how to watch out for each other. I knew now that I could not deny the advice my father had given.  
 
    I looked down the line of tables at my children. I watched them laugh and smile with their uncle Alex and uncle Jarred, they were my life. They were my babies, but I had to face the fact that they weren’t babies anymore. They were both pushing fifteen. I wondered how I would break the news to Tara. Tyler would have no problem with it. He had begged me to take him on a raid. Tara would complain; of that I was sure. I decided not to say anything to either of them until we turned in for the night. 
 
    I looked down at my plate. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry anymore. I excused myself from the table, and went to throw my paper plate of food in the trash. I decided to sit alone and contemplate how I wanted this to go. I knew that I needed to plan something fast before my motherly instincts got the better of me and I changed my mind all together. I supposed that tomorrow would be as good a day as any to take my children on a practice raid. Sure the village was stocked well, but having more wouldn’t hurt.  
 
    I thought about a place that I could take them to. I could take them to a small grocery store I knew of in Cartersville. I would take one member of the village with me, someone I trusted with my life, with their lives. We could take one of the pickup trucks. I knew we could fit four shopping carts full of supplies on the back of a full bed pick up. We would have to leave the tail gate down and pull a strap across the back to keep from losing the supplies, but it could be done. I should know. We have done it before.  
 
    I looked up into the crowd. There were many capable people who were great with raids. I could take one of my cousins with me. I knew that Michael was out of the question. After all, I had just broken his nose. I continued to survey the crowd for a likely candidate. Then I found him. I saw Randy chasing the kids around the square acting like one of the undead. I loved to watch him play with the children. It was one of those moments when our world seemed normal for a short time. I hated to interrupt his fun time, but business is business and this was business to be handled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    I stood from my seat on the stairs and made my way across the street.  
 
    “Randy? Got a minute?” I called out.  
 
    “Sure.” he replied. “Hey kids, Uncle Randy has to talk to the boss lady. You guys run along.” he instructed. Randy came walking toward me.  
 
    “What can I do for you Commander?” he asked with a sly grin.  
 
    “Shut up.” I replied as I smacked him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I think it suits you.” he said referencing my identity in the village.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I think it’s kind of growing on me.” I answered.  
 
    The children came running back by us, with Alex and Jarred hot on their heels, acting like zombies.  
 
    “It looks like they found new play mates.” I said with a smile as I watched my brothers play their roles in the childish game.  
 
    “Yeah, Alex is as good with them as I am, and your other brother looks like he may be a natural himself.’ Randy said.  
 
    “So what can I do for you Amber?” I tried to find the words to explain to Randy what was on my mind. I decided the only way to approach the issue was to be blunt.  
 
    “My father and I were talking and we’ve decided it’s time for Tara and Tyler to learn how to raid.”  
 
    “Amber, please tell me you are kidding.” He replied.  
 
    “No I’m not. They are almost fifteen. I think it’s time they learn the ropes. Something could happen and they could end up all alone or only depending on each other.  I want them to know how to do that.” I said. I was still struggling with the idea, but I didn’t want Randy to see that.  
 
    Randy walked over and took a seat on the steps where I had been sitting earlier.  
 
    “Amber, I know how old they are, but they are just kids. They couldn’t handle a full blown raid.” Randy said. 
“I don’t want to take them on a full blown raid, not for some time. But I do what them to learn how to survive. I want to take them on practice raids, kind of like training missions. That way if something happens, they can take care of themselves.”  
 
    Randy looked into my eyes.  
 
    “This is more of your father’s idea than yours isn’t it Amber?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes it is, but I agree with him, no matter how difficult it may be. I want you to take us.” I said trying to stay on task.  
 
    “So you will be going too? That’s a relief. Tara can be pretty defiant at times. I believe if I was taking them alone, I would have my hands full.”  
 
    “Oh how well I know. I will admit taking her worries me, but I think the walking dead around the store will motivate her.” 
 
    “It sure motivates us huh?” 
 
    “Yes it does, but they don’t move as slow as they do in the movies.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” Randy replied.  
 
    Randy remained silent for a moment.  
 
    “Ok Commander, let’s whip those kids into shape.” he finally said.  
 
    “Thank you Randy. You know there aren’t many people I trust with my children.” I replied as I hugged him.  
 
    “You know those kids mean the world to me. I love them like they are my own.” 
 
    “I know you do Randy.” 
 
    I wasn’t crazy. I knew how Randy felt about my children. I knew how he felt about me. I could see the love and devotion in his eyes every time he looked at me. I couldn’t say that I felt the same way. Then again, I couldn’t say that I didn’t either. With survival being the number one priority in everyone’s life, I just didn’t see where there was any time for romance. 
 
    I often thought about Randy at night. Some nights I even longed to feel his body lying next to mine. Some mornings I even woke up wishing that I could look into his eyes, or see his smile. Still, when those moments came about, I pushed them away. I wasn’t sure about falling in love again before the planes flew over, and I damn sure didn’t make it a number one priority now.  
 
    Love is a difficult topic when the world as you know it ceases to exist. I always worried about those closest to me, my kids, and my family. I lost one husband to death already. I guess I am afraid for it to happen again. Perhaps that is why I won’t allow Randy to get any closer to me than he already is. If I were to admit that I was in love with him, it would kill me if I lost him. I guess it is better this way. At least if he is killed, it shouldn’t hurt as much.  
 
    I realized the hug had lasted too long. I let go and pulled away from Randy.  
 
    “It means a lot to me Randy. I really appreciate it.” I said hoping he hadn’t felt the chemistry between us.  
 
    “You know that I will do whatever I can for you Amber.” he replied. 
 
    “I know. Bright and early in the morning ok?” 
 
    “Bright and early. I will prep the truck tonight. Do you want to take the Tundra?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like I said, it’s a training mission. Pack some straps for the shopping carts just in case they surprise us.”  
 
    “Got it. Do you want me to be with you when you tell them what we are doing tomorrow?” 
 
    “No, I can handle it. Just get the truck and the packs ready.” I instructed 
 
    “You got it. See you guys in the a.m.” Randy called out to me as I walked off into the crowd.  
 
    I sat alone in our apartment waiting for the kids to come in. I didn’t have watch duty tonight, and I was glad. I had to mentally prepare for intentionally putting my children in danger tomorrow. I wanted to be prepared for any argument Tara might raise because I knew that she would raise plenty. I decided quickly that I didn’t want to focus on that. I stood from my seat and went to the window.  
 
    I looked down upon my village. Despite our difficult times, everyone seemed to be so happy. I watched the survivors in my camp dancing around a fire in the center of our little village. Some mingled together off in a corner, talking and laughing.  
 
    I looked over to the walls made out of over turned school buses and barbed wire. Everything was quiet on that side. Each gunner was kicked back just taking it easy. It was a calm night, a good night and I was about to ruin it by arguing with my daughter. I looked down into the street and saw my father walking the kids home. I was somewhat relieved given the fact that my father could help get our point across.  
 
    I heard the door open, and my kids were laughing.  
 
    “Wow Pawpaw, I can’t believe you ran up the steps faster than me.” Tyler said.  
 
    “How do you like being out done by an old man Tyler?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Hey! You are only as old as you feel at heart.” my dad added.  
 
    “Hi Mom.” Tara said as she came in.  
 
    “Hi Sweetheart. Did they wear you out Daddy?” I asked, trying to avoid getting straight to the point. 
 
    “Oh it’s alright. I missed the hell out of these kids. Your mom is tuckered out though.”  
 
    “I hope the train depot is comfortable for you guys. We are thinking of up grading soon.” 
 
    My dad took a seat on the worn out sofa.  
 
    “It’s just fine baby girl. How did y’all get all those beds?” I walked over and took a seat beside him.  
 
    “We conducted a special mission to raid all the houses around. It took us about a week, but we stole every bed in town I believe. We took blankets too so we would have plenty.” 
 
    “Smart baby girl. Real smart.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was my idea. I wanted to prepare a place where survivors could gather.” I informed.  
 
    “Hell girl, you are doing better than we are. We had twenty-one people living in a barn and a house in the mountains.” Dad stated. I had wondered where they all had been sleeping.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t avoid the subject anymore. I walked over and took a seat beside my father. I instructed my children to sit on the love seat. Once they were seated, I shared the plan my father and I discussed.  
 
    “Ok guys, your pawpaw and I were talking and we decided it was time for you two to learn more about survival. So tomorrow morning, Randy and I are taking you two on a raid.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Tyler exclaimed. 
 
    “Why in God’s name would you want to do that?” Tara asked.  
 
    “You two are getting older. You are practically adults. It’s time for you two to grow up and start acting like it.” I informed. My father nodded. 
 
    “But those things are out there.” Tara stated. 
 
    “So we kill them.” Tyler answered. 
 
    “Well, you may like being covered in zombie juice, but I don’t.” Tara replied. 
 
    “You are such a girl.” Tyler commented. 
 
    “You are so gross.” Tara snapped back.  
 
    “Hey, hey you two cut it out. This isn’t going to get us anywhere.” I stated. 
 
    Tyler and Tara stopped arguing. Thank God for small favors. I looked at my father. 
 
    “Dad, will you help me make them understand. This was your idea in the first place.” I stated. I didn’t see why I should be the only target for Tara.  
 
    “Well kids,” my dad began as he sat up, “you two aren’t kids anymore. We don’t know how long our lives will be like this. We don’t know if life will ever be what it was. What we do know is we gotta keep on living. Now, in order to do that, we have to take what we need. This village just grew by twenty-one people. That’s twenty-one more mouths to feed. We will work with your mom to organize training missions for all the teenagers, but we are starting with you two.” 
 
    I was glad I let my father take the floor. Hell, I didn’t even know about the training missions. I knew who I was adding to the village council when I got back tomorrow. 
 
    “I’m all for it Mom.” Tyler said.  
 
    “I knew you would be son.” I replied.  
 
    “I’m not, but she is gonna make me do it anyway so what does it matter?” Tara commented. 
 
    “Your problem is you are too spoiled. You need to work more. Now I love you baby doll, but this is just the way it is.” Dad informed. I was glad I had him at my side for this. 
 
    “Ok off to bed. We have an early day tomorrow.” I said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    When morning came, I climbed out of bed. It was barely daylight outside. I went to the window looking out over our parking lot. Randy wasn’t with the truck yet. I decided to have myself a cup of coffee before waking Tyler and Tara for the day. I wasn’t happy with what was about to take place in a couple of hours so I wasn’t in a hurry to wake them. Truth be told, I wanted so much for them to stay in bed; stay within the safety of the village walls.  
 
    I took my lighter from my pocket and lit the Coleman stove that rested on the counter in my kitchen, then I lit a cigarette. It was one of the few luxuries we still had, though the smokers in the village learned to smoke sparingly. We weren’t sure how long we could keep up our bad habit before we were out for good. I smoked as I waited for my water to get hot enough to dissolve the instant coffee grounds. 
 
    When the water was ready. I extinguished the flame on the gas camping stove. I poured the water into my coffee cup and stirred. Once the granules had dissolved, I took a sip, holding the liquid sanity in my mouth so that the flavor consumed every taste bud. Coffee was so relaxing to me; another small pleasure in life. I opened the front door to the apartment, and went out to sit on the balcony. 
 
    The summer morning air was a bit chilly and a lot refreshing. I inhaled the fresh air deep into my lungs. 
 
    “Beautiful morning isn’t it?” I heard Randy ask.  
 
    “Yes it is. It is almost beautiful enough for me to call off the raid.” I replied. Randy took a seat beside me, took my coffee from my hands and helped himself to a drink. 
 
    “You don’t really want to do this do you?” he asked. 
 
    “No I don’t.” I replied. 
 
    “Then why are you doing it?” 
 
    “Because my father thinks it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Do you always do what your daddy tells you?” he said with a smile.  
 
    I smiled at him. He had a special ability to make me smile.  
 
    “I quit doing everything my daddy said a long time ago.” I answered. 
 
    “Then why do this?” 
 
    “Because I agree with him. It’s one of those hard decisions a parent has to make.” 
 
    “I agree that they need to learn Amber, but why does it have to be right now?” Randy asked.  
 
    “I don’t know why it has to be right now? I guess it’s because if I don’t do it now then I will never do it.” I answered. 
 
    “Yes you would Amber.” Randy assured me.  
 
    “Would I? I have spent almost fifteen years doing things for them, protecting them, caring for them. The past seventeen months I have lived with the fear that they would become a meal if I didn’t do everything exactly right.” I said.  
 
    It was true. I was so afraid of losing my children that I did absolutely every dangerous thing there was to do.  I gathered all of their food and clothes on raids every week. I gave them jobs to do, but they were jobs in which their lives were not in danger. I knew that once they learned how raids operate, it would be no time at all before they had to go on raids just like the rest of the team.  
 
    My children were growing up fast, and the condition of the world had forced them to grow up even faster. It seemed as though fifteen was the new twenty. It was a time in which my children should transition into adults. I could see my son making that transition very well, but my daughter, I was certain, would get herself killed, and that was something I tried with every breath in me to prevent. I sheltered them both, but I knew they couldn’t be sheltered anymore.  
 
    “You can’t protect them forever Amber.” Randy said to me, pulling me away from my thoughts.  
 
    “Yes I can, but then they won’t know how to do it themselves. My father said it right last night. We don’t know how long our lives are going to be this way. I need to teach them how to survive as though this life is permanent.”  
 
    Randy slid over closer to me, and put an arm around my shoulder.  
 
    “Amber, you always do what you think is best, and I always stand by you. I will stand by you now.” Before I knew what was happening, Randy leaned in and kissed me. I wanted to pull away because a part of me didn’t want to kiss him; that part of me that wants to keep everything in my life strictly about survival. However, there was the other part of me, the human female part that wanted more.  
 
    This wasn’t right. I couldn’t allow this to continue. I quickly pulled away from him, realizing who I was and what my position in this life should be.  
 
    “Randy, I am sorry, but I can’t. “ I said quickly.  
 
    “Amber, wait a minute please.” I heard him say. “Why won’t you let me near you?” he asked.  
 
    “I can’t Randy, I just can’t. I have to bet the kids ready for the raid.” I quickly stood up and rushed inside of the apartment. 
 
    I closed the door and pressed my back up against the door as if I was trying to keep him out. In a way, I guess I was. I didn’t need this right now, not at this point in my life. Now was not the time for love. Things needed to be better, more stable. We needed to relocate to be in a better position before love was even thought about.  
 
    I needed something else to focus on. I decided it was time to wake Tyler and Tara. Suddenly, I looked forward to the raid. It would give me something else to think about. I had to get Randy and the kiss off of my mind. I suddenly wished he wasn’t going. It was too late now. The plan was already in place. I had to stick with it. 
 
    I made my way across the apartment to Tyler and Tara’s room. I opened the door and went inside.  
 
    “Ok guys, it’s time to get up. Let’s go.” I called out. Tyler jumped out of bed. 
 
    “Yeah! I’m ready to go!” 
 
    “Slow down tiger. You have to eat breakfast. Tara, get up girl. It’s time to get ready to go.”  
 
    Tara rolled over in bed and covered up her head. 
 
    “Ok my God, I can’t believe you are making us do this.” she grumbled.  
 
    “We have already had this discussion. You are going so get up and get ready.” I stated, standing my ground. I couldn’t believe that in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, my child still found a way to be defiant, but that it teenagers I guess.  
 
    I left the room and went into the kitchen. Once again, I lit the Coleman stove to heat some water. I removed a box of apple and cinnamon oatmeal from the cabinet. It was Tara’s favorite. I decided not to give her another thing to complain about Lord knows she was going to do enough of that for all of us. Part of me was dreading taking her on this training raid. If it wasn’t so vital for her to learn how to do it, I would leave her behind. No doubt that would make both of us happy.  
 
    The water began to boil. I turned the eye off and poured the water into the bowls of oatmeal. I stirred it until the consistency was right. Just as I finished mixing the third bowl of oatmeal, the door to the twin’s room opened and Tara came out. She was dressed in black clothes. That is what anyone doing a raid would wear. It allows us to hide in dark corners if we need to. I was surprised she paid that much attention to a task she had never performed. Tyler came out of my room, also dressed in black. 
 
    They both took a seat at the bar.  
 
    “Ok guys, here’s breakfast. Eat up fast.” I instructed as I sat the bowls down in front of them. I retrieved three bottles of water and placed them down beside the bowls of oatmeal. No one said a word as we ate. I expected as much from Tara, but I thought Tyler would be all talk. I guess he knew that his sister wasn’t thrilled with the idea, and it would be cruel to rub it in her face. I was thankful for the silence. It gave me time to think about the raid. I needed to be mentally prepared. After all, I would be carrying some precious cargo on this run.  
 
    Once we had finished eating, we put our dishes in the sink.  
 
    “Ok kids, it’s time to go. Let’s head out.” I instructed. We made our way over to the door. I opened the door and walked outside. Tyler was the last one out. He closed the door and we headed down the stairs and out of the square. 
 
    “Who is going with us Mom?” Tyler asked.  
 
    “Mom’s boyfriend. Who else?” Tara commented.  
 
    “Mom doesn’t have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yes she does. It’s Randy, or it might as well be her boyfriend.” Tara informed.  
 
    “You are so stupid Tara. Randy isn’t Mom’s boyfriend.” Tyler stated.  
 
    “No, you are stupid if you don’t see how into each other they are.” Tara defended her opinion.  
 
    “Both of you cool it. Yes, Randy is going. No, he isn’t my boyfriend.” 
 
    We turned the corner to head into log town, as we called it. It’s a fenced in area behind the buildings of the public square. We parked our vehicles there, including the tanker truck full of gas we got on the last raid. As we turned the corner, I saw Randy loading back packs into the extended cab Tundra. 
 
    “Aren’t we only going to be gone for a couple of hours?” Tara asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” I replied.  
 
    “Then why are we taking four backpacks full of supplies?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Just in case something happens. The back packs have food, water, medical supplies for injuries, ammunition, a gun with a silencer, and a few knives for extra weapons. You never know when your plan could go wrong and you would have to be prepared to survive until you could make it back home.” I informed, feeling kind of proud of myself for being so knowledgeable.  
 
    I was actually somewhat pleased to see that my daughter was curious enough to ask questions. At least she was interested to some degree. There may actually be some hope for her yet. Hell, for all I know, she might find a raid as thrilling and exhilarating as I do. However, like any situation, I wouldn’t count my chickens before they hatched. Tara changed her mood like day turns to night. She may be interested now, but if she got any blood on her hands, she might scream like a little girl and beg to go home. I guess all I could do was watch and wait.  
 
    We came up beside the truck. Randy saw us, but he didn’t speak to me. Thank God for small favors. Instead, he went to Tyler. 
 
    “Hey there sport. Ready to shed some zombie blood?” Randy asked Tyler.  
 
    “Yeah!” Tyler exclaimed, giving Randy a high five.  
 
    “Ewe gross.” Tara commented with her arms folded. 
 
    “Hey that’s life these days baby girl. Want to eat? You have to get dirty for it.” Randy said to her. 
 
    “If I have to watch one of those things ooze nasty coagulated blood, I’m not going to have an appetite for a month.” Tara protested. 
 
    “Well, that’s thirty plus meals we can give away then. Might as well get over it baby girl. That’s what a raid is all about.”  
 
    I reached into the truck and grabbed two back packs. Randy did the same thing, following my lead. I handed a back pack to Tara. Randy handed one to Tyler. 
 
    “Ok, open your packs and listen up. We always prepare here where it’s safe. Take the black Velcro strap out of your pack and strap it around your thigh, preferably on the side of the hand you use the most.” Being left handed, I strapped my knife strap around my left thigh. 
 
    “Make sure the knife handle is on the outside. You want to be able to reach down and grab the handle.” I instructed. 
 
    I watched to make sure Tara and Tyler were following my directions precisely. If there was one thing I learned in the past seventeen months, it was that there was no room for mistakes. Instructions had to be followed exactly as they were given. Our system was developed through experience. Alex, Randy, and I spent a lot of time putting the system together. During our time at the old Kingston School, we sat down and wrote our raid plan out in spiral notebooks. We used those notebooks along with my book to teach our team to be the expert raiders that we were. A part of me was pleased to see my children learning the very method I had helped to create.  
 
    I reached in my pack for my gun belt, one of the items I was pleased we had taken from the walking undead cops. Thankfully, we were in a position to be able to take them.  
 
    “Ok guys, take your gun belt out and put it on. You both are right handed. The gun needs to be on your right side.” I watched as my children did as they were told. A part of me was proud of them. I hoped they did well during the raid. Maybe they could be naturals at this type of thing.  
 
    Once my gun belt was secure, I reached into my pack a third time. This time, I removed a radio, another lucky find from the zombie cops.  
 
    “The radios are set for channel 13. Turn them on and clip them to the gun belt. If we get separated for any reason, you radio your location. Rendezvous point is the truck that is always at the back entrance of the raid location.” 
 
    “Got it Mom.” Tyler replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Tara, are you paying attention?” Randy asked. 
 
    “Truck is always at the back entrance. Yeah, I got it.” Tara replied.  
 
    I looked at both of my twins. I was proud to see them both decked out in raid gear. 
 
    “Ok, last step, back packs closed and on the back. This pack is your life line. If anything happens, you will need the food and tools in them to survive. The guns you wear on your side are loaded and the safety is off, so no playing with them. Only draw it if you have to. Each gun has a silencer. If we have to kill zombies, we don’t want to draw more of them in by firing shots and making noise. Silencers are not guaranteed to work so only use the guns if you have to. If you can, pull your knife and stab them in the head.” 
 
    “Wait, stab them in the head? Doesn’t the blood get on your hands that way?” Tara asked. 
 
    “You have gloves in your pack. If you are worried about blood, then put them on now.” I informed.  
 
    “Oh thank God.” Tara commented as she removed her pack from her back and began digging for the gloves.  
 
    “Oh and if you stab for the head, keep your mouth closed.” I said with a sly grin.  
 
    Tara’s face seemed to turn green.  
 
    “Oh my God! You have got to be kidding me!” she exclaimed. I laughed at her.  
 
    “No Tara, I’m not kidding. The blood still spurts out. You want to keep your mouth closed.” I stated.  
 
    “That’s cool.” Tyler exclaimed.  
 
    “That’s disgusting.” Tara commented. 
 
    “That’s it. I’m not going. You can beat me, bound me, and gag me. I’m not going.” Tara protested. 
 
    “Oh yes you are little girl.” 
 
    I turned to find my father walking toward us.  
 
    “But Pawpaw, you know how dangerous it is?” Tara stated, beginning to plead her case.  
 
    “Yes baby , I know how dangerous it is, but sometimes we have to face danger head on. Your mother may not always be there to save your ass. It’s a cruel and nasty world out there Tara. You have to learn to live in it. If it means closing your mouth and shoving a knife through the skull of one of those things, then so be it.” 
 
    My father spoke the truth. There was integrity in his words and that was why I agreed to this in the first place. Tara wasn’t going to win this argument with her grandfather. I wasn’t sure if she would continue or not, but I was prepared to take my father’s side all the way.  
 
    “Pawpaw please, can’t I just stay here and work. I will do anything.” Tara stated.  
 
    “You are going on this raid and that is final.” I demanded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Tara didn’t utter another word. Instead, she hung her head, pouted to my father, and climbed into the back seat of the Tundra. Tyler secured his pack on his back and climbed in himself. Randy turned and looked at me.  
 
    “Well, I guess we are all set.” he said in a questioning manner.  
 
    “Looks that way. Come on. Let’s go.” I turned to my father and wrapped my arms around him. 
 
    “Daddy, I’m scared. I have a bad feeling about this.” I said.  
 
    “It will be ok baby girl. Whatever happens, I know you can handle it. You are strong Amber.” he replied.  
 
    I nodded at my father, then climbed up into the truck.  
 
    “Don’t worry Amber. You can do this.” my father called to me. I smiled and waved at him. Randy took his seat on the driver’s side. Just as he was about to close the door, my father walked up and placed his hand on the inside of the door to prevent Randy from closing it.  
 
    “My daughter may be damned good at what she does, but you are still the man of this outfit. If one of these three don’t come back, you will answer to me.” 
 
    My father was a very intimidating man. I could see that he had the same effect on Randy that he had on everyone else he threatened. 
 
    “Yes Sir. I will keep them all safe.” Randy answered past the lump in his throat.  
 
    “Good. I’m going to hold you to that Son.” my father replied. With that, he stepped away and closed the driver’s side door.  
 
    Randy put the key into the ignition. 
 
    “Damn, remind me never to piss that guy off.” he said as he started the truck.  
 
    “It’s not recommended.” I stated matter of fact.  
 
    “There is something about the way he talks and the look in his eyes. It about made me shit myself.” I burst out into laughter. I am sure Randy was scared. I guess I just have gotten used to it over the years. After all, I did grow up with the man.  
 
    Randy pulled the truck out of the gate. I watched as Kenny closed and secured the gate behind us. This was it. There was no turning back now. I couldn’t understand why I felt so much dread about this training mission. I wished I could understand it. I don’t know what I am so afraid of right now.  I have done this a thousand times, if not more. Something just didn’t seem right this time. I wondered if my worry showed on my face. God I hope not. The last thing I wanted was to scare the twins.  
 
    Would I scare Randy? I wasn’t sure. Randy was accustomed to me being the fearless leader. If I suddenly began to show fear, would if frighten him as well? I tried to search deep within myself to find the source of my fear. Could it be something as simple as the fact that my children were with me that worried me so much? That had to be it. I had always left them safe within our village. This time, they were in the line of fire. 
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t realized how close to the grocery store we were.  
 
    “Well, this is it. We always go in the rear entrance of any building we raid.” I stated. 
 
    “Why?” Tyler asked.  
 
    “It’s a controlled entry. If there are several of the undead in the area, then we can clear them because they can only come out of the door one at a time, usually.” I answered. 
 
    Randy pulled the truck around to the back of the building. There was a single door at the loading dock, as well as a bay door.  
 
    “You see that roll up door guys?” Randy asked the kids. They both indicated that they saw the door.  
 
    “You never want to open one of those doors coming in, or first thing going out. Like your mom said, the regular doors only allow one or two of those things to come out at a time. Coming out, you could let a horde in at once. You always want to go out the regular door first before you open the bay door to load any supplies. You don’t want a horde to come in. If there is a horde, you could be camping out in a super market for days until they wonder away.” 
 
    I was suddenly really glad to have Randy with us. I wouldn’t have thought to give such a detailed explanation. My lecture would have consisted of its dangerous, and because I said so. At least they gained better knowledge by having Randy there to help.  
 
    Randy pulled the truck around, and backed up to the loading dock.  
 
    “So how do we get in the door?” Tyler asked.  
 
    “We are going to tie a chain to the door, and the other end to the truck. Randy is going to pull the door open by using the truck. That is of course, unless the door is unlocked as so many of them are.” I informed.  
 
    “Ok guys, you should have your packs on. Let’s get out and meet at the bed of the truck.” Randy instructed. We all opened the doors and got out.  
 
    Randy jumped up on the back of the truck, and bent down.  
 
    “What’s he doing Mom?” Tara asked.  
 
    “He’s getting the spears.” I replied.  
 
    “You mean the ones we have been making in weapons crafting?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yeah, and with any luck, we may just get to see them in action. That would be awesome.” Tyler commented.  
 
    “You are such a zombie nerd.”  
 
    “At least I can handle it princess.” Tyler retaliated.  
 
    “Ok, here we are. Two for each person. Kids be careful. These spears aren’t just sharpened plastic.” Randy informed. We are good at what we do. Being in high population areas increases the number of the undead we can come into contact with. The more zombies one kills with a simple broom handle sharpened to a point can wear on the weapon and make it useless. Therefore, we made more dependable spears by inserting knife blades from expensive knife blocks into the ends. Seventeen months in the natural elements had caused wear on the zombie’s bodies as well, so it is easier to kill a horde by puncturing the skull and killing the brain.  
 
    I moved around the truck to help Randy hand out the spears. Tara followed me.  
 
    “Ok, turn around Tara. I am going to cross your spears through the straps of the back pack.” I instructed.  
 
    “But it’s tight enough already.” Tara commented.  
 
    “The reason it’s so tight is to hold the spears in place.” Randy informed.  
 
    “Why can’t we just shoot the undead thingies?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Because noise attracts more undead thingies. Duh.” Tyler said as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “But we have silencers.” Tara added.  
 
    “But bullets are in short supply.” I answered.  
 
    “Now don’t you two start any more arguments. The biggest thing for you to remember is we are all a team. We work together or die together.” I said.  
 
    I placed the spears one across the other through the straps of Tara’s back pack while Randy did the same with Tyler. As we prepared, Randy and I took a look around at our surroundings. You never know when one of those creatures would wonder up. Randy and I were trained by experience to never let our guard down. I hoped that both of my children would learn the same lesson.  
 
    Tara’s straps were a little loose. I secured them, giving her something else to complain about.  
 
    “Ouch Mom. It’s going to cut my circulation off.” 
 
    “Yeah, well the knife on the end of these spears will cut into your head if it slides down too fast, so which would you prefer?” I asked. Tara rolled her eyes at me.  
 
    “Fine, cut my circulation off.” she commented. 
 
    I finished securing the straps on Tara’s back pack and went to work on my own.  
 
    “You look so cool Mom.” Tyler said as I placed the last spear in the straps. I smiled at him. 
 
    “Yeah, you look like you are ready for war.” Tara added.  
 
    “I’m at war everyday guys. My mission is to keep you both safe and provide what you need to survive.” I commented.  
 
    “That’s my mission in life too kids. You two have kind of grown on me.” Randy said with a smile.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind that Randy loved my kids. He had been with us since day one of this nightmare. He stayed right with them when we were in Kingston in the old school. Actually, Randy, Alex, and I slept every night surrounding Tara and Tyler so if anything found its way through the fences and into the building, they would have to go through us to get to them. 
 
    It warmed my heart to have Randy with us, even though I wanted to slap him for that kiss he snuck in on me this morning. I guess I could just let it go for now. After all, there was no damage done to anything except for my pride. I wasn’t sure why I was so upset. After all, it was only a kiss. I suppose the problem was that I had liked it, even if it had been against my will. Had it really been something I didn’t want? I wasn’t so certain. The feeling of his lips on mine sent tingles down my spine.  
 
    I shook the thoughts of the kiss from my mind. I was sure I was blushing, and such feelings could seriously hinder the task at hand. I needed to have my head on straight. The way I see it, my children’s lives depended on it. Nothing would compromise their survival. I would burn in hell first. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get that door open.” I said pushing myself back into G.I. Jane mode. 
 
    “Well before we risk the bumper of your favorite truck, let’s see if it’s unlocked first.” Randy said.  
 
    “Would you like to do the honors?” I asked.  
 
    “My pleasure.” Randy replied as he removed the pry bar from the bed of the truck. It’s always good to be prepared just in case and we always thought of everything.  
 
    Tyler, Tara, and I watched as Randy went up the steps to the door. Randy removed his hunting knife from the sheath on his belt and held the blade in his teeth. He slowly and ever so cautiously placed his hand on the door handle. We watched as he took a deep breath. Randy pulled, and the door came open. 
 
    Randy took a step back and drew his knife from his teeth. We watched and waited. We listened for the low moans and growls from the undead that may be inside. Everything was quiet, still. I removed a spear from my back. Tyler and Tara did the same, following my lead.  
 
    “Stay here. Watch each other’s back.” I whispered. I carefully made my way up the steps.  
 
    Once I reached the door, I stood to the side. I slowly moved the spear to the door and tapped several times. Again, we waited for the snarling sounds of the undead. There was nothing. Could this raid be as simple as it appeared to be? Still, I wouldn’t let my guard down.  
 
    “It seems quiet.” Randy whispered. I reached down and removed my flashlight from my belt. Randy signaled for Tara and Tyler to come join us. As they reached the top of the steps, I turned to them and said, “Stay close behind us.” they both nodded that they understood. I motioned for Tyler to get behind Randy, then pulled Tara behind me. I put my spear away and Randy sheathed his knife. We removed our guns with silencers from our holsters. 
 
    Randy entered the store first, with Tyler close behind him. I followed Tyler in, leaving no room for a zombie to go in behind him. Randy and Tyler went to the left, and Tara and I went to the right. We all remained quiet, careful not to attract any undead that may be lurking in the darkness. 
 
    So far, the stock room was clear, and there was something in there I wanted. There was a pallet, filled with boxes of Little Debbie’s of all kinds, and they were big boxes, which made it even better. Kind of made me whish that we had brought the box truck. This small grocery store seemed to be well stocked, and it didn’t appear that any other survivors had been inside. I made a mental note to bring the raid team back to this location, and soon. 
 
    Randy and Tyler came to the double doors leading into the front of the store at the same time Tara and I arrived.  
 
    “It’s clear.” Randy whispered. 
 
    “So far, but we haven’t made it into the front of the store yet.” I added. Randy and I looked through the windows of the double swinging doors. The store still looked well organized. Things weren’t laying in the floor, and there were no undead bodies lying around.  
 
    “You go left, and we will go right.” I instructed. Randy nodded that he understood. 
 
    We moved carefully, opening the double doors and walking out.  
 
    “You two hold those doors and close them slowly.” I told the twins. As the twins came out, they did as they were told. So far, I was proud that Tara was following orders. It didn’t surprise me that Tyler was such a trooper. I had expected as much from him.  
 
    We slowly made our way through the back isle of the store. So far, there wasn’t a walker or person in sight. Tara and I made our way up the last isle toward the front of the store. So far so good. Everything appeared to be fine, but I maintained my guard. I knew better than to let it down. 
 
    The air around us was heavy with the foul odor of rotted meat. Like all other stores, the electricity was out, and the coolers where the meat was displayed for sale failed to do their job without electricity. I placed my flashlight in the holding strap on my belt so that I could cover my nose. Tara followed my lead and covered hers as well. I couldn’t say that I blamed her. The smell was absolutely terrible. I looked to the shelves on my left, and was thankful there was nothing there that we needed to come back for.  
 
    Tara and I made our way to the front of the store. There wasn’t a single zombie in the store. The doors to the store were open. I quickly moved to close the sliding doors, and turned the locks on them. We were in a safe location to do a raid and I wanted it to stay that way.  
 
    I turned to see Tyler and Randy come up through isle one. When they saw me, they sprinted to where I stood.  
 
    “The whole store is clear.” Randy said in a normal tone of voice as he holstered his gun. I too placed my gun in the holster.  
 
    “Everything was clear on my side as well. This raid is going to be fast and easy. I didn’t even see any undead outside.” I stated.  
 
    “Things are quiet.” Randy said. 
 
    “Yeah, too quiet. I don’t like it. Let’s each fill a shopping cart and get the hell out of here.” I commented.  
 
    “Everything is fine Mom.” Tyler said. 
 
    “Everything is never fine.”  
 
    No sooner had the words left my mouth, we heard the sound of a roaring truck engine. We turned to look out of the window. I couldn’t believe what I saw. There was a Dooley pickup truck flying into the parking lot with a horde of zombies chasing after it. We watched in horror as the truck lost control and came plowing through the sliding glass doors.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Everyone Run!” I yelled as I took off down one of the isles. The truck came crashing into the store, and the driver jumped out. I hadn’t realized I had lost my footing and fallen down until Tara was at my side helping me to my feet. I scrambled to stand and immediately looked toward the crashed vehicle. A man was running in our direction. 
 
    “Run fucking Run!” he yelled. He didn’t have to tell me twice.  
 
    A horde of the undead came rushing into the store. I grabbed Tara’s hand and took off for the swinging doors in the rear of the store. I took my gun out of the holster, expecting those things to be around the truck when we made it outside. I heard someone running beside me. I turned to see if it was Randy and Tyler, but it wasn’t. It was the stranger that was driving the truck. He was following us. I didn’t think much of it. Hell, he needed to be safe too. If that meant him crawling in the truck with us then so be it.  
 
    Tara and I made it to the double doors. I turned back again to see if Tyler and Randy were close by. They were coming around the corner of one of the isles. I was relieved to see my son, but we weren’t out of the woods yet. I turned back to watch where I was going in enough time to see the stranger take a lead on me. I watched as he took a running leap and landed on the bed of the truck. He quickly scrambled to the front, near the cab and jumped off. He crawled into the driver’s seat.  
 
    My first thought when he got into the driver’s seat was simple; that bastard better not try to leave us here. I will drive back to the village with his brains splattered on the windshield. Randy, Tyler, Tara, and I made it out the back door of the store at the same time.  
 
    “Hurry the hell up!” the stranger called to us as he opened the back door on the driver’s side. Tara and I went to the driver’s side and climbed into the back seat. Randy and Tyler went to the passenger side and jumped into the already opened doors. One by one, the doors on the truck slammed shut, and the stranger squealed tires away from the store.  
 
    I sat back against the seat and tried to catch my breath. I really need to quit smoking.  
 
    “Holy hell now that was a rush.” the stranger said.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, still slightly out of breath.  
 
    “The name is Jay Blackburn. Pleased to meet you ma’am.” he said. He sounded like your typical Georgia redneck with his thick southern accent.  
 
    “What happened to your truck?” Randy asked. Like me, I am sure Randy was wondering how in the hell the man, Jay Blackburn had lost control and come crashing through the sliding glass doors. 
 
    “Damned tire blew out and that old Ford just couldn’t keep straight.” Jay said.  
 
    “Where were you headed in such a hurry?” I asked.  
 
    “I was headed back to the hotel where my group stays. Those damned things are fast and I didn’t want to lead ‘em to us.” Jay replied. His story made sense. We had done something like that before, only we didn’t take out any buildings in the process.  
 
    “Ok, we will take you back to your hotel, but then we are headed home. I think we have all had enough fun for one day.” I said matter of fact.  
 
    I didn’t know about the twins and Randy, but I was sure that we could all go home and have no problem calling this a botched raid. I had no problem with it at all. As long as my twins were safe, that was really all that mattered to me. I turned and looked at each of them. They both looked fine except from being out of breath from all of the running. I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    I turned my attention to the man driving the truck. My heart was not racing nearly as badly, and my breathing was calming down. He was an average looking redneck, about six feet tall, with a lean yet muscular build. He had jet black hair that he still managed to keep cut military style. I looked into the rear view mirror and I could see his crystal blue eyes fixated on the road as he drove. He was definitely handsome.  
 
    “So how many are in your group?” I asked Jay.  
 
    “Seven. We like to keep our numbers small. It seems we do better that way.” he stated. I was surprised by the statement. I hadn’t noticed a difference either way. I had been part of a small group, and was now part of a large group. Either way, we managed just fine. However, there was a lot I could tell about Jay Blackburn simply by the comment he had made. He was a bit of a loner, humanity didn’t matter to him. He was all about his own survival and fuck anybody else. I wasn’t sure I liked that.  
 
    We continued to travel down Highway 20 toward I-75. The roads seemed pretty clear. All of the vehicles had been moved to the sides and almost every one of them was touching another one. It looked as though Jay and his group had been busy clearing their path to town where all of the stores were.   
 
    It was a smart idea. My group had done almost the same thing, but we did leave vehicles we had to dodge. We only moved what we absolutely had to. Work smarter, not harder, that was my motto. Besides, in these trying times, too much effort could get you killed as quick very little. One thing I had learned in the past seventeen months was that there was a certain level of work that had to be put into anything that needed to be done. The truth was, too much of a good thing makes it bad, and that was my opinion of the work that Jay and his group had done in clearing the roads.  
 
    I saw several hotels up in the distance, but it wasn’t difficult to pin point which one was Jay’s. There is a hotel up ahead with a fenced in court yard area.  Corn and other crops grew within the fence. I could also see what looked like two soldiers sitting on the top of the building, one looking out in our direction with binoculars. I watched as Jay flashed the headlights in the direction of the hotel.  
 
    We turned to cross the highway to the left side of the road where the Best Western rested.  
 
    “Here we are. Home sweet home.” Jay said with a pearly white smile as he parked my Tundra. He turned off the ignition and stepped out of the truck. He looked up to the top of the building, covering his eyes with his hand to shield his eyes from the sunlight.  
 
    “Hey there, Mark! How’s the view up there?” he called out.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing? You know noise attracts those things right?” Tara stated as she came to stand beside Jay. Jay turned his attention to Tara with a grin on his face.  
 
    “Now you are a smart little kid aren’t you? Yes I know that noise attracts zombies, but I don’t think they have supersonic hearing. The herd won’t be able to hear us. I think we got away from them.” Jay stated matter-of-factly.   
 
    I exited the vehicle. Randy came around to stand beside me, adjusting his pack on his back. Trey came out behind me. Jay looked up at me and smiled. 
 
    “You know Mama, this is the first time I got a good look at you. You are one hot little cookie darlin’.” I cast him a sly little grin. I also caught the look on Randy’s face when he heard what Jay had to say about how I looked.  
 
    Jay looked down at his watch.  
 
    “Well, people, its noon. Now I don’t know about you but where I come from, noon means it’s time to eat. Who’s hungry? You four are more than welcome to grab a bite to eat and rest up before you head back home.” Jay said.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” I stated. Not so much that I wasn’t hungry, but for the simple fact that I wasn’t sure I liked this guy’s company. I just wanted to load up my kids and get us home. They had come close enough to danger for one day in my book.  
 
    “No, now I insist. It’s the least I can do for you givin’ me a ride back to my place here.” Jay said. I rolled my eyes. He was a true southern redneck. The problem with that was that I am southern too, a true Georgia peach, and I wasn’t one to turn down southern hospitality. It just wasn’t good southern manners.  
 
    “Hey Jay, we got worried about you. Expected you back two days ago.” I heard a voice call out. Jay turned to see who was speaking to him. I also turned to see who was approaching us; always on my guard no matter where I am or what situation I am in. considering my kids were with me, my guard was solid. Nothing could break it down.  
 
    When I turned to find the source of the voice, I was facing a man about five foot eight and slender with a shaved head and sunglasses covering his eyes. He was also chewing tobacco (gross). He spit and it landed just at my feet. I was surprised it didn’t splash on my shoes it was so close to me. I felt my stomach churn.  
 
    “I got held up in Marietta. Couldn’t find a way back through for a while. Had to abandon the Camaro and go it on foot for a while until I got through the traffic jam.” Jay said.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Who’s your friends?” the stranger said. Jay turned to us.  
 
    “You know, I hadn’t got their names yet. Ran into ‘em when I wrecked into a grocery store about two miles or so up the road. They saved my ass from a herd of zombies.” Jay informed.  
 
    The strange man turned and looked at us, still chewing as he propped the shot gun on his shoulder.  
 
    “Well, thank you for bringing him back to us. My name is Jim.” he said as he stretched out his hand. I looked down to make sure he didn’t have any dried spit on his hand before I took it and shook it.  
 
    “I’m Amber. This is Randy, and my two children, Tara and Tyler.” I stated, introducing everyone.  
 
    “Pretty name to go with that pretty face.” Jay said with a sly grin. I knew what was going through his mind about me, and all I had to say to that was no fucking way. If I wasn’t going to get to close to Randy, a dear and trusted friend that had saved my ass more times than I could count, then I sure as hell wasn’t letting this strange guy with a lack of compassion in my pants. Oh hell no.  
 
    “Well, it’s nice to meet y’all. I’m the leader of this here outfit. Jay here is like our scout. We send him out when we need to move a distance to see what we have to look forward to when we venture out.”  That was strange. I honestly would have pegged Jay as the leader of the group. He had that sort of demeanor about him. I guess you learn something new every day.  
 
    “I was just telling Amber here that they should stay and grab a bite to eat with us. It was the least we could do for their help.” Jay informed. Jim nodded his head.  
 
    “Yeah, it sounds like a good idea. Miranda has already whipped something up. She’s a damned good cook. Y’all come on in and grab a bite to eat with us. You don’t want to go back out right now anyway. That herd you guys avoided is headed this way. Might want to stay inside until the coast is clear.” He didn’t have to tell me twice. The last thing I wanted to do was try to plow through a herd of zombies as they called it. I turned and looked at Randy. I could tell by the look he returned to me that he wasn’t sure about this. I nodded to assure him that it would be ok. We would just do as we always do, keep our guard up. 
 
    “It sounds like it’s dangerous to be out right now. I guess we can join you guys for a bit until the herd clears out.” I said hesitantly.  
 
    “Sounds good. Y’all come on in here and we will get you settled in.” Jim said as he turned to lead the way inside. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I was surprised when we walked inside of the Best Western. It appeared to be untouched by the apocalypse. It looked the same as I would have expected any hotel to look upon entering. The front desk was still completely intact with the computer still resting on the desk. The carpets were clean and the furniture unstained by blood or any other undead nastiness. It appeared as though this place had never known what it was like to have the undead lurk within its walls.  
 
    I looked around and noticed a woman sitting at the registration desk, and she seemed to be playing on the computer. That is when it hit me. This place had power!  
 
    “You have electricity here.” I stated to Jim and Jay.  
 
    “Yes ma’am we do. It’s nice too. Even during a God damned apocalypse, we still know what it’s like to have a hot shower.” Jim informed.  
 
    I was suddenly extremely jealous. Me, and everyone in my village had been taking baths either in the nearby creek, or giving ourselves a wipe down with baby wipes or wet wash rags, (most commonly known of as a whore bath). I wasn’t sure I liked these people, but I wondered if I could make nice with them enough to talk them into allowing us to take a real shower before we left.  
 
    “You are more than welcome to take a shower if you like. We have plenty of rooms. For all I care, you guys can hang out until morning if you want. Hell, we got plenty of room. There are only seven of us in this entire fucking hotel.” Jay stated.  
 
    I wasn’t sure about staying all night to rest up, but I was definitely going to take them up on that shower offer. I knew that Tara would be pleased. A real hot shower was one thing that she had been complaining about since we left the old school in Kingston. The only thing that would make it better was to have some clean clothes to put on afterward. Still, I would take what I could get.  
 
    “The food’s this way. Hey Valerie, chow time.” Jim stated as he led us into the restaurant of the hotel. Randy led the way for our group, and I brought up the rear, still refusing to let my guard down even if a hot meal and a shower had been offered to us.  
 
    We made our way into the dining room of the restaurant. I could smell a familiar aroma in the air. It smelled like freshly cooked pork and steamed vegetables. For a moment, I thought I had died and gone to heaven.  Jim led us over to a table and gestured for us to take a seat, and that is exactly what we did.  
 
    “Y’all wait here and I will help Miranda bring the food out.” Jim said. 
“I smell pork chops.” Tyler said, announcing what I was already thinking. Jim smiled at my son.  
 
    “Well son, that’s because we have pork chops.” Jim informed.  
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked.  
 
    “When we found this place, the power and the gas was still on. After we cleared the zombies out and got everything secure, we went browsing through to see what was here that we could use. The coolers and freezers were still working, and full of fresh meats. I told you we eat good around here, and Miranda is the best damned cook there is.” Jim stated matter-of-factly.  
 
    I personally didn’t care how good of a cook she was. At this point, the aroma in the air was triggering my stomach in to enforcing my don’t-give-a-shit attitude. All I cared about was eating some real pork chops. My mouth was watering for them, and that was just from what I could smell from where I sat. I was sure it would get worse once the plate rested under my nose.  
 
    “Y’all make yourselves at home. I’m gonna go help with the plates. I hope y’all ain’t picky with your sides. We ain’t making’ nothing special if you don’t like it.” Jim stated as he entered the kitchen through the swinging door.  
 
    “Mom, can you believe this? We are gonna eat real pork chops for the first time in God knows how long.” Tyler stated excitedly. I smiled at my son. I shared his excitement, though I tried to remain adult about the situation. Truth be told, I could probably do a back flip I was so thrilled.  
 
    Randy took a seat beside me at the table.  
 
    “Well, this turned out to be an interesting day.” he said, trying to make conversation.  
 
    “Yes it has. We won’t have anything to take back to the village, but at least we will have full tummies, and we can even have clean bodies. I don’t know about you guys, but I fully intend to take them up on the offer for a hot shower.” I said.  
 
    “Me too.” Tara stated.  
 
    “I could go for a real shower.” Tyler said, agreeing with Tara and me.  
 
    “Yeah, I could too. I just don’t know if I am comfortable enough for that.” Randy said.  
 
    “Where is the harm in it? They seem like nice people to me. A little on the redneck side, but nice.” I stated matter of fact.  
 
    Randy sat in silence for a moment before he spoke.  
 
    “I know you guys are excited about the hot showers and the real food, but we have to keep our guard up and remember that we don’t know these people. For all we know, they could be flesh eating cannibals.” Randy said. I couldn’t help but to laugh at him. He really did crack me up.  
 
    “Oh Randy, lighten up. I am sure we can manage to work out the shower thing, and still keep our guard up. All we have to do is team up. Tara and I will go into one room and use the shower, and you and Tyler go into another room. One will stand guard while the other showers. That way if anyone tries anything, we will be ready for it.” I said.  
 
    The door to the kitchen swung open and Jim came out carrying four plates in his arms. The woman behind him was carrying a tray with a tea pitcher and four glasses.  I could hear the ice clinking in the glasses.  That really made me happy. We didn’t get cold drinks often. We didn’t run the generators enough to get cold drinks all the time. We only did it on special occasions.  
 
    I watched anxiously as Jim came to the table and placed the plates down in front of us one by one. I looked at the food on the plate. It smelled amazing. The pork chops were seasoned with just the right amount of spices. The aroma of garlic and onion filled the air. The green beans looked wonderful, and I could see the tiny hint of yellow on the plate that let me know they had actually been cooked in butter, just as the corn on the cob had been.  
 
    Miranda came to the table and handed out the glasses. Suddenly the smell of freshly cooked bread hit my nose, and my mouth watered even more. I looked at the tray and resting there was a basket loaded in fresh, hot biscuits. Miranda placed a glass full of iced tea at each of our seats and a basket of bread in the center of the table.  
 
    “This looks wonderful. Thank you.” I said offering sincere appreciation for the meal they were providing us with.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure. I hope you like it.” Miranda said with a warm smile on her face.  She was a beautiful woman. She stood about my height and my weight, with long black hair just past her shoulders, and lavender eyes. Her complexion was flawless; not a wrinkle, scar, or freckle on her face.  
 
    I looked down at my plate again. I couldn’t resist the temptation of the succulent goodness that awaited to fill my mouth with an explosion of wonderful flavors, giving my taste buds a party inside my mouth. Still, there was one thing we had to do. I reached my hands out to either side of me, taking Randy’s hand in my left, and Tara’s hand in my right. We all four bowed our heads, and I led us in prayer.  
 
    “Lord please bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies, and our bodies to thy service. In Jesus name we pray, Amen.”   The three of my companions followed with their own Amen behind me. I quickly retrieved my fork, and took a bite of the green beans. A rush of butter and pepper filled my mouth, causing it to salivate, filling my mouth so much so that it felt as though I needed to swallow before I chewed.  
 
    I watched as my kids went straight for the pork chops, cutting big bites of the meat from the bones. I heard Tara moan as she slowly chewed the meat, savoring every ounce of flavor it offered. Tyler simply cut and chewed, cut and chewed. He wasn’t saving any time for savoring. He was scarfing. Randy and I seemed to be the only ones minding our manners as we enjoyed the feast before us. Truth be told, I wanted to eat like my kids; just shove the food in my mouth, chew just enough for some flavor, then swallow.  
 
    I savored every bite as I consumed the meal that rested on the table in front of me. I caught sight of the basket of fresh bread. I couldn’t help but to help myself to the basket and I removed one of the biscuits from it. I instantly bit into it and I was in love with the flavor. Clearly Miranda had had a good ole southern Baptist grandmother like me to teach her how to cook bread. It tasted just like it was prepared in a grandmother’s kitchen for Sunday dinner. The thought suddenly made me crave fried chicken.  
 
    I heard the commotion of others coming into the dining room. I watched as Miranda and Jim came out of the kitchen carrying plates and sitting them at seats around the room. The rest of the group was coming in, including Jay, our run away truck guy that we supposedly rescued. As far as I was concerned, we had all just run away together. Still, I wasn’t going to argue with his logic.  
 
    The group filed in and took their seats, each one offering us a friendly hello and good to have ya. I watched as they all took their seats and instantly began eating. Not a one of them bowed their head to say grace. I guess that wasn’t for everyone, but they had that right.  
 
    Jim was the last to sit down, and wouldn’t you know it, he came to sit at the table with my group.  
 
    “How’s the food?” he asked as he took a seat across from me.  
 
    “It’s wonderful. Thank you again.” I said, speaking for all of us.  
 
    “Ah, don’t mention it. I had my time of eating cold canned food while hiding in an abandoned vehicle or under a big front porch. It ain’t the greatest in the world. So what do you say to those showers?” Jim said.  
 
    I turned and looked at Randy. He gave me a look that said, whatever you want to do Commander. I turned my attention back to Jim.  
 
    “I think a good hot shower would be good for all of us. Thank you for the offer. It’s been a while.” I stated.  
 
    “Again, no problem. I remember what it’s like out there.” Jim answered as he took a huge bite right out of the pork chop. That was repulsive. He didn’t even use a fork. I managed to look past it.  
 
    Jim chewed a couple of bites of his meal before he spoke again.  
 
    “So where are y’all camped out at?” he asked me.  
 
    “We are in Adairsville, but we have a civilization that is a bit bigger than a camp.” I informed.  
 
    “Oh yeah, how many people you got?” 
 
    “78” 
 
    “No shittin’ that’s a lot of mouths to feed. Must be hard.” he said.  
 
    “No not really. We all work together in my village. We each have a job or two to do.”  
 
    Jim took a few more bites of his meal before he spoke again.  
 
    “So I take it you are the leader of your outfit Ms. Amber?” he questioned.  
 
    “Yes I am.” 
 
    “They all call her commander.” Tyler said.  
 
    “Yeah, my mom is totally awesome at what she does. She’s like super woman.” Tara replied.  
 
    I felt as though I was going to blush. That wouldn’t do so well for my commander image.  
 
    “Is that right? Well, maybe we will get to see your mom in action.” Jim said with a smile. I didn’t know this man well, but he seemed to be one of those people that had a way with children. He treated my kids like they were normal kids in a normal world. He talked to them as though everything was as it should be, as it was before the outbreak changed our world forever.  
 
    I wasn’t sure about Jay Blackburn, but I thought Jim may be a bit of a humanitarian. That was certainly a quality I thought one needed if they were going to lead a group. I wondered if they kept their numbers small because that’s what they wanted to do, or because they hadn’t come into contact with many survivors since all of this began. I was leaning toward the second option.  
 
    There was definitely a difference between Jay and Jim. Jay seemed to be careless and reckless. Jim seemed to be pulled together and have all of his ducks in a row. I was beginning to see why he was the leader of his outfit as he called it. He had that leader feel to him. I looked around the room at the other six members of his group. Not a one of them looked like they would be a leader, except for Jay of course. After all, I had thought he was the leader to begin with.  
 
    I took the last bite of my food and washed it down with the last of the iced tea. Once the liquid was gone, I opened my mouth a little more to let some of the crushed ice enter my mouth. I didn’t get ice often, and I was going to savor it.  
 
    Jim reached into his pocket and pulled out to card keys and placed them on the table. “These are for rooms 114 and 116 on the second floor. The elevators work good so you can take ‘em up whenever you are ready.” I thought it was funny that he gave us card keys to two rooms and we had already planned to shower using two rooms instead of four just to protect ourselves a little better. It was as though Jim was reading our minds.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to be some place new. Thought you all might feel better if you could stay together a bit.” Jim said as he chewed the last bite of his pork chop. He really was reading my mind, but that was ok. It prevented me from being in a position to possibly offend anyone when we told them how we planned to work this shower thing out. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    The water felt refreshing cascading down my body, washing away months, if not a year of hardships. I remembered this feeling, the feeling that all the stress and all of the trials were being washed away down the drain, never to return. It was peaceful, yet invigorating to submerge myself in the hot steamy liquid that offered me more relaxation that I’d had in a long time.  
 
    I forced my mind to be empty. I didn’t want to be on guard, as much as I thought I needed to be. Truth be told, I was more comfortable around the people I had met, and I didn’t think me or my group was in any danger. I allowed my guard to fall for the first time in a long time. I was behind locked doors, and on a floor that was not ground level.  
 
    I closed my eyes and guided the water over my face. I repeated this, feeling that my face couldn’t be clean enough. I looked down at the bottle of shampoo sitting on the edge of the tub. It was Treseme, the product I used before the world went to shit. I still used it when I could find it and I would submerge myself in the creek water to get clean. That too felt nice, but nothing could compare to a good hot shower.  
 
    I retrieved the bottle of shampoo and squirted some in my hand. I rubbed it around with my palms until it lathered, then put the contents of my hands in my hair and massaged it in. I could have fallen asleep at the feel of the massaging action on my scalp as my hair got the thorough washing it so desperately needed.  
 
    The bathroom filled with the relaxing clean scent of the shampoo as the steam sent it wafting around the room. I inhaled deeply, welcoming the steamy scents to enter my body. I melted into them as I leaned my back against the shower. I allowed the water to flow down as I rinsed the shampoo from the strands of auburn hair that covered my head.  
 
    I didn’t want the shower to end, but like all good things, I knew that an end was inevitable. I reached down and turned off the water to the shower. I stretched my arm out and took the towel from the towel bar, and wrapped my drenched hair in the soft cotton. I took the other towel, and wrapped it around my now clean, naked body and stepped out onto the bath mat beside the tub. I began drying myself off, enjoying the silky smoothness of my freshly shaved legs as I dried them.  
 
    It was nice to feel normal again. It was nice to feel as though my life was as it used to be before people of the world became flesh eating monsters. I slowly dressed myself in my clothes. I was so clean that the smell of my clothes didn’t bother me in the least. My shower had been so long that it felt as though the water had formed a shield on my skin, and the sweat and dirt from my clothes couldn’t touch me.  
 
    Once I was finished dressing myself, I opened the bathroom door and stepped out. Tara was sitting in a chair with her gun aimed at the door. That is what I told her to do just in case.  
 
    “Oh thank God. I thought you were going to be in there forever.” Tara said as she lowered her weapon. I smiled at her.  
 
    “You look like a natural sitting there with your weapon drawn. I could tell by the way you were holding it that you had a good grip.” I said as I towel dried my hair.  
 
    “That’s what you taught me to do. Never hold a gun loosely. You will miss your target. That’s what you always say.”  
 
    I was pleased to see just how much of my teachings my daughter had paid attention to. Tara was a good shot. She did very well in training at the village. In fact, she never missed her target. Some of the guys had gotten together and used hay and old clothes to make practice dummies for us to shoot at while we taught the teenagers and children at the village to shoot.  
 
    “I’m sorry I took so long. It felt wonderful.” I said with a smile, still relaxed from the first shower I’d had in a long time.  
 
    “I bet it did. Don’t get mad if I take a long shower too. I love them just as much as you do.” Tara informed.  
 
    “I will completely understand. They even put razors in the bathroom so you can shave if you want.” I informed Tara. She smiled at me and I could read the smile. She would most definitely be shaving while she enjoyed herself.  
 
    “Ok, well I enjoy talking with you Mom, but I want that shower.” Tara said.  
 
    “It’s ok honey. Knock yourself out.” I said as I gestured toward the bathroom door.  
 
    I didn’t have to tell her twice. Tara stood up and removed her gun belt and back pack. She placed the items on the bed where mine had rested while I showered.  
 
    “See you in a bit.” Tara said as she closed the door behind her. There I was, all alone in the nicely kept hotel room. I made my way over and checked the door to make sure it was secure. It was. Tara hadn’t touched it since I had locked it on our way in. I went to the bed and recouped my gun belt.  
 
    I reached into my back pack and took my cigarettes and lighter out of the side pocket. I made my way over to the sliding glass door that led out onto a balcony and opened them. I stepped outside onto the cement balcony and removed a cigarette from my pack. I placed it in my mouth and lit it. I inhaled deeply, allowing the smoke to fill my lungs. This only added to the level of relaxation that I was feeling from the shower.  I exhaled and looked around the area.  
 
    The back of the Best Western looked out over a parking lot, a swimming pool that the group had also kept maintained, and far in the distance, I could see woods. I thought I saw something moving there. I placed my hand on my gun just in case. The group that claimed this place used big guns. Hell, we did too. I wasn’t sure what kind they were, I am not good with that sort of thing. All I know how to do is load and shoot. That’s really all I need to know. When it comes down to it, the type of big gun didn’t matter to me.  
 
    I took another draw from my cigarette as I continued to watch the wood line. I could still see the object moving and it appeared to be human. Whether or not it was the right kind of human, I couldn’t be sure, but I could watch and wait to see. If it was a walker, then I would have no problem aiming my gun, and taking it out. My hand gun did as well as the big guns, though I knew it wouldn’t carry the distance between me and whatever it was right now.  
 
    I was sure there was a person or two on the roof again keeping watch. They seemed to be really organized when it came to surveillance. Still, you can’t watch four sides at once, even with two people. That is why in my village, we formed a perimeter that would meet any of the undead with deadly force.   
 
    The prospective person was still making their way slowly out of the wood line. Judging by how it was walking, I could tell it was one of them; one of the undead. I wasn’t sure how close it would come before someone on the roof noticed it, but I was on guard again just in case.  
 
    I took the last draw of my cigarette and flicked it out into the parking lot. As I stood there watching, I heard the sliding glass door to the room beside me come open. I turned to see who it was that come out.  
 
    “Hey there Commander. How did you like that shower?” I heard Randy say. I smiled at him.  
 
    “It was great. I definitely feel a hundred percent better. I even let my guard down a bit so that I could really enjoy it.” I stated with a smile still evident upon my face. I made my way over to the edge of the balcony where I could get closer to Randy.  
 
    “Does everything seem quiet over there?” I asked.  
 
    “Except for Tyler singing in the shower, everything is good.” Randy informed. I couldn’t help but to laugh. My son did have a habit of doing that, though I hadn’t heard it in quite some time.  
 
    “Have you showered already?” I asked Randy. He looked down at his hands.  
 
    “Damn, do I look that horrible that you can’t tell when I am clean?” Randy asked.  
 
    It was at that moment that I noticed the fresh, clean scent of the men’s shampoo that Randy had used. I smiled at him.  
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were as greedy as I was to go first.” I said. Randy smiled at me. I could see that look in his eye, the one that was there when he had kissed me. I tried not to notice, but I couldn’t help it. The least I could do was not to add fuel to the fire and allow him to realize that I noticed.  
 
    Randy turned and looked into the room.  
 
    “Tyler’s out of the shower.” he informed.  
 
    “Tara is still in, but she’s a girl so it will take her awhile.” I stated.  
 
    “Hey do you see that zombie making its way in this direction?” I asked as I pointed with my gun. Sure enough, it was still headed this way, one single little zombie all by itself. It was seriously outnumbered here.  
 
    Randy turned his attention to where I had pointed. I saw him place his hand on his gun.  
 
    “Yep. It’s all alone. Poor thing.” Randy said as he removed the gun from his side. He raised his weapon and took his aim. I watched as he concentrated and inhaled a deep breath right before he fired his shot. I watched as the walker fell to the ground.  
 
    “I swear, I don’t see how in the hell you do that. There is no way in hell I could have hit it at this distance.” I stated. Randy lowered his weapon and placed it back in the holster.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s why you brought me along. I’m Super Man.” Randy commented with a smile. I rolled my eyes at him. He did have a bit of a cocky attitude, but it was enough that I could tolerate, and even found amusing at times.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Once Tara finished with her shower, we met Randy and Tyler in the hallway.  
 
    “Does anyone know how to get up to the roof?” I asked. Randy looked around the hallway.  
 
    “There is a set of stairs over there. We could follow them up and see if that’s where it takes us.” he said.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me. I need to talk to Jim and Jay and see if there is some way we can get out of here around that horde and get home. We have too many people that will worry about us if we don’t make it back tonight.” I informed.  
 
    The four of us walked down the hallway and Randy opened the door to the stair well. The four of us went inside and made our way up the stairs. There were so many to travel to get to the roof top. This was one of those times that I was thankful that I was in good shape. Tara and Tyler took the stairs with no problem, but then again, they are only fourteen years old so it shouldn’t be a problem for them.  
 
    Randy made the travel well too. He was also in good shape. Actually, he was in great shape. When the apocalypse began, Randy was a construction worker. It was still evident by looking at him. He was well built, and I had noticed that because, well, I had seen him shirtless a lot in seventeen months.  
 
    I shook my head. That wasn’t the thoughts I wanted going through my head. In fact, I didn’t want any thoughts of Randy in my head except those that pertained to our situation and survival. Ever since the kiss Randy had forced on me on the steps of my apartment that morning, I had done nothing but think about him in ways that I knew I shouldn’t, in ways that should they be entertained, they would get us both killed.  
 
    We made it to the top of the stairs and sure enough, there was the door leading out onto the roof top. I opened the door and stepped out onto the roof top. Sure enough, Jay and Jim were both there, along with Mark, the guy they stationed on top of the roof.  
 
    “Well there is our house guests.” Jim said as he saw the four of us coming toward them.  
 
    “How was those showers?” he asked us.  
 
    “Wonderful, thank you.” I said, answering for all four of us.  
 
    “Not a problem. Glad we could be of service. Hey, did one of y’all take out that zombie that came out of the woods?” Jay said.  
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Randy said  
 
    “Good job. I was just about to shoot the bastard myself when all of a sudden, he fell to the ground. We didn’t even hear a shot.” Jim commented.  
 
    “That’s because we use silencers on our guns. It doesn’t attract as many in our direction if the shot can’t be heard.” Randy informed. 
 
    Jim nodded as he spit a big puddle of tobacco filled saliva on the roof top. Again, my stomach churned.  
 
    “That’s real smart thinking. We don’t have silencers cause our guns aren’t made for them, but they do hold more rounds than those cop guns y’all carry.” Jim said.  
 
    “They still get the job done.” I answered him. 
 
    “That they do, and to hit that thing from this distance, that makes you a damn good shot boy.” Jim said to Randy.  
 
    “I am pretty good.” Randy said.  
 
    “So, how is the horde looking that was headed this way? Have they changed direction at all?” I asked.  
 
    “Here, see for yourself.” Mark said as he handed me a pair of binoculars. I took the binoculars and looked through them. Sure enough, the horde was still headed in our direction, though it seemed they had calmed down a bit. They weren’t running full speed anymore. I could also see how big it was from where I stood. There had to be at least a hundred or so of those things. The worst part was, they blocked the way home.  
 
    “That’s our way home too, and it’s too many just to plow through with the truck.” I said as I handed the binoculars back to Mark.  
 
    “Yep. Judging by their direction, they are headed right for the hotel. Looks like we need to divert them a little bit. Make ‘em turn away from the hotel. I hate hanging out in here for days not making a sound.” Jay said.  
 
    I was definitely interested at this point. 
 
    “How do you make them change direction?” I asked. I really wanted to know the answer to that. Hell, it might be a tactic that we could use in the village to have as an extra precaution. We had a bird’s eye view over our village as well. We always stationed one watcher on the top of the city hall building. Though, we had never had a horde come through that was that size. We had never faced anything that we couldn’t kill. 
 
    “Well, we have us a dare devil in the group. His name is Nick. Nick set up zip wires all around here and he can travel from roof top to roof top without ever touching the ground. He goes to the roof top that leads away from us, and he fires several shots from his gun, or fireworks, or something like that. It makes the herd turn and go toward the noise.”  
 
    That was interesting. I had never thought of that before. In my group, noise was always dangerous. We had never considered using it to distract the hordes and lead them away from us. It definitely would save bullets, not that we were in short supply or anything. We had raided enough gun stores and pawn shops to fight off zombies for quite some time. Not to mention, we did use other weapons like our spears and knives to kill as well. I suddenly felt proud of my little village. I wondered how things were going there.  
 
    “So you are going to have someone travel a zip wire to another roof top and fire shots to draw the zombies away?” Tyler asked.  
 
    “Yep Son, that’s what we are gonna do.” Jim said with a smile.  
 
    “That is awesome. Can I watch?” Tyler asked with excitement in his voice.  
 
    “Sure you can. You might learn something kid.” Jim said as he rubbed the top of my son’s head.  
 
    “I believe I would like to stay and watch as well.” I said. I truly was interested in this tactic. I wanted to see it in action.  
 
    “No time like the present.” Jim said as he removed the radio from his side.  
 
    “Hey Nick do you copy?” he spoke into the radio. 
 
    “10-4 Jim. What can I do yam for?” I heard a voice say through the air waves.  
 
    “We got us a herd coming our way. Time to send ‘em to the Ramada.” Jim said.  
 
    “10-4 chief. On my way up.” Nick replied.  
 
    Jim placed the radio back on his side.  
 
    “Now I don’t feel so bad.” I said with a smile.  
 
    “How’s that?” Jim said.  
 
    “In my village, everyone calls me Commander. Now I don’t feel as bad considering I have heard a few people call you chief.” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t my idea. I thought when the shit hit the fan, I would lose my title. I was the chief of police for Murray County. Seems like the title just stuck with me.” Jim stated.  
 
    He was a long way away from home. Murray County was at least a thirty minute drive from here in normal road conditions. I wondered how Jim came to be in Bartow County, but I wasn’t going to pry. My mind thinks of too many questions, and analyzes too much information as it is. Whatever had happened, Chief Jim was here now, and I was glad he was. I was learning a lot from him.  
 
    The door to the roof top came open and a young guy came through the door. I was surprised to see a boy, not a day over seventeen come through with a harness fastened to his body, and a back pack on his back. He had short dark red hair and shimmering green eyes. He definitely looked like the high school jock type. He was built well for his age.  
 
    “Hi there chief. You say we got us a big one?” Nick said as he took the binoculars from his side and looked through them in the direction of the horde.  
 
    “Woo wee, that’s a big one. Probably the biggest I’ve seen. Where the hell did that come from?” Nick said, still looking through the binoculars.  
 
    “Followed me up from Acworth up 41.” Jay said as he lit a cigarette.  
 
    Nick lowered the binoculars and clipped them back on his side.  
 
    “They seem to get bigger and bigger.” Nick said. 
 
    “Yep, they are coming up from the big cities down south. Guess they finally ate all the people and animals they could find down that way. Now they are migrating up this way looking for food.” Jay said.  
 
    That was a horrible thought. If the hordes were migrating, I wondered how long it would be before they made their way up to our village. We couldn’t handle a horde of this size. We would all have to go inside and hope for the best while we waited for it to move on. The thought terrified me and I was suddenly worried about my little village. I had to get back there to warn them.  
 
    We all watched as Nick made his way over to the edge of the building. He knelt down and clipped the harness he was wearing to one of the zip lines. Once he was attached, he checked to make sure his guns and pack were secure on his back. He looked over at us and smiled.  
 
    “Time for some fun.” he said as he let himself fall on his back over the edge of the building.  
 
    Knowing how far we were off of the ground, it made my feet hurt to watch him do that. I for one was afraid of heights. Better him than me. That was all I could think. We all made our way over to the edge of the building and watched as Nick pulled himself across the street using the zip line. I listened. It was actually very quiet. It was a pretty good distance across the four lane highway to the Ramada Inn that rested at the foot of a hill. Once Nick was half way across, he let go of the zip line, and he slowly glided toward the roof top of the other hotel.  
 
    I just didn’t see how he could do something like this. It made my skin crawl. I had to admit, he was a brave young man that was for sure. Nick was finally out of sight. He looked like nothing more than a speck in the world. We watched as he climbed his way up the side of the Ramada Inn, and up on the roof top. He unfastened himself and climbed up.  
 
    I could no longer see him well enough to see what he was doing.  
 
    “Hey, can I use those binoculars?” I asked Mark.  
 
    “Sure.” he said as he handed them over to me. I placed the binoculars up to my eyes and looked over at the roof top to the Ramada. I could see Nick again, and this time I could make out what he was doing. I watched as he removed the pack from his back and placed it on the roof top. He went digging inside of the pack for a moment. I couldn’t make out at first what he pulled out and sat on the roof top.  
 
    I continued to watch as he set something up. From my line of view, it looked as though he was setting up fireworks and planned to shoot them off to attract the horde in his direction. I watched as Nick reached into his pocket and pulled something out. I imagined it had to have been a lighter or matches. He knelt down and touched the item he had set up on the roof top.  
 
    All of a sudden, we could hear them as they shot up into the air. Sure enough, he had set up fireworks on the roof top, and was shooting them up in the sky. I watched as he grabbed his pack and made his way away from the firework display. He looked as though he was unlocking a lock on something. He was. I watched as he removed a tent and set it up on the roof top of the Ramada Inn.  
 
    I then turned my attention to the horde that was moving in the direction of the Best Western. Sure enough, they had changed their direction, and were now sprinting in the direction of the Ramada. The diversion had worked. I would definitely have to share this information with the soldiers at my village.  
 
    I turned my attention back to Nick. He was removing the harness from his body and he appeared to be making himself comfortable on the roof top.  
 
    “Is he going to camp out over there?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep. If he tried to use the zip wire to get back over here after he got those bastard’s attention, then he would just lead them right back in this direction.” Jim said as he spit over the edge of the building.  
 
    “How long will he be over there on the roof?” Tara asked.  
 
    “About one or two days, depending on how long it takes them to realize there isn’t anyone over there.” Jay said.  
 
    I realized then that Nick’s job wasn’t one that I would want to have. I would hate to be stranded on a roof top for a couple of days all by myself. However, if I had to in order to save my village, I am sure I would. That is, if I could ever make it across the zip wire as they called it. I don’t know. If my village depended on it, I suppose I might be able to swallow my fear and do what needed to be done. Hell, I had done that over and over again since all of this shit started.  
 
    “So what are we going to do now?” Randy asked.  I turned my attention to him, handing the binoculars over to Mark once again.  
 
    “Looks like you guys may need to stay here for a day or two, just until those things clear out.” Jim said.  
 
    “Yeah, but they will be all around the Ramada by tomorrow.” I said.  
 
    “True, they will, but they will still be close enough to hear your truck leave, and then you will lead them in the direction of your village. You have a lot of people, and the only walls you have are over turned buses. You don’t want to lead those things to your village.” Jim said.  
 
    He was right, I didn’t want to do that. I knew that we had no choice but to stay, but I was worried about everyone back home. I knew that the village would worry, especially my family. I sure as hell hoped they wouldn’t send out a search party. I wouldn’t want anyone in my village losing their lives when we were perfectly fine. Too bad cell phones didn’t work anymore. I looked back in the direction of the Ramada. That is when it hit me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “The horde is moving north now.” I said, I was sure the worry was evident in my voice.  
 
    “Yep, it sure is. Nick is good at what he does.” Jim said.  
 
    “No, you don’t understand. It’s moving north now. Adairsville is north of here.” I said, still not taking my eyes off of the Ramada.  
 
    “Oh shit!” Randy exclaimed. He quickly turned his attention to Jim. I was surprised I noticed considering I was in a state of shock.  
 
    “Quick. You have to radio him and tell him to draw them in another direction.” Randy said.  
 
    “Oh my God! Granny and Pawpaw!” Tara exclaimed, bursting into tears.  
 
    “Hey man, you don’t understand. Nick can’t use the zip wire anymore. It will lead ‘em right to us.” Jim said.  
 
    “Something has to be done. We are talking about the lives of nearly seventy people!” Randy exclaimed.  
 
    “Man, I am sorry, but Nick is stuck there for at least two days or so. There is nothing we can do now.” Jim said.  
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening. I had to find some way to get to my village. I had to save the lives that I had worked so hard to save. We worked so hard to build a civilization. There was no way I could let my village fall victim to a horde of a hundred or more zombies. There was just no way! 
 
    I had to take a seat. I crossed my legs where I stood and sat down. I buried my face in my hands. I couldn’t help the tears that began to fall. I couldn’t fight past it. I didn’t even have the desire to try. I needed to shed these tears. They were tears of fear for every life at my village.  
 
    We had families there. My family was there. I always knew how lucky I was to have so much family left. There was no way in hell I was going to lose them to a hungry horde. There was just no way. I turned my attention to Randy.  
 
    “Randy, we have to do something. Please, we have to do something. Everyone I love is in that village. We have to find a way to warn them.” I cried.  
 
    Randy came to sit beside me. He wrapped his arms around me and I laid my head on his shoulder. I continued to sob. The fear that consumed me was overwhelming. I couldn’t remember a time in my life that I was so scared.  
 
    “Shh. It’s ok Amber. We will figure something out.” Randy said as he tried to comfort me, running his fingers through my semi wet hair.  
 
    Something has to be done. Something has to be done. The words continued to repeat themselves through my mind. I searched franticly in my mind for some idea, something we could do to save the lives in the village. To hell with the village itself. We had somewhere to move. We had been preparing for it for a while.  
 
    I thought about the plan our council had been discussing for a couple of months. The old middle school in Adairsville would be the perfect place to relocate our village to. It was a strong structure, and there was a tall fence that surrounded the football field and the parking lot. We could safely store our cars and grow more food on the old football field, using it as a garden. We had even began stocking the building with supplies.  
 
    It wasn’t ready yet. We didn’t have any beds, covers, or anything like that in the building. All of the food and weapons were still in the basement of city hall and the church annex building in the town square.  All of that would have to be moved, and fast. All of the people would have to be moved, but we had enough vehicles to pull that off. That wouldn’t be a problem. But how in the hell would we get word to the village about what was happening? 
 
    I don’t remember leaving the rooftop of the building. Randy must have led me down. He hadn’t left my side since I realized our village was in danger and broken down. He was sitting beside me now in the dining room, still holding tightly to my hand. Was I really that much of an emotional wreck that I had finally hit female stage? Apparently so.  
 
    I looked down at my plate. The food looked wonderful. Fried chicken breast, biscuit, mashed potatoes and a side salad. There was even cheese for the salad. Had I not been so worried about my village, I would have been as overcome by the wonderful meal as I was the wonderful lunch.  
 
    It was a wonderful meal, but all I did was pick at it.  
 
    “You have to eat something. You have to keep your strength up.” Randy said as he tried to convince me to eat.  
 
    “I can’t eat. I am too upset.” I said as I moved the biscuit around my plate with my fork.  
 
    “Don’t worry Amber. I am going to work something out. Jim is coming to sit with us in a minute. I have an idea.” Randy said.  
 
    “You do? What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah Randy, what’s the plan?” Tyler said.  
 
    “You will all find out soon enough, but it involves that motorcycle sitting in the reception area.” Randy said.  
 
    Just as Randy had said he would, Jim came over to sit with us. He sat his plate down on the table and took a seat. No one said anything for a moment. 
 
    “Hey, I’m uh sorry about your village thing. If we had of thought about it before hand, we could have diverted the zombies in a different direction.” Jim said.  
 
    Randy took this as his perfect opportunity to speak. He turned his attention to Jim.  
 
    “Hey Jim, who’s motorcycle is that in the reception area?” Randy asked.  
 
    “It’s Mark’s. He made a special trip to the Harley dealership a couple of exits up the interstate to get it.” Jim answered.  
 
    “Do you think Mark would be up to a Road trip?” Randy asked.  
 
    I was definitely interested in where Randy was going with this, but I was sure I had an idea of what at least some of his plan was.  
 
    “I don’t know. He might. What did you have in mind?” Jim asked Randy.  
 
    “Well, I was thinking that perhaps we could tell Mark how to get to the village and he could take that motorcycle in the morning and head toward the village.” Randy said.  
 
    “What, like to warn ‘em?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a lot of people, and probably the closest thing to an actual civilization that still exists. Amber has a lot of family there. Her father and mother just came back from being gone for seventeen months. She doesn’t need to lose them.”  
 
    Randy spoke the truth. I didn’t want to lose my parents, and I didn’t want to lose them either. My brother Jarred had also come back. Even though we were not as close as Alex and I were, I still didn’t want anything to happen to him either.  
 
    “That could work. The zombies will be far enough away from the hotel tomorrow morning that Mark could get out without a problem. How long is this drive to Adairsville?” Jim asked.  
 
    “About twenty minutes or so up highway 41.” 
 
    “That’s not too bad. How’s the roads?”  
 
    “Pretty clear for trucks to get through. We came through with two box trucks just yesterday and made it in that time. With a motorcycle, Mark should be able to make excellent time.” Randy said.  
 
    Jim sat there chewing on fried chicken for a few minutes. He looked as though he was deep in thought, like he had some big decision to make. I didn’t see where the decision required such contemplation. Of course, I was a bit biased as well. After all, it was my village that needed to be saved. Of course my decision would have been hasty and in favor of doing what I believed was the right thing.  
 
    “So I suppose you wanna find a way to get back home as soon as possible huh?” Jim asked me.  
 
    “Of course.” I replied.  
 
    “We have to get home. We have a lot of people to save.” Tara said. I was surprised that she was even paying attention to the conversation. She wasn’t talking much and I didn’t think she even knew what we were talking about. Still, I thought again and realized that I should have known better. She is Pawpaw’s girl, and she would definitely be concerned about her grandfather.   
 
    “Well, let me see if I can’t get you some help from our scout. Jay knows all the roads within 100 miles of here. He should be able to help find another route.” Jim said. I suddenly began to feel better. I even found myself taking a bite of my food as I watched Jim stand up and walk over to where Jay sat with Mark and Miranda.  
 
    I turned my attention to Randy. I could kiss him right now for the effort he had put into coming up with a plan. So far, it sounded like a good one. I hadn’t realized I was smiling at him until he spoke to me.  
 
    “What are you smiling about Amber?” Randy asked me.  
 
    “You. I can’t believe you thought so hard to put a plan together.” I replied.  
 
    “Well, those people are my family too Commander. I can’t leave them to slaughter by those flesh eating bastards. Something has to be done. Besides, I know how much it means to you, and I want you to be happy.”  
 
    I knew what Randy meant by what he said. Sure, it seemed self-explanatory, but there was another meaning behind what Randy had said. He was telling me in his own way that he was in love with me, and he would do anything he had to do to make me happy. I wished I could do or say something to show him some appreciation, but how much was I willing to say or do? I didn’t want to be in a relationship, or at least, I didn’t think I did.  
 
    I watched as Jim came back to our table, Jay followed directly behind him. I watched the two men as they pulled out chairs and took a seat. 
 
    “So Jim here tells me that you wanna find a way to get back home.” Jay said as he scooted his chair closer to the table. I had just noticed that he had brought his slice of chocolate cake with him.  
 
    “That’s right. Do you have any suggestions?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, Highway 20 is pretty clear all the way to Canton. I suppose you could take the Highway and go the back way through Waleska and Fairmount.” Jay said as he placed a bite of cake in his mouth. 
 
    “That seems like a long route.” Randy said.  
 
    “Well it is, but it will get you there. It will take you about two hours dodging vehicles and all, but it can be done.” Jay answered taking another bite of cake into his mouth.  
 
    I sat there thinking for a moment. It really was the long way around, but I didn’t see any other way. I went over the roads and streets in my mind, but I couldn’t think of another route to take. I had to admit that Jay was right, and that was the plan that needed to be put into action and followed.  
 
    “Well, then I guess that’s the way we will go.” I said, looking at Randy. 
 
    “That sounds like a plan to me too.” Randy said.  
 
    Jim turned in his seat to face me.  
 
    “Jay will go with you to give you an extra hand just in case the shit hit’s the fan.” Jim said.  
 
    “That’s not necessary.” Randy answered. We all turned to look at him. Randy looked around at our gazes, and spoke again.  
 
    “We always manage pretty well with what we have. We wouldn’t want to put Jay in danger of not being able to return. If that horde comes through the town, Jay could be stuck there for God only knows how long.” Randy added.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was right or not, but it felt as though Randy was jealous of Jay. God I didn’t know why if that was the case. I had no interest in Jay what so ever. He was nowhere even close to my type. I hoped and prayed this wasn’t going to go any further. I actually thought that having another pair of hands for the journey would be a good thing. In the end, I was in charge. That is the way it has been since day one. I guess if I had to, I would pull rank on Randy. I just hoped it didn’t piss him off too bad.  
 
    “I understand that we always make it Randy, but we are going into territory that we know absolutely nothing about. I think another pair of hands would be useful. Jay can bunk with us at the old school for a few days if need be.” I sat there and I waited for Randy’s response.  
 
    “But they are going to be one man down with Mark gone to the village anyway. If Jay goes, then they are two men down for God only knows how long.” Randy said in protest. 
 
    “That may be so, but if Jim is willing to be shorthanded just to ensure that the village is safe, and that the people we care about live through this, then I think we should be appreciative and take it.” I said.  
 
    I turned my attention back to Jim. 
 
    “The assistance of your men will be greatly appreciated Jim. Thank you.” I said matter-of-factly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    That night as I lay in bed, I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned back and forth in the bed, trying to fight to keep my eyes closed. I knew that I needed my rest if I was going to save my village, but I couldn’t make myself sleep no matter how hard I tried. All I could think about was the “what ifs” about my village. What if Mark didn’t make it there in time? What if something happened to him on the road? What if something happened to one or all of us on the road? What if another horde of zombies made it to the village before any of us could warn them? 
 
    So many things rushed through my mind that I couldn’t stand the thought of closing my eyes. The covers felt as though they were suffocating me. I felt like I was being held down against my will. I couldn’t stand it. I kicked the covers off of me causing the sheets to rustle. I exhaled a sigh of annoyance and climbed out of bed.  I grabbed my cigarettes and lighter from the table beside the sliding glass door that led out onto the balcony to the room that I shared with Tara. I removed a cigarette from the pack and placed it in my mouth. I lit the end, drawing in a deep breath filled with anxiety relieving smoke. I inhaled it deep into my lungs and held it as though I was smoking weed again.  
 
    I exhaled as I looked across the parking lot into the night. There wasn’t anything moving in the distance that I could see. I could hear the two guards on the roof top laughing. I wished I had something to be happy about. I took another draw from my cigarette and exhaled. I rubbed my head. It was starting to hurt from all of the stress and worry.  
 
    “You couldn’t sleep either huh?” I heard Randy say from the balcony beside me. 
 
    “What do you have? ESP?” I said as I walked over to the brick wall that separated the two balconies.  
 
    “When it comes to you I do.” Randy said, exhaling a draw from his own cigarette.  
 
    “I am starting to believe you.” I said.  
 
    “You should. I always know when something is wrong with you. I usually know what is wrong with you too.” Randy said with a sly grin. I did hate his slyness, but at the same time, it entertained me. After all, it was just who Randy was, and I loved him.  
 
    Did I actually think that? I shook my head trying to figure out if I had actually told myself that I loved him. How did I love him? Like a brother? Like a friend? More than a friend? The questions flooded my mind so quick that I couldn’t make heads or tails of anything.  
 
    I couldn’t focus my thoughts on Randy. Yes, I loved him, so what? There was nothing I could do about it. This wasn’t a day and age where love was beneficial to anyone. All love did was get you killed. I loved my kids, and that limited me a lot. I loved the people of my village, and that was putting Randy, my kids, and me in danger to get back to them.  
 
    I didn’t need any more love compromising anything in my life. I pushed the thoughts away again for the millionth time in two days, and focused on more important things.  
 
    “Do you think Mark will make it there in time Randy?” I asked with a heavy heart.  
 
    “I think everything will be ok just so long as the roads are clear for him.”  
 
    “Have we gone over the evacuation plan enough that Alex and the others can handle a quick relocation?”  
 
    “Relax Amber. We have been over everything with a fine tooth comb. That is why our village survives. We think of everything.”  
 
    “But do you think Alex will remember to lead a Raid team into the school to clear it before moving anyone in?” 
 
    “Amber, stop driving yourself crazy.” Randy said.  
 
    I couldn’t help myself. I was worried about my village and everyone in it. I couldn’t help but to go over these things in my mind over and over again.  
 
    “God, can’t anyone get any sleep around here?” I heard Tara say as she came shuffling out of the sliding glass door.  
 
    “Did we wake you baby?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, you and mister loud mouth. Couldn’t you have at least shut the door behind you? And that nasty cigarette smoke is blowing right in my face. You know I can’t stand it.” Tara complained. I smiled at her.  
 
    “I’m sorry honey. Why don’t you go back inside and go to bed? You can close the door behind you. I know you are safe in there.” I said.  
 
    Tara rubbed her eyes vigorously before answering. 
 
    “Ok, but you two keep it down. We have to get up early tomorrow. You said so yourself, Mom.” Tara instructed.  
 
    “We will be quieter. I promise.” I informed her before she went back inside, closing the door behind her.  
 
    \I turned my attention back to Randy.  
 
    “I wonder if she is ever going to quit complaining.” I said.  
 
    “Not as long as she is a teenager stuck in a zombie apocalypse.” Randy answered. I smiled at him.  
 
    “I guess you are right. She has complained about something for seventeen months. Nothing is ever good enough for her.”  I said.  
 
    I watched as Randy placed his hands on the railing and threw his leg over it so that he was straddling the railing.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked him.  
 
    “I’m coming over there with you.”  
 
    “Are you crazy? You could fall.” I said as I stepped back. Randy was now hanging on the railing and I watched as he maneuvered himself over to the balcony on my side of the brick wall. He strategically pulled himself up onto the railing and crossed over to where he was now standing in front of me.  
 
    “Sometimes I think you are crazy.” I said as I smacked him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah I am, but at least I can’t get committed.” Randy said with that sly smile the drives me wild. I shook my head forcing the thoughts out.  
 
    “So what did you want to come over here for?” I asked.  
 
    “Just to be close to you.” Randy said. The mere words made me blush. I hoped that he didn’t notice it in the dark.  
 
    Randy took a step closer to me. I wanted to move, but my feet wouldn’t cooperate with me. He gazed into my eyes, and it was suddenly harder for me to breathe. My heart was racing, much like it had the day before when Randy kissed me.  
 
    I could smell the fresh clean scent of him where he had showered earlier. I smelled axe body wash, and probably cologne for all I knew. He smelled so damned good. My mouth was suddenly watering for him. Then of course there was that natural smell of masculinity, the natural sweat of the body that released pheromones into the air which traveled directly to my nose, igniting a fire in forbidden places within me.  
 
    I stumbled back, feeling as though I would fall off of the face of the earth. Randy reached out to me, grabbing both of my elbows and pulling me into him in the most sensual of embraces I had felt in a long time.  
 
    “Amber, why won’t you let me love you?” Randy whispered into my ear. The feeling of his breath on my skin covered my body in goose bumps. I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to love him. I wanted him to love me. I did love him, but I couldn’t let it be known. There was too much danger, too many things to go wrong, too much to lose. Still, the feeling of him standing there holding me close, feeling his heart beating in tune with mine, I wanted to give in to him and tell him that I loved him. I wanted to tell him that it was ok to love me, and that is what I wanted him to do, but I just couldn’t. I wasn’t strong enough for that. I would never be strong enough for that. 
 
    I quickly pulled away from him, struggling to catch my breath. I could see the look of disappointment on his face.  
 
    “Randy...I...I can’t ever be with you. I only have room in my heart to love my children.” I said, hoping the explanation was good enough. Randy ran his hand through his hair.  
 
    “That’s bull shit and you know it Amber. You have love for everyone in the village.” Randy said, definitely irritated.  
 
    “Yes, and that includes you. Why can’t that be enough for you Randy?” I asked.  
 
    “Because I love you more than just like I do the survivors at the village. I love every one of them, and I fight for their safety, but I am in love with you Amber. Why can’t you see that?” Randy commented with anger and pain in his voice.  
 
    “I do see that!” I yelled. I took another step back.  
 
    “And you are going to stand there and tell me that you don’t feel the same way about me?” Randy said, closing the gap between us.  
 
    I buried my face in my hands and tried to breath. This was the last thing I wanted to do tonight. Suddenly, lying in bed worried about my village while trapped by the covers would be better than fighting with Randy over love. This was not the day and age where love was acceptable anymore. Not that kind of love. How could I be lying in bed making love to him while hordes of the undead walked the streets outside of our windows, putting our village in danger every night? How could I be lost in bliss while that lurked outside of our doors? Let’s face it, this was not an era where intimacy was possible.  
 
    Randy closed the gap between us, placing each of his hands on my shoulder.  
 
    “I would do anything for you Amber, you know that. Hell, I have done anything for you. I have followed your every order since day one of this shit. I have let you lead me in everything.” Randy said, lowering his voice.  
 
    “That’s what you were supposed to do to survive Randy. It had nothing to do with how you feel about me.” I replied. 
 
    “I didn’t have to stay at that village. I didn’t have to stay with you. You know me. I could survive on my own. I didn’t have to be with you and the kids.” 
 
    “Then why were you?” 
 
    “Because I loved you before the world went to shit. Why do you think I was in that store every day after work?” 
 
    “For citrus soda and honey buns.” 
 
    Randy laughed.  
 
    “I didn’t have to have that. Not to mention, there were several stores on my way home from work every day. I could have bought that anywhere. It was because of you Amber. I wanted to see you. I wanted to hear you talk, and watch you laugh. That’s why I was in that store every day.”  
 
    I tried with everything in me to fight back the tears. I wanted to cry because somehow, his words were sweet to me. They brought out feelings within me that I wouldn’t allow myself to feel, and not because of the apocalypse either. It started way before that. I wouldn’t let myself love anyone since my husband died tragically in a car accident. It nearly killed me, and I don’t think I could handle losing anyone else again.  
 
    I took a step away from Randy, moving out of his grasp.  
 
    “Randy, there can never be anything between us. We don’t live in a world where we can be in love. We are always looking over our shoulder, we live with guns on our belts, and knives in our boots.” 
 
    “Amber, please...”  
 
    “No. I’m not having this conversation with you anymore. Now please. Let’s get some sleep. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” I said, turning away to go back into the room I shared with my daughter.  
 
    “Can I at least go through here to get back to my room?” Randy asked.  
 
    “Yes, Randy. Maybe you can get my son awake to open the door for you.” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “I’m glad you can laugh at a time like this.” Randy said.  
 
    “I’m not trying to make light of your feelings Randy.” I informed.  
 
    “No, I know that, but it would be nice if this would have went the way I thought it was going to go.” Randy commented.  
 
    “We don’t live in a romance novel Randy.” I said calmly.  
 
    “No, I guess we don’t.”  
 
    With that, Randy left the room, and I was left standing alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night was as sleepless as it began. I tossed and turned all night, and fought to keep my eyes closed, but it was useless. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about with my village, the conversation with Randy was also keeping me awake. I was angry at him for loving me. Things would be so much simpler if he looked at me as his Commander, and nothing more. Still, I knew that I could not change the way he felt, and I would have to deal with the agony in my soul at the realization that he was in love with me, and now acting upon it.  
 
    I heard the knock on my door at 7:00 a.m.  
 
    “Amber, time to get up. Let’s get a move on.” I recognized the voice as Jay Blackburn, the man that would serve as our guide, and get us back as close to Adairsville as he could. I kicked the covers off, and got out of bed. I went over to the bed where Tara slept. I reached down and pulled back the covers that she was engulfed in.  
 
    “Ok sleepy head, it’s time to wake up.” I said as I shook her a bit. She groaned at me, and reached for the covers. I moved them further away.  
 
    “No way chicky. It’s time to get out of bed. Let’s go.” I said. This time, Tara opened her eyes.  
 
    “God, I was sleeping so well. What time is it?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s a few minutes after seven.” I answered.  
 
    “Ugh why can’t we wait a little while?” 
 
    “The village may not have a little while. We have to get breakfast and head out.” I informed. Tara growled again, then kicked the covers off of her feet and got out of bed.  
 
    “I will be glad when we get back so I can sleep in.” she said. I hated to burst her bubble, but that wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    “Get your boots on and let’s get down to the dining room. We need a good solid breakfast before we head out.”  
 
    Once Tara was ready, we left the room together. We came out of our room just as Randy and Trey came out of the room they shared beside of us. I looked at Randy, and our eyes met. I quickly turned away.  
 
    “So how did you guys sleep?” I asked casually.  
 
    “I slept great! I dreamed about killing zombies!” Trey stated all excited.  
 
    “Speak for yourself kiddo. I slept rough.” Randy stated.  
 
    “That makes two of us.” I replied, kind of hoping that Randy would realize I was blaming all of my lost sleep on him and the conversation he had forced me to have the night before.  
 
    We all turned and made our way down the hallway to the elevator. I pressed the down button, and we stood there waiting.  
 
    “So what were you and Randy arguing about last night?” Tara asked. Her question caught me off guard. I was sure she had gone back to sleep and couldn’t hear through the sliding glass door, but I knew now that I was wrong.  
 
    “We weren’t arguing.” I said, trying to end this conversation as soon as possible.  
 
    “Yes you were. I heard both of you yelling.” Tara replied.  
 
    “It was nothing Tara. Your mom was worried about the village and got a little hysterical. You know how women are. Hell girl, you practically are one.” Randy said. I was thankful he had a better answer than I did, even if it did make me sound like a typical woman back when things weren’t so difficult and women were allowed to be women.  
 
    “Right. I heard the word love way too much, but whatever.” Tara said as the elevator doors opened up.  
 
    We all stepped into the elevator. This time, it was Randy that pushed the button to go down to the first floor.  
 
    “It’s still really strange to be using electricity here.” I said.  
 
    “Yeah? It’s like riding a bike for me.” Randy replied.  
 
    “Yeah. I think once we have things settled back home, I’m going to lead a scouting mission to find another place with power and running water. It sure would make life a little easier.” I stated.  
 
    “Yeah, as long as folks don’t get to comfortable and let their guard down.”  
 
    Randy did have a point. Our hard way of life was one thing that kept our village on its toes. Sure, we had armed guards around the perimeter, but everyone within the walls were on guard as well. I didn’t want people to get so comfortable that they didn’t watch each other’s backs anymore.  
 
    “There are good points and bad points to it, but I think it would be good to find a place with some civilization.” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, we will just have to have one very long meeting before relocating everyone there.” 
 
    “And, we would have to have room for growth. There will always be more survivors coming in.” I added.  
 
    “That too. We will see what we can do about it when we get back to the village.” Randy stated.  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    The elevator doors opened and the four of us filed out of the elevator. We made our way down the hall to the front of the hotel. Jim was standing at the receptionist desk talking to Miranda. He turned and saw us.  
 
    “And our guests have arrived. Breakfast is already before you guys head out.” Jim said.  
 
    “Has Mark made it back yet?” I asked. 
 
    “No not yet, but I am pretty sure he will be ok. That motorcycle will let him get around things better than a car. I’m sure he will make it back just fine.” Jim said.  
 
    “Let’s hope so. I would hate for something to happen to him on my account.” I said.  
 
    “Friends help friends Amber. You and your group will always be considered friends.” Jim said.  
 
    The comment made me smile. It was nice to know that we had other friends out there. Jim and some of the members of his group were kind of crude, but still, they were good people. Even Jay Blackburn, who was probably the crudest of them all. A part of me wished he wasn’t our guide. There was something about that man that I didn’t like. I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was, but I didn’t like him. Still, I tried to still be grateful for his assistance.  
 
    “Ok everyone, let’s go get some bacon and eggs.” Jim said as he led the way to the dining room.  
 
    “Alright! Bacon!” Trey exclaimed as he took off ahead of the rest of the group. I couldn’t help but to laugh at him. He was entertaining at times. He was almost fifteen years old, but still acted as though he was ten at times. I cherished those moments. For that moment, it seemed like he would never grow up, and he would be my little boy forever, despite the fact that he could shoot better than some adults. Then again, Tara was pretty handy with a gun as well.  
 
    We made our way into the dining room. Trey had already claimed us seats by the windows. I walked over and took a seat beside him. It was one of those moments as a parent when your heart takes a picture, and my heart did just that. No matter what, I would remember the look on his face for the rest of my life. The world as we know it has ended, and my son sat there with a look of pure joy, and a beaming smile upon his face. I knew then at that moment who and what I truly protect every day.  
 
    I protect those that I love. I protect those smiles so that they might shine another day. I protect joy, and happiness, and make it possible for those feelings to be had. Most of all, I protect love, that feeling deep inside that travels the length of every extremity of the body and fills it with this powerful electricity that never fades or flickers. I protect love. I turned my attention to Randy. I protect him. I love him. I would never want anything to happen to him. I have put my life on the line to save his, taken cuts, scrapes, and sprained ankles to protect him. And he has done the same for me, and it was all out of love.  
 
    How could I have been so stupid? I did love him, and there was nothing I could do about that. The only way I could continue to deny how I felt for him, and what I felt in my heart for everyone in my village was to leave them all behind, and that was a price I was not willing to pay. I wanted my children, Randy, and all of the other people of my village. I wanted all of the others that would eventually come to join us, and I loved them all already.  
 
    Randy must have noticed the smile on my face, because he returned it. His teeth he’d managed to keep pearly white even without the assistance of a dentist shined brightly. He came over to me and took me by the hand. I stood from my seat, and as he wrapped his arms around me, I wrapped mine around him. This is what my body had been missing, what my heart had cried out for, and if felt so damned good to hold him. I felt his breath on my ear, and it took only a moment to realize he’d spoken into it.  
 
    “I love you Amber.” That is what he whispered. I felt a tear form in my eye as I raised my lips to his ear and whispered, “I love you too.”  
 
    Randy raised his head, and looked into my eyes. He was still smiling that beautiful smile he had just for me. He slowly leaned into me, placing his lips on mine, and I welcomed his kiss by returning it to him just as deeply as he offered it. It was a magical moment where all the pieces to the puzzle of this crazy world seemed to fall into place, and I suddenly knew my full purpose in life. It was I that would rebuild a civilization, and it was this man that would stand at my side to do it.  
 
    “Um, Mom? What are you doing?” I heard Trey ask.  
 
    “I told you he was her boyfriend.” Tara commented.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    We made our way out to my Tundra pick up. Our hands and backs were loaded down with gear. Jim and his group provided us with two tents, plus extra food and homemade weapons much like the ones we make in the village. Jim and Miranda escorted us out, along with our guide, Jay Blackburn. 
 
    “You should have everything you need to make it back to your town.” Jim said. 
 
    “Thank you Jim. We really appreciate it. Thank you for loaning us a guide. I promise we will send him back in one piece.” I replied.  
 
    “Now don’t go making promises you can’t keep their ma’am.” Jim said.  
 
    “I’m not. I said we will send him back in one piece, not that he would make it back that way.” I answered. 
 
    Randy and Jay both chuckled at my little joke as they tossed the gear on the bed of the pickup. “See, even he thinks it’s funny.” I said with a smile. Jim didn’t look as though he thought it was funny though, and I quickly regained control of my laughter, and unloaded my arms.  
 
    “You just make sure you do make it back in one piece. Don’t get eaten, and don’t give these people any reason to kill you.” Jim said to Jay.  
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Jay said with a slight punch to the shoulder of his leader.  
 
    “You know what the hell I mean. Don’t go thinking you know everything. It’ll get you in trouble.” Jim informed.  
 
    “I know what I’m doing Chief. I got this man.” Jay replied. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll I hope so.” 
 
    “Ok, that looks like it’s all of it.” I said, hoping that my comment would end the conversation they were having. To be honest, it was making me nervous, and putting me on guard for more than just the walking dead out in the world. I didn’t want to have to fear a human.  
 
    Tara was the last to load her gear on the back of the truck.  
 
    “I hope we don’t get stuck carrying all this crap on our backs at some point. There is a lot here.”  
 
    “Well, with any luck, the truck will hold up and we will make it all the way. But just in case, be ready for anything.” I said.  
 
    “That’s the rule anyway. Expect the unexpected.” Trey stated as he wrapped an arm around me. I bent down and kissed my son on the forehead, and ran my fingers through his hair.  
 
    “You are so smart son.” I said. I turned my attention to my daughter.  
 
    “You should pay attention more. It could save your life one day.” I said.  
 
    “Yeah yeah, be more like my little brother. I get it.” Tara commented.  
 
    “Hey! We are the same age.” Tyler said.  
 
    “Nope, I am a whole seventeen minutes older than you twerp.”  
 
    A sound off in the distance got our attention. We all turned to the source of the sound, and saw a motorcycle headed our way.  
 
    “It must be Mark. He made it back.” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Looks like it. Well, maybe he has good news for us.” Jim added.  
 
    We were all standing at the entrance to the hotel when Mark pulled up on the motorcycle and turned the engine off. He removed the helmet from his head and strapped it to the handle bars of the bike.  
 
    “Well, good news Commander. Your village is safe for now. Your people are working on the emergency evacuation plan. Alex said to tell you he has everything under control.”  
 
    I was so relieved to hear those words come out of his mouth. I breathed a sigh of relief as I placed my hand on my chest.  
 
    “Oh, and your Daddy said to tell you to hurry up and get your ass back home so he knows for sure that you are safe.” Mark added. That wasn’t a surprise to me. No doubt my father was acting for me in my absence, which was fine with me. I learned everything I knew from him and his guidance over the years so I felt safe knowing that my people were safe in his hands.  
 
    “Well, are we ready to get on the road?” Jay asked.  
 
    “Almost. How do the roads look out that way? Is there any way we can get back to Adairsville the good old fashioned way?” I asked Mark. He shook his head.  
 
    “Nope, not unless you can all ride a motorcycle. That’s the only way.” Mark informed.  
 
    “Were there anymore herds?” Jim asked.  
 
    “Yeah, down on highway 411 going towards Rome there was a pretty good sized one walking the roads. As long as nothing draws their attention east, they should go right past Adairsville. But there is something else too.” Mark stated.  
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” I asked.  
 
    “Some of those things are dropping dead. Must be from starvation or something.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I watched ‘em on the road there. They were all walking in a pack and every once in a while you could see one drop here, and one drop there. I waited on the herd to move away and then checked. They were dead, again. And for good this time.” Mark stated.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of this new information. I wanted to say that it gave me hope to an end to this epidemic, but I couldn’t say that yet. That would be letting my guard down, and that is something I don’t do. However, if humans could out last the walking dead, then we might have a chance to clean up the world and restore humanity and civilization everywhere.  
 
    I took one last look on the bed of the pickup. It looked as though we had enough gear, but I was always worried that something might happen and we would find ourselves in need of something else. I shook my head to relieve myself of the thoughts, and turned my attention back to my company.  
 
    “Well, if there’s nothing else, I suppose the five of us should hit the road.” I said. Randy nodded to indicate that he agreed with me, just as he always did.  
 
    “Let’s do it. Come on everybody. Let’s load up.” Jay instructed. My kids crawled into the back seat of my Toyota Tundra Pickup truck.  
 
    I retrieved a bag from the back of the truck, and placed it in between my kids in the back seat. They both looked at me. 
 
    “It’s food and water, and extra ammunition. Never know what might happen. Tyler, you are Johnny on the Spot with the supplies. If we need anything in a hurry, you get it to us, got it?” I said.  
 
    “Got it Mom.” Tyler replied.  
 
    “Good. Tara, you’re on food and drink duty. Pass it up if we need it.” I told my daughter. Tara rolled her eyes at me, a gesture I was all too familiar with.  
 
    I stepped back, and closed the back door. I took a look across the street. The herd near the other hotel must have moved on in the night as there wasn’t a zombie in sight. I assumed Nick would be making his way back at any point now. I turned and climbed into the front seat of the Tundra. Randy came to the passenger side and climbed in beside me.  
 
    “So I guess I am driving huh? Figures. Get the job of the guide and suddenly I have to do all the work.” Jay said as he climbed into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “You don’t have to do all the work. I am the gun man over here. Remember that.” Randy stated matter-of-factly. I wasn’t sure what to make of his comment. I didn’t know if it was a threat of a show of position for Jay, but I didn’t like it. I let him know it by elbowing him in the rib cage.  
 
    Jim came to stand at the driver’s side of the truck.  
 
    “Take care. All of you.” he said as he looked around the truck.  
 
    “Jay my friend. Don’t do anything stupid to get yourself killed.” Jim said. I really wished he would quit talking about Jay like that. It made me nervous and it made me wonder what he knew about the man that I didn’t know. Did I want to know? That was the question.  
 
    Jay turned over the engine, and rolled the window up. Thank God my truck had air conditioning, and we had a full tank of gas. At least we didn’t bring one of the vehicles without working AC. It was always safest to drive in this world with the walking undead with the windows up. Windows rolled up had been known to save lives on more than one occasion.  
 
    I tried to settle my nerves as we pulled out of the parking lot and onto the wrong side of the highway traveling East on Highway 20. The ride was silent for about the first fifteen minutes of the trip. The silence was killing me so I had to speak.  
 
    “So how long to do you think this trip will take?” I asked Jay.  
 
    “About thirty minutes or so to get into Canton.” Jay replied. 
 
    “What about the other roads leading into the city of White from Highway 20? Are those any good?” Randy asked.  
 
    “Familiar with the area are ya?” Jay asked. 
 
    “A little bit. I used to work in construction and I helped build an entire subdivision out that way.” Randy said. 
 
    “Well, the roads are not passable that way. Damned cars are backed up on the side road for miles. We would be traveling on foot.” Jay informed.  
 
    “What about the route you are planning for us to take? Is it clear the whole way?” I asked.  
 
    “Last I checked it was good all the way to the cut off road in Canton that takes us to Waleska. After that, I don’t know for sure.” Jay stated.  
 
    That didn’t make me feel very good. I wasn’t very familiar with the area, but I was aware that there was a lot of wooded terrain to travel if we had to travel on foot. That would mean on top of walking undead, we would have to worry about snakes as well, unless we could keep to the roads. 
 
    “Worst case scenario, we would have to leave the truck and travel on foot until we found a clearing in the road, then take one of the vehicles.” Jay informed.  
 
    “We could be alright. Maybe we won’t run into any problems along the way.” Tyler said.  
 
    I smiled at my son. He always was the optimistic one. He always saw the glass half full. I guess that was a healthy out look to have living in a world like this. That must be why Tyler has so much enjoyment for life, even though the world has gone to shit.  
 
    “I hope we can have a safe journey Son. That’s what we all are hoping for.” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, me too. The last thing I want to do is carry this heavy gear on my back for miles and miles on foot through God only knows what.” Tara said.  
 
    “Tara, quit being a baby. It wouldn’t have to be that bad. We could trade out. I could carry it for an hour, and then you could carry it for an hour. We would be fine.” Tyler said. I tried to hide the laughter under my breath.  
 
    “You think you know everything don’t you dork?” Tara retaliated.  
 
    “Since I am a dork, maybe you should just carry the gear.” Tyler fired back.  
 
    “Ok stop arguing you two. This will go a lot smoother if we all just get along.” I said sharply.  
 
    “Yeah, I ain’t no babysitter. I don’t want to hear no bickering.” Jay added. Randy shot him a look and Jay quickly shut his mouth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    We turned a curve on Highway 20 just before reaching the bridge.  
 
    “Oh My God!!” I said almost in a whisper. There, blocking our path was cars, trucks, and a horde of the undead making its way through the abandoned vehicles. This was the last thing we needed. There was no way we would make it through the horde and mess of cars and trucks.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Looks like you need to get ready to carry that gear.” Randy stated.  
 
    “Ah man!” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “I guess you should have made the deal with your brother, Chick.” Jay said. Tara rolled her eyes at him.  
 
    “Let’s go. We don’t have time for this.” I said. We all got out of the vehicle, each one of us grabbing one of the bags from the bed of the truck.  
 
    “Where are we gonna go?” Tyler asked.  
 
    “We have to hit the woods.” Jay said. It’s our only shot. The minute those things realize we are here, they will start running after us, and those sons of bitches are fast.” Jay stated matter of fact.  
 
    We all turned and made our way toward the side of the road. We carefully traveled down the embankment toward the wood line. Tara was trying to balance the heavy pack on her back. She lost her footing and slipped, rolling down the embankment and right into a zombie. Everything happened so fast, there was no time to stop it. Tara looked up and saw the zombie. She screamed, and fired an entire clip into the head of the walking dead body.  
 
    “Tara! No!” I yelled. It seemed as though the moment went in slow motion. I turned and looked back at the horde of the undead. They were coming right for us. I reached down for my daughter and helped her to her feet.  
 
    “Run Tara!” I yelled and I took off in the direction of the others. Tara left the back pack she was carrying and threw the gun down before she took off running. We were headed to the edge of the woods where the river came to meet the tree line.  
 
    “Quick! I see a house boat. Let’s go for it.” Jay called out. Without a moment’s hesitation we all changed our direction and made our way for the house boat. I could hear Tara’s footsteps pounding the ground behind me. I could also hear the growling and snarling of the undead quick on our heels.  
 
    We ran faster and faster. It seemed like the boat was a million miles away. I reached deep inside me for the will to run even faster, and I picked up the pace. I could still hear Tara behind me. We ran and we ran as fast as our feet could carry us. I watched ahead of me as first Jay, then Randy, and Tyler all jumped on the house boat.  
 
    “Come on!” Tyler called out, and I ran even faster. I was relieved when my feet hit the dock and I was running on the wood. I knew the house boat was close so I ran even faster. I called out to Tara.  
 
    “Tara come on! Run as fast as you can! Let’s go!” I didn’t stop or turn back to see her. I was sure she was right behind me.  
 
    Finally I reached the house boat and jumped on. I turned immediately to see where my daughter was. She was behind me, but farther back than I had realized.  
 
    “Wait! Don’t start the boat!” I called out.  
 
    “Tara run baby run!” I called to my daughter and I watched in horror as she tripped and fell flat on her face.  
 
    “No!” I yelled, and I started to take off after her. I saw that she was back on her feet quick, and I drew my gun. I fired a shot, striking one of the undead in the head. I fired another shot, taking another one down. I wasn’t worried about the noise attracting more. There was already a horde of nearly a hundred or more making its way toward the boat that was moving! 
 
    “No! Stop! Tara isn’t here yet!” I called out to Jay who I now realized was driving the boat.  
 
    “We have to go!” he called back to me. 
“You son of a bitch, I said no!” I called out. Jay just ignored me, and continued to pull away from the dock.                
 
    I turned back, and Tara was running on the dock. I had to do something. There was no way I would leave my daughter behind. I looked around for something to tie around my waist. There, on the ground I saw rope coiled up next to my feet.  
 
    “Randy!” I called out. I reached down and grabbed the rope. I tied it as tightly as I could around my waist.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Randy asked.  
 
    “I’m going in.” I answered.  
 
    “Are you crazy? There are swimmers in that damn water.” Randy said.  
 
    “I don’t care. I am not leaving Tara behind.” I stated. I secured one better knot in the rope and pulled.  
 
    “Hold the other end of the rope. You two pull us in when I have her.”  
 
    I turned back to look at Tara. She was safe, but not for long.  
 
    “Tara! Jump!” I said. I took a running leap, and jumped out as far as I possibly could into the water filled with God only knew what. I began to swim for the dock. I watched as Tara jumped as far as she could. I could almost reach her. I swam harder. I reached out my hand, and I felt hers. I swam a little closer until my hand held hers. I pulled her into me and held on to her for dear life. I pulled her into me as close as I could get her, and I drew my gun.  
 
    “Pull us in!” I called back to the boat, and I could feel the tension around my waist as Randy and Tyler began to pull. I looked up to see one of the undead spring up from the water. I fired a shot and hit the swimmer in the shoulder.  
 
    “Pull harder!” I called out. I held tightly to Tara as inch by inch we were being pulled to the boat. Another swimmer came up from the water, and I shot her in the head. I could feel the undead under the water at my feet. I could feel them grabbing trying to scratch, but my boots were still securely on my feet.  
 
    Finally, I could feel the boat as I hit my head on it. I tossed my gun on the deck of the boat and lifted Tara as high as I could lift her. I felt her as she was pulled away from me by Randy and her brother. Then, I felt them pulling me. I was out of breath as I lay on the deck of the boat, soaking wet.  
 
    “Tara? Where’s Tara?” I said. I scrambled around until I found my daughter, and I wrapped my arms around her. She was crying uncontrollably, and I held her as tightly as I could. 
 
    I waited for the beating in my chest to subside a bit. I pulled away and looked at my daughter. She was fine. No bites, and no scratches. She was scared to death, but she was fine. I kissed her on the forehead.  
 
    “You’re ok baby. You’re ok.” I said as I kissed her again. I looked down and saw my gun laying there. I picked it up and stood.  
 
    “Amber, are you alright?” Randy said as he reached out for me. I pushed him away and replied with a simple I’m fine.  
 
    “Where is he?” I asked. I could feel the rage burning within me, and I needed to release the fury before I erupted like a volcano.  
 
    I watched as Jay Blackburn came down from the top of the house boat.  
 
    “That was mighty impressive little lady. You went tomb raider out there.” Jay said with a smug smile.  
 
    “You son of a bitch. I told you not to start this fucking boat.” I said. 
 
    “Hey, hey, don’t get mad at me. I did what I had to do.” Jay said putting his hands up.  
 
    “No. I said don’t start the boat and that’s what I meant. My daughter could have died!” 
 
    “We all could have died!” Jay yelled back.  
 
    “You can die!” I yelled. Before I knew what I had done, I raised my gun, and put a bullet through the skull of Jay Blackburn.  
 
    I stood there standing over his dead body as he bled out all over the deck of the boat. His eyes were open, and I could see the fear in them as his life slipped away from him. I was breathing heavily, and the world seemed to spin a bit. Everything was silent.  
 
    I turned and saw the three people I loved most standing there holding each other.  
 
    “Let’s throw him over board.” I said as I holstered my side arm. Randy came over to where I stood. We stooped down to pick up Jay Blackburn’s dead body. I noticed Randy was giving me a peculiar look.  
 
    “What? Did it surprise you?” I asked as I gathered both of Jay’s legs in my arms.  
 
    “No, not at all. I didn’t like him anyway.” Randy said as he lifted the upper half of Jay’s body. We rested his body on the edge of the boat and pushed him over. The undead in the water began biting and grabbing at Jay immediately, and looked like a school of piranhas fighting for their meal.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    I ran my fingers gently through my daughter’s hair as I watched her sleep peacefully. In that moment, she didn’t’ look like the young teenager she was. Instead, she looked more like my little five year old princess after a long day at the pool. The memory was comforting to recall. So much better than the horrific images of what she had truly endured that day.  
 
    The scenes replayed in my mind over and over again from the moment I stood after being pulled back into the boat by my son and Randy. I saw the terrified look in my daughter’s eyes flash in my mind over and over again, and I much preferred the peaceful look on her face as she slept at that moment.  
 
    “I will never leave you behind.” I promised her in a whisper, careful not to wake her. “You did what I was about to do Amber. It was heroic to watch.” I turned my attention to Randy, and found him standing in the doorway of the bunkroom. I felt a tear in my eye as the rare sensitive side of me broke through the tough exterior I’d built of myself since this world of hell came to be. “I never thought I would have it in me to kill a man in cold blood.” I whispered as I looked back down at my sleeping Tara.  
 
    Randy came to stand closer to me. I know how scared you were. But she is fine now. Come on and let me get you some food. You’re going to need your strength tomorrow. We have a long journey still ahead of us.”  
 
    I knew he was right, but the last thing I wanted to do was leave Tara’s side. Randy took a knee on the floor beside me. He must have seen the tear that made its way down my cheek. He placed a hand on my knee. “Hey, she’s just fine. She needs her rest too. Come with me.” I looked into his eyes, and I was moved by the sincerity they held. I knew he meant well.  
 
    I thought for a moment that there was no way that Randy could know how I was feeling because he wasn’t a parent, but I knew that wasn’t a fair analogy.  He was the closest thing to a father that Tara and Tyler had had since their father passed away. In fact, it was Randy that made possible the “normal” childhood events in their lives since this all began. He is the reason they can play baseball, and throw a Frisbee. I taught them how to make weapons. Randy taught them how to get the longevity out of each one by sharpening blades. 
 
    Yes, Randy was their father for all intents and purposes. He had stepped up to the plate when there was no one else to, except Alex of course. “Come on, let’s go into the kitchen. We have shells and cheese.” I lightly chuckled at Randy’s successful attempt to make me feel better. He knew I loved it, even though butter and milk didn’t really exist anymore.  
 
    He reached his hand out for me and I took it. I glanced back at Tara once more before leaving the room, closing the door behind me for her safety as I had always taught them to do. I followed Randy down the side of the deck to the doorway that led to a small kitchen area. Bigger than one would imagine for a houseboat, but still small.  
 
    I took a seat at the table, and watched as Randy moved around the kitchen as if he had been preparing meals in there for years. “You sure learned your way around this kitchen pretty fast.” I said, trying to focus on anything except nearly losing my daughter that day. Randy turned and smiled at me. “Well, I understand you and Tara experiencing a loss of appetite, but me and Tyler get really hungry when we crash from adrenaline rushes. So I found what resources we had available as soon as possible.” 
 
    I loved how quickly he tried to turn the night into any other night. I was even more surprised at the fact that it was working very well. For a brief moment, the horrors of earlier in the day seemed to fade away. Randy turned to me with a plate already loaded with the shells and cheese. He came over and sat beside me as he placed the plate of food and a fork down in front of me.  
 
    “Wow that was fast.” I said as I stabbed the seashell shaped pasta with a fork. Randy smiled. “Well, I have to admit, I may have already started cooking it before I came to get you.” Even in the dim lighting, I could see his cheeks turn a few shades of red as he blushed like a school boy. “Thank you Randy. This is just what I needed.” I was truly grateful. Granted pasta wasn’t the healthiest meal you could get in the apocalypse, but it was calories, and that’s all that mattered.  
 
    I ate quickly, not realizing how hungry I’d been until the contents of the plate was nearly gone. Randy just sat there watching me, the pleasure of seeing me eat evident on his face. I couldn’t help but to think about something Randy had said earlier. I did what he was about to do. I knew what he meant by that. He was about to jump into that water filled with swimmers to save my daughter. Granted, he probably would have done so without the rope. Randy could have careless moments when he was under pressure.  
 
    I quickly shook the thought from my mind. Randy wasn’t nearly as careless as my mind wanted to believe. There were moments when I would underestimate his abilities because he was slightly younger than me, but the truth was, he was wise for his years. Randy had a good head on his shoulders, and that is why he has managed to survive these past couple of years as well as he had.  
 
    Looking back on all of the injuries I’d helped tend to, Randy always seemed to have the most minor of them all. A few abrasions from falling and busting his ass, or losing his footing after making a jump, and sliding down an embankment. He was a born survivor that was for sure.  
 
    I turned my attention back to him again. However, this time, looking at him in the dim light of the kerosene lantern, something was different about this man who had served as my right hand since day one. Not only did he look like a survivor, a badass you would want around in a tight spot, he also looked like safety and security. Not from a financial standpoint considering the finance ship had sailed years ago. No, this was a different safety and security; it was emotional safety, security, and stability. 
 
    I felt an alien flame build somewhere deep within me, that I had almost forgotten existed. I watched as he rubbed his eyes with his thumb and index finger, clearly exhausted from the day. He covered a yawn, but then must have felt me staring at him. “Something on your mind Commander?” he asked. I felt like I wanted to cry, but the warrior within wouldn’t allow it. “I just…I never tell you how much I appreciate all that you do for the kids, the village…for me.”  
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that my voice had trailed off, fell quieter as I spoke. The look in Randy’s eyes revealed the same as his words when he spoke. “I’m confused Amber. We are a team. I mean, isn’t that what I am supposed to do?” I could feel those walls beginning to crumble. They were going to come down tonight, whether I wanted them to or not. Still, a part of me wanted to continue to fight for them to stay in place, strong, unyielding.  
 
    “I know we are supposed to be able to depend on each other in the village. It’s what we do, and how we survive. But, what you do is so much more than just an obligation to the village. You put an extra effort in where my kids are concerned, where I am concerned.” My heart was racing like a school girl that had just professed her undying love to the captain of the football team, and was waiting for rejection. My mind, my emotions were in ten different places at once.  
 
    The look on Randy’s face changed to one of sadness. “What’s wrong?” I asked him. “I know what I need to say, but I can’t say it again. Every time I try to open up to you, I upset you, and I am tired of upsetting you Amber.” I was surprised. Had I really rejected his feelings for me so much that I made him feel as though he couldn’t open up to me.  
 
    “Tell me,” were the only words I could think to say. He looked into my eyes, and I could see the need to speak freely in his eyes. I placed my hand on his and pleaded, “Please tell me how you feel.” He took a deep breath, almost as though he was searching for courage from some place deep within him. He hung his head, and I felt as though my heart would break.  
 
    “No,” came the word I didn’t want to hear. “I won’t tell you Amber.” I felt my heart sink in an indescribable sorrow. “I will show you,” he exclaimed as he quickly moved from his seat, grabbing my still damp ponytail, and kissed me fiercely. I gasped into his mouth as I met the force of his kiss with my own, and allowed the crumbling walls to fall away from my heart.  
 
    Before I could even realize what was happening, I wrapped my arms around him, and wrapped his short dark hair in my fingers. I could feel his breath warm on my neck as he moved his mouth to kiss me in a place I hadn’t been kissed in so long. The shock of feelings returning to my body, which were lost long ago made me quiver in his arms as he lifted me from my seat and sat me on the small breakfast island. A part of me wanted to me to stop him, that logical part of me that taught me to keep my emotions at bay during this apocalypse. However, the human side, the woman within me, grew as strong as the woman I am on the outside, and fought back the logical within my mind.  
 
    I allowed her to take control of me, which allowed me to feel things I hadn’t felt in so very long, since before the day the planes flew across the sky. I knew what Randy was offering me by the way he kissed me, and I wanted to accept that offer. I convulsed as he kissed down my neck, stopping at the hem of my tank top and looking up at me.  
 
    “I do this because I am in love with you Amber. I have been for a very long time, since before the world went to shit.” I looked deep into his eyes. It was as though he’d opened his very soul up to me so that I could see all that he felt for me. It was as though I had watched every memory his heart, his soul held dear to him that involved me. I was all that mattered in this God forsaken world. It was me. I was his need. I was his desire, and the feeling of being the first priority to someone else was intoxicating, arousing.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still in that moment that our eyes met. Our hearts, minds, and souls had professed their love. My breathing was still heavy, labored, but from anticipation more than exhaustion. “I love you too Randy. I always have. I was just so…” My words were cut short when Randy kissed me again. I wanted to say I had loved him always, but I was certain he knew by the way my hands craved him, travelling underneath his black T-shirt and caressing the stone of his muscular build.  
 
    I had lost all sense of time, all sense of myself to the point that I hadn’t realized the moment when he had undressed me, peeling the still wet clothes from my body. I had missed the moment completely. However, I was so deeply aware of him and what was happening when I felt him where I wanted him to be, where I needed him to me. I allowed myself to become lost as he made love to me, and for that time, the world belonged to us.                                                                                                      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    The morning sun shone through the windows of the master cabin of the houseboat. I greeted the warmth and brightness with a smile. I opened my eyes and saw the trees slowly passing by as the boat moved up the river. This moment was like heaven to me. I sat up, being careful to secure the sheet over my chest. My hair was dry, but a tangled mess as I ran my fingers through it to force it back out of my eyes.  
 
    I reached for my pack of off brand cigarettes that rested on the bedside table, took one from the pack, placed it between my lips and lit it. I stood up and wrapped the sheet securely around my body, and walked out barefoot onto the deck of the boat. I stood there staring out across the water into the woods that passed by. I was sure I heard a bird singing in the trees.  
 
    I took another draw of my cigarette as I looked down into the water. There were a few swimmers at the edge of the boat, reaching up for me, I was sure. “Awe, are you poor dears hungry?” I asked in the fakest tone of concern I could ever muster. I held my cigarette over the edge and tapped it with my finger, dropping the ashes into the water, and watched as the undead in the water tried to catch it to see if it was food.  
 
    I looked back out across the water into the woods. They were beautiful and green, despite the withering of life around them. At first, I was sure that I saw a deer frolic through the wood line, but a second look revealed to me that it was nothing more than a zombie walking through the woods. I frowned a little, because watching one of the undead moving through the woods brought me back to my reality, shattering my perfect world I’d awoken to.  
 
    I was forced to remember the plans that flew across the skies of the country, probably the world, and the green clouds that fell from them. I was forced to remember living the first week of the apocalypse inside my small convenience store, loading up the box truck with everything we could use to survive. I was forced to remember the old school we lived in for a while until the undead tore through the chain-link fence that kept us secure for a while, and forced to remember the very real truth that we were on a race against time to make it back to our people and hopefully save their lives.  
 
    The sounds of boots on the deck pulled me away from my thoughts, and I turned to find Randy walking up to me. I waited for feelings of awkwardness to hit me in the pit of my stomach, but the feelings didn’t come. Instead, the memory of the night before played in my mind, and I could help but to smile at the man who’d managed to steal my heart in the middle of a zombie apocalypse coming closer to me.  
 
    Once he reached my side, he slid an arm around my waist and leaned into me. “Good morning beautiful,” he said as he leaned in and kissed my cheek, making me blush as if it were the first time a man’s lips ever touched me. “Good morning to you. Are the kids awake?” I asked. Truth be told, I was anxious to see how Tara was doing today.  
 
    He smiled before he answered/ “Yes, they are awake and I have to say, there is some good that can come from nearly becoming zombie food.” I could have thrown something at his head had there been anything within my reach to throw. “And what do you mean by that?” He let out a small chuckle. I was sure that he could tell by the look upon my face that I wasn’t ready to make jokes about my daughter’s near death experience the day before.  
 
    “Relax. Too soon, I get it. All I meant was Tyler has make breakfast, and Tara has rebuild her survival pack out of resources she found on the boat, and added to ours as well.” I had forgotten all about Tara losing her pack while running from the undead. I was also surprised that she had actually tried to rebuild a pack. I wanted to have faith in her abilities, but the mother within me told me to find a delicate way to approach this situation. I didn’t want to make her feel incompetent, or make her believe I didn’t trust her abilities, even if deep down, I didn’t.  
 
    I gained control of my anger, before I spoke. “Well then, I guess I better get dressed and go do a very discreet inspection.” I said as I took the last draw of my cigarette and flicked it out into the river. “But I like you this way.” Randy said with a bit of a sly grin on his face. I rolled my eyes at him, knowing how much he hated it, and smiled. I wrapped my arms around his waist and said, “As much as I would love for this to be life, it isn’t right now. Let’s survive the apocalypse first.” Then I kissed him gently on the lips that had explored every inch of me the night before.  
 
    As difficult as it was, I pulled myself away from him and went back inside the cabin to get dressed. “I’ll just go see how close we are to having breakfast. I may have to save it from the wrath of Tyler.” Randy said as he turned and made his way back down the small walkway of the deck.  
 
    I dressed quickly, and managed to find the brush and ponytail holders I kept in my pack. I ran the brush through my hair quickly and pulled my hair back. I didn’t want my hair scattered about like I had spent most of the night making love to Randy. Granted, I didn’t regret last night at all, but I did have a regret. I regretted that I allowed this damned apocalypse to control my life so much that I forgot about the most important part of survival, human interaction.  
 
    This type of situation has a way of changing a person, and I had changed as well, just not how I had expected. I had lost myself somewhere along the roads, through the abandoned houses and businesses. I could picture my old self, the woman who lived on a small income of convenience store sales combined with online sales, and a few royalty checks per month.  
 
    I could picture that woman, me, walking along the highway connecting my small town of Adairsville with the much larger town of Cartersville, dressed in my comfy yoga pants and a kami wrapped in my cheap, polyester robe I wore every morning while making coffee. The memory changed, and I could see myself sitting in my little white house at my desk, sipping from my Indie Author cup, staring at my computer screen trying to find the words to continue my store.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder at that moment if my manuscripts were still on my desktop, or even if my desktop was still in one piece in my old house. Perhaps one day I would get back out that way and check. However, I was sure I would never get back to those stories.  
 
    I shook the thoughts from my mind as I laced my boots, grabbed my pack, and made my way out of the cabin. I wasn’t sure how far we had traveled last night. We had set an anchor in the middle of the River with the deepest water to prevent the likelihood of swimmers finding some way to board the boat. Logically, I didn’t see a way that it could happen, but if there was anything I wrote about in my survival guide, it was to expect the unexpected. Besides, logically, the world as it is now wasn’t supposed to be possible.  
 
    I reached the entrance to the small kitchen area, and went inside. “Good morning mom!” Tyler greeted with a big smile on his face. I loved the moments when my teenagers would say or do something that reminded me of the days when they were small children living in a normal world. In my mind, Tyler looked just as he did when he was five years old, and I woke up to find my entire kitchen destroyed from his attempt to make pancakes and eggs for me on my birthday.  
 
    “Good morning Son,” I said as I walked over and kissed the top of his head. “Oh, your hair smells like Old Spice, and it’s wet too.” I stated curiously. “Yeah, the boat has a water reserve and hot water tank so I took advantage of a quick hot shower while I had the chance.”  
 
    I noticed that Tara wasn’t in the kitchen. “Where is Tara?” I asked Randy, who was sitting at the small table. “She went to get her new survival pack she made. She knew you would want to approve.” Randy said with a sly grin. I rolled my eyes at him again, but with a smile. “I will get you for that one day, Commander.” He threatened playfully. “I’d like to see you try.” I teased back.  
 
    “Good Morning!” Tara exclaimed as she came into the kitchen with the rest of us. I walked over to my daughter and put my arms around her. “Good morning angel. How did you sleep?” I asked as I kissed the top of her head, just as I had her brother a few moments before. “I slept good actually. I think running for my life did me some good.” She teased. I was pleasantly surprised at how lighthearted my daughter seemed today. I had to admit, I was prepared to deal with a grumpy teenager, and upset that a situation had arose that forced her to realize her mother was right.  
 
    I turned my attention to the black backpack, and small backpack style purse she held in her hands. “What do you have there?” I asked. Sure, I already knew, but Randy said she was very proud of her new pack, and the last thing I wanted to do was to discourage her about the work she chose to do. Her eyes lit up, as well as my heart as she answered, “Oh, I made a new survival pack. I was actually totally surprised at all the things I found on the boat.”  
 
    I watched, quietly beaming with pride as she dropped the backpack on the table for my inspection. Of course, she didn’t allow me to open the pack and check for myself, she had to show off her work like a five year old child who’d finished their first macaroni picture in Kindergarten class. “Well, let’s see what your instincts told you to pack.” I said with a smile.  
 
    Tara opened the pack, and began to remove the contents. I was very pleased with what I saw. She had grabbed small food items, non-perishable, but with decent calorie content. She unloaded matches, and a grill lighter, a few pocket knives, some clothes that would fit her, some twine, scissors, electrical tape, a few screwdrivers, and other assorted tools.  
 
    “You did a great job Tara. I’m proud.” I said, hoping the simplicity of my comment wouldn’t discourage her. Granted, I knew Randy had said that she seemed like a new person, but old habits die hard as they always say. “Thanks, but it wasn’t all instinct. I did listen when you tried to teach me, even if it didn’t seem like I did. I’m young, not stupid. But this isn’t the stuff from my instinct.” She said as she loaded everything back into the pack. 
 
    “So what is in the smaller pack?” I asked. She smiled bigger than before as she sat the bigger pack on the ground, and placed the smaller pack in its place. “This is what I found using my instincts.” She said as she opened the drawstring on the faux leather bag. She reached inside, and when she pulled her handback out, she was holding two journals and a pack of ink pens. 
 
    “Why did your instincts tell you to grab this?” I asked. “To keep a record of this time in our lives, the Apocalypse Diaries.” She answered. “Oh honey, I didn’t know you were interested in writing. I think it’s a great idea, and the bag is small and light-weight so it won’t be difficult to keep up with.” I encouraged. I was pleased to see that my daughter wanted to do more than exist in this zombie-plagued world.  
 
    She smiled at me again, but kind of bit her lip. “Mom, it’s not for me. It’s for you. I appreciate the confidence, but writing has never been my forte. But, it is yours, and you should write our stories, all of them.” I was speechless. I didn’t know what to say. I once wrote books for my children, and even though they were avid readers, Tara never seemed interested in anything I wrote. It meant so much that my daughter thought of me as she gathered supplies. “Tara, thank you. This means more to me than you will ever…” My words were interrupted by the sudden jolt of the houseboat that nearly knocked the both of us off of our feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    I made my way out of the kitchen, and to the front of the boat. I could see the cause of the sudden jolt. A huge fallen tree was blocking three fourths of the width of the river. “Well, this is going to slow us down a lot.” I said as I placed my hand on my hip as if the tree was a disobedient child. “Do we even know where we are?” Tyler asked. “I’m not sure, Son.” I answered. “We are on the edge of Fairmount, approximately 10 miles from highway 411, and even farther from 41, which is what we will need to take to make it back to Adairsville.”  
 
    I gave my daughter a nod of approval when I saw her standing there with the map. “Good job. Apparently you also paid attention when I taught you how to read maps.” I said with a wink. “Here, let me take a look.” Tara handed the map over and Randy came to look over my shoulder.  
 
    “It looks like we are close enough in that we could actually take 411 down to where 140 crosses over, and cut back to Adairsville from there.” Randy said as he traced the highway with his finger. He had a point. I looked at the other route, taking 53 over to 41 as originally planned, but Tara was right, we were really far off from 53, meaning it would take a lot longer to get back home, and we couldn’t afford to gamble with time.  
 
    “I think you may be right Randy. Only issue we have here is locations for shelter along this route are few and far between. I mean it’s like 15 miles down 140 to the intersection.” I stated. There were very few structures along that highway, and it was definitely a dark stretch of road. I looked at my watch, surprised that it had survived the dive yesterday.  
 
    “Hey mom, there is that brick church about half way down the highway. We could try there. And that pallet company too.” Tara added. “Yeah, but Alex said the pallet company had at least 20 zombies in it. At that time of the evening, even if we found a vehicle, there would be lurkers in every corner.” Tyler informed. Tara frowned a bit. “Oh yeah, I forgot Uncle Alex said that. But how long ago was that anyway?” Tara asked. “Not long enough for them to die off. Old man Taylor has been walking around inside the cotton gin since Apocalypse day one, and he still hasn’t starved to death.” Tyler informed.  
 
    I was very pleased with the level of responsibility and maturity my children were displaying nowadays. I could feel my faith in their ability to survive in this world begin to grow. Honestly, if someone had told me that by the end of this training mission, my twins would be involved in decision making discussions about survival, routes of travel, safety, and so on, I would have probably laughed in their face. Still, here we were in this moment when I suddenly watched my two children become young adults literally overnight.  
 
    “Ok, so here is the plan. We are going to make it to land, trek through the woods until we find a road. We will follow Highway 411 down until it crosses 140. Be on the lookout for vehicles that we may be able to use to make this journey easier.” I said, taking the lead as I always did. My villagers didn’t call me commander for nothing. “But how are we getting to land?” Randy asked. I smiled as I looked over at the tree. 
 
    “Oh hell no Amber. That could be very dangerous. The branches are huge. That’s a lot of bobbing and weaving to do and we don’t know what kind of scattered mess the branches under the water are in.” Randy protested. All of his points were valid, but it was still our best option. There weren’t any docks close by, and the water was too shallow at the banks to move the boat flush with land.  
 
    I grinned before I spoke. “Since when did a little challenge scare you?” I asked. He scowled at me for a brief moment. “I’m not scared for me. I’m scared for the three of you,” he informed. “I understand, but it’s the best way and we don’t have the time to argue over this.” 
 
    I made my way back into the kitchen area where the survival packs were kept. I removed my knife from my pack and secured it in my boot. I secured the pack on my back, and I saw the smaller pack Tara had made for me. I smiled at the kindness of her gesture before picking up the small bag and placing it on my shoulders with the other. I then grabbed the other three survival packs, and made my way back out.  
 
    Once I arrived back out on the deck, I distributed the packs around my small group. “Ok everyone, time to gear up. I want knives with sheaths on belts, boots, or anywhere you can strap them for easy access. I am leading the way. I want Tyler and Tara in the middle, and Randy, you bring up the rear.” I commanded. 
 
    “Why are you going first?” Randy asked. I smiled as I pulled my ponytail through the back of my black hat. “Because I am the best swimmer, and my ankles are smaller, even with boots. Less likely that I will get tangled if this tree is rotted from the water more than it looks and it doesn’t support my weight.” The three of them nodded that they agreed with my plan. “Ok, then it’s settled.” 
 
    I reached up for the branch that had initially hit our boat. It was broken, but not all the way through. I pulled on the branch, and it was still very secure to the truck of the fallen tree. Once I was confident that the branch would support my weight, I pulled myself up onto the branch. Once I was sure of my footing, I turned back to my family. “Ok, wait for me to give the go ahead, then one at a time, and keeping some distance between, each of you follow me. Watch your footing, hold on when you’re able, and keep your attention on your surroundings. No gunshots unless absolutely necessary.” “We’ve got it, mom. Don’t worry.” Tara answered. I smiled at my daughter. “Hey, I am so proud of you.” I said with a wink. She smiled the biggest smiled I’d seen since this whole thing started, and it gave me even more drive to get her home, to get us home. “Ok, listen for me to give the go ahead.”  
 
    I turned my attention back to the tree truck that I was about to walk to land. I surveyed the branches, finding the best route through them, and the best ones to hold to. I realized this tree had been down a while. There were no leaves on it at all. I thought for sure it had to have fallen over the last winter. I found my best branch to hold to, and pulled myself up onto the truck of the tree. 
 
    I slowly made my way across the tree, holding to branches when I could. Some were small, and I could navigate easily around them. Others were not so small, and didn’t provide much of a place to hold to. I turned my attention back to my family, each one of them carefully watching my every move. “Ok Tyler, you’re up. Just follow the path I took and you should be fine.” I called out. “Tara, when Tyler reaches this point, then you, and Randy will follow.” “Got it!” All three called out to me, acknowledging my instruction. I then turned my attention back to my task at hand.  
 
    I stopped again once I reached the last branch I had to hold to in order to stabilize myself. The rest of the walk would be with nothing to hold to. The trunk was still plenty wide enough to walk on, but it would require balance, and concentration.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard an all too familiar groan coming from somewhere fairly close by. I was approximately 30 feet from the base of the tree, and the roots that touched the land. I looked around me, and couldn’t see anything. I knew I had to move even more cautiously, and quietly. One of the undead was close by, very close, but still out of my view.  
 
    Still holding to the branch of the tree, I knelt down, and removed the large hunting knife from my boot. I turned back to find all three of my people on the tree. I held my finger to my lips signaling for them to be as quiet as possible. They nodded, one at a time. I turned my attention back, still hearing the groaning of the undead. I still couldn’t see it, them, however many their happened to be, but I knew from experience that it, they had already heard us.  
 
    I took a few steps forward on my path, listening carefully, trying to pinpoint the location of the zombie. I raised my left hand, blade out just in case I got a surprise. I stopped again to check the treetops. One wouldn’t think this would be necessary since the undead are not known for their climbing ability. However, I had one fall out of a free when the straps to a parachute had gave way due to being exposed to the weather, so I knew to expect the unexpected.  
 
    Once I knew the coast was clear, and I wouldn’t have one of those things falling out of the sky and scaring the hell out of me like a jack-in-the-box does a toddler, I began taking my careful steps once again. When I reached the base of the tree, I could hear the sounds of the undead even louder than before. I looked over the mound of dried earth still attached to the thick roots. There she was, in all of her gory wonder, impaled by one of the roots. She was stuck there, but still reaching and snarling hungrily at the sounds of us moving across the trunk of the tree.  
 
    I looked closer at my surroundings, searching for a safe way down from the tree and onto the land below. The base of the tree wasn’t resting on land as I had hoped. There was still a nice gap between land and where I stood. I quickly realized that the safest way down, was where the female walking corpse stood trapped by Mother Nature’s creation.  
 
    A sudden shuffle in the woods caught my attention. I surveyed the area, looking for the source. There, about 10 yards away I saw a small group of about 10 of the undead walking down river. “Great, this just got even more complicated.” I thought to myself. “What’s the problem?” I heard Tyler whisper behind me. “Shh” I said as I pointed down, then over into the woods. Tyler released a quite sign and brought his hand to his face.  
 
    I waited for the rest of the group to reach us. Randy made his way around the kids and came to my side. “I counted nine that I can see. So far, I don’t think our little friend here has attracted their attention yet,” he whispered. “No, but the moment we make any move do get down, it’s going to be noisy and then they will make it to us pretty quickly. It’s uphill for us and downhill for them.” I added.  
 
    I knew what to expect. Either way, we were going to have to kill all ten of these things to get out of here. I looked down at our little friend who was stuck in the tree roots. First things first, she had to go. That was two guarantees that killing the undead was inevitable. I looked again at how the roots were laid out. I had a clearing straight down, but she was in the way. I checked any way I had that could possibly be used as a ladder. No matter which route I took, she could reach me before I could put my blade through her skull, and there was no guarantee that my pant legs wouldn’t roll up, exposing my skin to her scratch.  
 
    At that moment, I knew what I had to do. I turned back to Randy and the kids. “Ok, I’m going to take out our little friend. When she is dead, climb down the quickest way you can find because we have a fight on our hands.” I said. “What the hell are you doing?” Randy asked. I grinned again, kind of proud of my plan. “Just watch. It’s going to be epic.” I said.  
 
    I pulled myself back up and looked around. I reached for a strong tree root, grasping it as firmly as I could, I wedged my boot into the stiff dirt, wiggling it until I felt a root beneath my toes. I pulled myself up onto the massive pile of dirt still held together firmly by the roots. The falling dirt from beneath my feet fell onto the face of the undead woman beneath me. She looked up and saw me, reaching for me. “Oh I’m coming for you.” I said as I lined my body up with her, grasped my hunting knife with both hands. I leaned forward, keeping my body as straight as possible. I exhaled as I allowed myself to fall straight down, impaling the zombie through the head with my blade as gravity did its job.  
 
    When my blade made contact with the softened skull of my enemy, the force of my body knocked her loose from the grasp of the roots, and we fell to the ground. I heard shuffling coming from all around me. I looked around. It was my family coming down the tree from behind me, and the small group of the undead coming from in front of me.  
 
    I was winded from the impact of my body landing, but there was no time to gather myself. The undead were not exceptionally fast, except for the occasional racer, but the grade of the kill they were coming down gave them momentum. That and the fact that zombies don’t exactly have the best balance. I knew they would be to us quickly.  
 
    Randy came beside me, and reached down, helping me to my feet. “You were right. That was epic.” He said with a smile. He pulled the machete from his pack as he dropped it in the shelter of the tree roots. “Told ya” I exclaimed as I also freed myself from the packs on my back. Tyler made his way beside us, freshly sharpened hatchet in hand, and firearm clipped to his belt, just in case, just as he was taught. “You are bad ass mom!” he stated as he dropped his pack and took his stance, ready to fight. “Yes, I know, and watch your mouth.” I said, the mother within me scolding as she should. “Now isn’t the time to be praising epic-ness. We don’t need to be cornered here.” Tara said as she dropped her pack, and stood wielding two hunting knives similar to mine.  
 
    She had a point. We were in the last place we needed to be. We quickly repositioned ourselves with plenty of clearance to run if need be. Nine zombies shouldn’t be difficult, but rule number one has always been expect the unexpected. We spread out a bit, leaving room for us to safely move as needed. We watched as three of the undead lost their footing and rolled down the hill.  
 
    Tara was the first on the zombie that stopped closest to her. Without a moment of hesitation, she didn’t give it a moment to get to its feet. I watched, beaming with pride as my daughter thrust herself down to one knee piercing the zombie in the center of his forehead. Her first kill. We would celebrate later I planned. I watched as Tyler took the next one, smacking the zombie in the head with his hatchet. He was really good with that.  
 
    The time had come to eliminate the rest. We went into action, slicing, stabbing and kicking until each of the remaining seven zombies lay motionless, completely lifeless on the ground. “Excellent job, girl!” Randy exclaimed as he brought our packs back to us. “Thanks. I wouldn’t say it was fun, but it wasn’t hard either.” Tara answered. It was obvious that she was just as proud of herself as I was of her. “You really did pay attention during trainings didn’t you? That was impressive.” I said, encouraging her to keep on her new path.  
 
    We stood for a moment, passing around a twenty ounce bottle of water and catching our breath. “Mom, you’re bleeding!” Tyler exclaimed. My heart immediately began to race as panic filled the very pit of my stomach. Had one of those bastards actually scratched me? I turned to look at my shoulder where Tyler had pointed. Randy grabbed my arm and looked closely.  
 
    So many things ran through my mind, so many questions. Would my kids survive without me? Would they be able to put a bullet in my head when the sickness took over and I could no longer walk? Would they make it to the village in time to save everyone? There was no time to bury a body. Would they be able to leave me laying in the open like that and continue on the mission? 
 
    I watched the concerned look melt away from Randy’s face as he spoke. “It’s good. It’s from the tree or a stick or something on the ground. There is a splinter in it.” He said as he pulled the splinter from my arm. Tara grabbed an antiseptic wipe from her pack, along with a bandage, and cleaned my wound. “Thank God. That was a close call.” Tara said as she placed the bandage there. “I think I’m starting to rethink the bad ass comment from earlier.” Tyler stated. I scolded him with my eyes. Even though I didn’t speak, he knew I meant only one word with the glare. Language.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
    We finally reached the main road just as dusk fell around us. Surprisingly, the presence of the undead was scarce when trekking through the woods. The hills, and slick moss hidden beneath the leaves of the last autumn proved to be more of a challenge, but it was a challenge we could handle. “Well, it’s starting to get dark. Do we check vehicles and see if we get lucky, or do we find a sound structure and zombie-proof it for the night?” Randy questioned.  
 
    I looked around. There wasn’t much in the way of vehicles, or sound structures. There was a dilapidated barn close by, and a house with gaping holes in the walls, probably from a car was my guess as I looked at the walls. Whatever went through there was gone now. I saw a few vehicles, small cars with crushed frontends or flat tires.  
 
    “Let’s look around and weigh our options. We will check every vehicle that hasn’t been wrecked. We don’t have time to find the resources to pull anything out of ditches. If we get lucky, we might find something that only needs the zombie goo cleaned out of it,” I stated. Tara wrinkled her nose, but I had to agree with her. Even with years to have the smell of death clear out of the vehicles and other enclosures we came into contact with, the fact that most of these bodies belonged to people who were infected, but didn’t realize it, and who were running for their lives. The windows were rolled up.  
 
    “Hey, what about that?” Tyler said as we started walking down Highway 411. We stopped and looked in the direction he was pointing in. There, sitting in a nearby field, sat a dirty old tractor. Randy chuckled a little before he spoke. “Not a bad idea. It would be a cramped fit for four people.” Tyler was beaming with pride at Randy’s approval of his suggestion. I hated to crush his spirits now, but we didn’t exactly live in a world where feelings could be taken into consideration often.  
 
    “I can think of several reasons that is a bad idea.” Tara said before I had a chance to. “You would have a problem with a plan I came up with.” Tyler answered. “Oh great. Here we go with sibling squabbles.” I thought to myself. Instead, I settled for rolling my eyes and interrupting. “Ok you two. No isn’t the time or place for that. Tara, what problems do you see with trying to take the tractor?” I asked.  
 
    She gave a smug look before answering my question. “First, the noise of trying to start the tractor. There is no guarantee it will start first try, even if the engine does turn over. If the engine turns, it may not start, which means multiple attempts, and more noise, attracting any undead within earshot.” She made a good point, and found the issues I had with trying to take it. Plus, Randy was right, it would be a tight fit for four people on one tractor.  
 
    “You have a good point, girl.” Randy said. “However, that is a problem we run into with any vehicle we try to use,” he concluded. Tyler gave his own smug look. “My thoughts exactly,” he said. “Ok, so why would the tractor be the better choice?” I asked Tyler. He stood tall and puffed out his chest, ready to be impressive with is thoughts. “First, odds are, it has fuel in it. Day one of the Apocalypse wasn’t in planting or plowing season, so I am willing to bet the farmer who owned it was doing a test run after repairs, or just warming it up. So there is a good chance its operable, has fuel, and if the old man was scared off of it, there is also a good chance he jumped off of it and took off running.”  
 
    I couldn’t deny that the leader within me, and the mother were both proud to see how far they had grown in their survival and reasoning skills on this mission, but unexpected situations have a way of doing that. “Good point. Now, you’re thinking like a man who wants to survive, not a little boy wanting to play with a new toy.” Randy said.  
 
    “Ok, let’s check it out. Randy and Tyler, check the engine out. Make sure we don’t have missing wires or anything and see if the battery looks like it may be in good condition. Tara, you have a good eye, so you’re on zombie watch. I will check the gas then help watch the area if it looks like we will be able to get it running. If nothing else, that little farm house with the boarded windows may be a safe place to hunker down for the night.” Tara threw up her hands in defeat as we turned to make our way into the field.  
 
    We made our way across the highway, and through the deep ditch at the edge of the pavement. We climbed up the embankment, and carefully made our way through the high grass and weeds, watching for anything that could be lurking beneath. While wildlife was scarce, the reptiles and dangerous insects were not in short supply. I wasn’t sure if cockroaches would survive a nuclear explosion, but I knew for a fact that they can survive a zombie apocalypse.  
 
    “You know, the climbing has actually been the hardest part of this entire adventure.” Tara said in an attempt to make small talk. “You have to outrun a horde of zombies, jump into the river to swim after a moving boat, and climbing is the hardest part? Are you high?” Tyler asked. “Only on life.” She answered as we continued through the high grass. I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t help myself. I stopped walking and laughed harder than I had in a very long time. I covered my mouth, trying to stifle the noise as best I could. They say laughter is contagious, and this moment made me a believer as the guys followed my lead. Tara just looked at us. “I didn’t think it was that funny.” She exclaimed before covering her own mouth.  
 
    It took a moment to be able to contain ourselves. It was a good laugh, and I believed after the past couple of days we’d had, it was well deserved. Once I was able to gather myself, I said, “Ok y’all, let’s get moving. We are losing daylight fast.” I led the way toward the tractor, and my three companions followed close behind. We were only a few yards away, so we picked up the pace.  
 
    Once we made it to the tractor, Randy and Tyler went to inspect the tractor. Sure enough, the keys were still in the ignition. “Well, this seems too easy.” Randy said as he began inspecting the engine. Tyler went to work checking oil as I climbed up in the tractor seat. I was relieved to see that it has a gas gauge on it, but discouraged to find that the dial was resting firmly on E. “Let’s see if this is one of those gauges that doesn’t register fuel level until the ignition is turned.” I said. “Oil is good, and surprisingly clean for two years of sitting.” Tyler informed. “Engine looks good too. Only problem we may have is the battery being dead.” Randy added.  
 
    I glanced over to make sure Tara was ok. She was well on guard, watching our surroundings. “Well, I guess the first test would be to see what happens when we turn the key.” I said as I reached for the ignition switch. “Here goes nothing.” I said with a slight exhale before turning the switch on the steering column. To my surprise, the gauges came to life, and I smiled, surprised that the old tractor had any juice left at all. 
 
    Just as I was about to share the news, a shot rang out from the house with the boarded up windows. I quickly jumped off the tractor, and the four of us took shelter behind it. Of all the threats we could have met while trying to get this tractor moving, it would have to be a living, breathing, human being with what sounded like a shot gun. “Did anyone see anybody up there?” I asked. “No one. I looked all around.” Tara replied, a sense of defeat in her voice. “It’s ok. They are probably well hidden.” I assured her.  
 
    Truth be told, I was mentally kicking myself in the ass for not realizing it was a bit suspicious that of the few homes and structures in the area, the house was the only one with boarded up windows on the first floor only. “The damn house was zombie proofed. Someone lives there.” I said as I turned my attention to Randy. I watched as Randy reached for his gun, retrieving mine from the holster as well. Tara and Tyler also drew theirs, as we continued to take shelter behind the tractor.  
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Tyler asked. I checked to ensure the safety was off on my gun, and that I had a round in the chamber. “First thing is first, I am going to see if I can find him, and if I do, take him out. He shot at us, therefore he is a threat.” I said, full on commander mode. “Let me do it Amber.” Randy said. “No. I am a better shot with a hand gun, and you know this. If we had one of the riffles with a scope, then sure.” I said as I made my way along the ground to the front of the tractor.  
 
    I used the high grass as camouflage, laying as flush with the earth as I could. I made my way to the front of the tractor, watching the windows on the second story of the old farmhouse as closely as I could. I knew how risky it was for me to be moving through the grass. It was almost impossible to be invisible, but I had to try. As I came around the front of the tractor, laying on my stomach, I braced my arms as best I could for the recoil of the shot I would need to make.  
 
    As I steadied my arms, I heard the voice of an older man. “You know it ain’t very Christian to go around stealin’ an old man’s tractor.” I exhaled in disappointment. He had come out of the house to where we were. “Come up out of that grass real slow like, and I will lower my gun. But you come out with ‘em up, I’m shootin’ first, and won’t bother with no damn questions later cause you’ll be too dead to answer.” He instructed.  
 
    I took a deep breath, turned on the safety on my gun. We couldn’t run, but he did seem as though he wanted to be peaceful. Against my better judgement, I decided to trust him. “Ok, I put the safety on. I’m not disarming, but I will come out with my gun lowered as well.” I called out to the stranger. “Mom, don’t do it!” I heard Tara call out. “It’s ok little lady. I got no interest in hurtin’ ya mama or any of ya, so long as you don’t try n’ hurt me.” 
 
    The tone of his voice held a certain sincerity. “It’s ok Tara. You three stay down. I will let you know when it’s safe.” I called out. I stood up from the shelter of the grass, my gun aimed at the ground as promised. Who I found when I stood was an older man, in his mid to late sixties, dressed in overalls and a white t-shirt. He too held his shotgun with the barrel down to the ground, and only in one hand.  
 
    He was a thin man, but it was evident by looking at him that he once had a belly that said his wife fed him right, and even enjoyed a few beers after working the fields. However the food shortages, had done a number on his weight. Still, he didn’t appear to be frail. The name’s Charlie little lady.” He introduced. “Amber.” I said, giving as short of an answer as possible. He seemed harmless, but I learned early on in this shit storm that looks can be deceiving. “Who else you got with ya?” Charlie asked. “My son Tyler, my daughter Tara, and my husband, Randy.”  
 
    Granted, I didn’t thing marriage really had a meaning anymore in this world, but given the age of the old man, and the way he used that old timey southern dialect, it was the easiest term to use for Randy. I could already see Randy gushing with pride, and my kids giggling like they were five again, had everyone not been both afraid, and on guard.  
 
    Charlie spit out a chew of tobacco, and wiped the string of saliva from his lip with a handkerchief. “Well, I suppose you four will be needin’ some food, and probably more help than that. Why don’t y’all come on out from behind that tractor there and come inside. Got some beans, taters, and cornbread fresh off the stove. Now buttermilk ain’t around no more, but it’s good enough to eat and fill ya up.”  
 
    I still wasn’t sure that I could trust this old man, but he seemed genuine enough. I kept an eye on him though, and a firm grasp on my gun just in case. “It’s ok. Y’all come on out.” I called to the others. I watched as one by one they slowly rose to their feet. “Y’all just keep them guns in control, and I will do the same. Let’s find out what y’all needin’ my tractor for. Hell it ain’t like fields are being planted no more.” Charlie said as he turned his back on us and led the way to the house, with his gun still aimed at the ground.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    The four of us made our way up to the farm house, keeping a short distance between us and old farmer Charlie. He’d offered us food and “other help,” but I learned early in this world, don’t trust anyone instantly, and it wasn’t the apocalypse that taught me that lesson. Humans were savage before the world went to hell. The struggle of these times only made it worse.  
 
    Once we reached the side of the porch, we all stood at the bottom of the steps while Charlie went up to unlock the padlock he’d installed on the front door. When he realized he didn’t hear our footsteps behind him, he looked over his shoulder, and chuckled a little bit. “I get why ya don’t trust me, but if I wanted to kill ya, I coulda done it from the window. Didn’t have to feed ya first.” He said as he pulled a single key from his overall pocket.  
 
    He had a good point. I for one had never offered a meal to anyone that I thought for a split second could be a threat to me or my village. Sure, when I sent them packing, I did provide a small drawstring bag with a few cans and some wrapped bread, but that was as close as I’d ever gotten. The humanity within me wanted to trust this man because, aside from his gun, he seemed harmless otherwise. However the survivor in me, the mother in me refused to give such a privilege so quickly.  
 
    Once the door was opened, Charlie turned to us. “Alright, y’all come on in before some of those stragglers wonder in. When one starts beatin’ the door in, all ‘em otherns come a runnin’ too.” Tyler and Tara looked at me for assurance. I nodded and said, “Its ok. Follow Randy in.” I watched cautiously, hand still on my gun just in case anything happened. I noticed Randy kept his gun in hand as well. Charlie stood beside the opened door waiting for me to come inside.  
 
    I stopped in the doorway, and looked around, both inside and out. Charlie chucked again, and in that raspy voice, with that deep southern dialect, he said, “I can see why ya the leader of this outfit. Always got ya eyes open.” Satisfied that for now, things seemed safe, I turned my attention back to farmer Charlie. “My daddy raised me right.” I answered with a sly grin. I took a step inside the door, then to the right to give him room to close the door behind me. “Ya daddy was a smart man.” Charlie complimented. “Is a smart man.” I corrected, politely but firmly. He nodded as he lifted a board that his arms were growing too weak to lift, and placed it in the brackets on either side of the door. “What a blessin” he said, a hint of sadness in his voice.  
 
    I looked at the door, and watched Charlie struggle with the board. There were three other sets of brackets, and three other thick boards resting against the wall. Tyler came over cautiously and said,” Excuse me Sir, I’d like to help you with those if you don’t mind?” I smiled at my son. It was obvious he’d noticed the frailty of the old man’s arms just as I had.  
 
    Charlie looked at my son, and he did so as though he was grateful that even in a world such as this, there were still young people with respect, compassion, and even love in their hearts. “Thank ya kindly young man.” Charlie said. He was a little winded from lifting the board. I watched as the old man stepped aside, and in the small gesture of allowing my son to help him, brought my defenses down when I realized he needed possibly more help than he was willing to give us.  
 
    We all made our way into the dining room beside the kitchen. “Y’all take ya a seat there and I’ll bring the food n plates in. I’m old and getting worn so I move slow. Make ya ’selves at home.” “I can help with things.” Tara said as she walked over to Charlie. “Well, both of ya got respect for us old people dontcha?” he said with the first real smile I’d seen since we’d met. “Yes Sir. Mom said that just because the world changed didn’t mean our manners should.” Tara answered with a smile, followed by a wink at me.  
 
    Randy and I took a seat across from each other at the table, and Tyler sat beside Randy. I watched as Randy kept a close eye on Tara and Charlie. He wasn’t as quick with the level of trust I’d already given the kind old man. However, his vigilance was admirable, and I was pleased to see that even though my daughter was robbed of her father, she still had a strong man who loved her to stand in his place.  
 
    Charlie and Tara came in with the dishes, and food. “It smells amazing.” Randy said, letting his guard finally come down a bit. “Been a while since ya’ had real southern cookin’?” Charlie said as he placed the big bowl of potatoes on the table. “It’s been a very long time. Meals are prepared in bulk in our village, and there aren’t iron skillets big enough to feed approximately seventy people.” Randy answered. Charlie gave him a puzzled look. “Then how y’all eatin’ ya taters?” Charlie asked. “Mashed…always mashed.” Tyler answered with a frown.  
 
    Charlie gave a genuine laugh at the sight of my son’s disappointed demeanor. “Oh now son, mashed taters are good too.” He said as he took a seat at the head of the table. “Yes Sir, but they do get old after a while.” Tyler stated. “Well, I reckon they do. I ran out of taters first year about midway through the fall. Missed em so much that when I planted more, I planted too many. Come the next fall, I was up to my ears in taters.”  
 
    While sitting in a strange house with a man we didn’t know kept us on our toes, the company was nice. We sat and listened to farmer Charlie talk about his life and tell some old jokes. It reminded me of when I was a child, and I would go visit my pawpaw in the summer. He would always tell jokes, and sing crazy little songs to make the kids laugh.  
 
    “So you’ve managed to stay at home since day one Charlie?” I asked, honestly snooping to gain a little more knowledge about the man that was kind enough to feed us. 
 
    “Yeah. Been here the whole time. My whole life really. Joined the Army right outta school, came home, my mama and daddy had already passed. So I had the farm to tend to when I got back.” Charlie answered. I thought of how sad that must have been to be away from home when both of his parents passed away.  
 
    “I married my Bernice about a year after I got back. Courted her all through school. We had a son. Tried our best with that boy but he had a wild streak in him deeper than the holler. Liked ‘em motor bikes and like to drive ‘em fast even more. Even had himself a kid before he wrecked that thing.” 
 
    Charlie’s voice trailed off into the silence of his heartache. This old man had had a rough life. Now, even with an apocalypse going on, I felt guilty about trying to steal his tractor. “Where is your grandchild now?” Tyler asked, his curiosity getting the best of him. “Tyler, no. Charlie doesn’t want to talk about it.” I said, trying to give Charlie an out from my son’s question. “Oh it’s alright.” He said as he pulled his old leather wallet from his overall pocket.  
 
    We watched as he opened it and pulled a picture out. “Her name was Morella. Her mama wasn’t too reliable for her neither, so Bernice and me were raisin’ her, waitin’ for that boy of ours to wake up n see what he had. Didn’t ever happen though. So me and Bernice raised her here on the farm.” Charlie said as he passed a picture over to Tyler.  
 
    Tyler took the picture, and instinctively, Randy leaned over his shoulder to see as well. “She was beautiful.” Randy said as he took the picture and passed it over to Tara and me. “That she was. She made it a year in this hell before she passed, her and Bernice together within days of each other. They both caught the fever, the one that makes you like ‘em stragglers out there. Bernice wanted me to end it for her, but I couldn’t do it. Wishin’ now I had cause she turned before I could do anything. Morella got a scratch tryin’ to help me tie her down. Didn’t know about that until she went out back where we planted the garden in the fence n heard the shot.”  
 
    Charlie fought back the tears as he handed me a tattered piece of paper that he also kept in his wallet. “Oh Charlie, you don’t have to share this with me.” I said as I tried to push it back to him. “Naw, it helps me. Ain’t had no one to talk to bout nothing ‘cept the good lord. He don’t always talk back loud enough.” I smiled, agreeing with him and took the letter and unfolded it.  
 
      
 
    Dear Pawpaw, 
 
    I am sorry that it had to be this way. Mawmaw scratched me yesterday, and the fever has already set in. I don’t want you to struggle with me like you did with her. I don’t want to become like the others, and I don’t think it would be any easier for you than it was with Mawmaw. I love you Pawpaw. Please take care of yourself. Always remember to help a stranger, just as you taught me. Bury me in Mawmaw’s old flower garden please? Right beside her so we can bring in the flowers together next spring. 
 
    Love always, 
 
    Morella 
 
    P.S. Don’t follow me to the other side unless you have to.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t get the pleasure of meeting this young girl, but I wished I had. She had a beautiful heart, which was evident by the sincerity in her words to her grandfather. I couldn’t help but to shed a tear as I read her words. I slowly folded the letter back the way Charlie kept it, careful not to tear his granddaughter’s last words to him. “I couldn’t imagine.” I said as I passed the letter back to him. “Wasn’t easy to find her like that. Nearly tore my heart in two. I almost went with her, but I seen her part where she told me not to follow her. Even though she didn’t hear me agree, I reckon she trusted me to keep on livin’. So did.”  
 
    We all sat in silence for a moment, giving the sadness time to pass. Charlie deserved a moment to grieve, truly grieve the loss of his beloved Bernice and his lovely Morella. My heart broke at the thought of this man dealing with the deaths of his last family members only days apart, and all alone at that. I couldn’t hold back the compassion that humanity had given me. As he sat there with his hands clasped together, and his head bowed as if he were praying, I reached out and gently touched his arm. He looked at me, and a tear fell from his gray eyes, getting trapped in the deep wrinkles of his face.  
 
    He smiled at me through the tears. “Thank ya for ya kindness, and your company. Thank all of y’all. Ya made an old man’s last days worth livin.” He said. I hadn’t noticed until now that Charlie hadn’t touched the food on his plate, and only drank about half the glass of water. I looked in his eyes, and there was a weakness within them that told me that he was sick. However, it wasn’t the zombie virus that plagued him; it was something else.  
 
    “But, no time for all this blubberin’. I promised y’all some help, and I promised my Morella that I would help someone too.” 
 
    “You made this dinner just for us, didn’t you?” Randy asked. Charlie nodded. “I still cook most nights. Helps me feel like things is like they used to be. But I saw y’all wonderin’ around lookin for somewhere to go and a way to get there. So I said to myself that this was the day I did my duty to Morella and earned my place with ‘em in Heaven.” 
 
     I could no longer hold back the tears. Now I grieved for this man, and his losses, his hardships, and I was grateful for his compassion toward us as well. “So what were y’all needin with my tractor?” he asked, quickly changing the subject from himself to us. “We need to make it home, back to our village.” Randy said. I was thankful that Randy took over the conversation as I was still fighting to gain control of my own tears.  
 
    “How far ya got to go?” Charlie asked. “Adairsville. The old public square. We blocked off the entrances, and made a safe place for us there. It’s tight, but we are comfortable.” Randy informed. Charlie nodded as he thought. “Well, I’ve decided I ain’t givin ya my tractor. But I got somethin’ better.” Charlie said as he stood from his seat at the table. Randy and I followed behind him as he led the way through the old farmhouse, down a breezeway that led to a garage.  
 
    “Behind this door here is mine and Bernice’s retirement plan, somethin’ we were gonna use after Morella graduated high school and went off to college. But that time never came.” He said as he opened the door. Charlie reached to his left and retrieved a battery powered lantern and turned it on. There in the oversized garage sat an RV. “Charlie, we can’t take this.” I said, shocked “Yeah ya can. I ain’t got no use for it no more. Ain’t got no use for that tractor neither, but I’m kinda attached to it. It’s stocked with food n blankets n other things ya may need. Hell with all them people you take care of, I ain’t sure how long it will last, but it’ll help nonetheless.” 
 
    I had no words that could express the immense level of gratitude I felt toward this man for his kindness and generosity. I wanted to do something, anything. There was only one thing I could think of. “Charlie, why don’t you come with us? We have plenty of room for you.” I offered wholeheartedly. “I thank ya for the offer miss, but I can’t leave my Bernice and my Morella out yonder in the garden alone.”  
 
    The logical side of me knew that it didn’t make a difference if Charlie left or not, but the human side of me understood him perfectly. I had caught Charlie’s comment earlier about his last days. I was curious as to what he meant by it exactly. I had seen the illness in his eyes. I knew it wasn’t the virus we all feared, but it was something just as awful.  
 
    “Charlie, what did you mean by we made your last days worth living?” The question escaped my lips before my brain registered the question. Once again, Charlie hung his head. “Well, a couple months before this started, the doc said I had cancer. Wasn’t anything serious then. Started that chemo stuff and was on my way to getting better. But then this all happened, and chemo treatments stopped. Was a blessin’ in disguise really. Couple months after I couldn’t get my treatments, I started feelin’ better. But here lately, the bleedin’s been worse, and I ain’t ate nothin’ solid in over a month. When I heard your young’uns arguin’ out there, I knew the time was close.” 
 
    Now I understood perfectly. Charlie was dying of some form of intestinal cancer, and felt his days were drawing to a close. He’d seen our arrival as a sign from God that it was time. So he was doing his last good deed before God allowed him to be reunited with his family. It was a beautiful thought, bitter sweet, but beautiful. A part of me hoped that many years from now, when my time came, I could have something, a moment as beautiful as this one.  
 
    “Well, why don’t y’all sleep here tonight, leave at day break. Gives ya plenty of time to make it where ya gotta be.” Charlie offered. I smiled. One more act of generosity to fulfill his unspoken promise to Morella. With a smile, we agreed.  
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    I was beyond grateful for all of the help Charlie was giving us. I still felt guilty about agreeing to take the one thing he and his late wife treasured so much, and made so many plans with, but as he had said, he wasn’t going to use it. I hated to think of Charlie dying alone there in that farmhouse, no matter how cozy it seemed, but I understood his wishes. It was home, and had been all of his life.  
 
    We made our way back into the living room where we found Tara and Tyler sitting in the floor around the coffee table with a board game out. They’d lit the six kerosene lanterns to light it up. They turned their attention to us when we entered the room. “I hope you don’t mind that we lit the lanterns.” Tara said to Charlie with a smile. “No child, it’s alright. I don’t much care for sittin’ in the dark in the evenin’ anyway.” Charlie answered.  
 
    We watched as Charlie walked over to the bookshelf on the east wall of the living room. “Now, ya game is gonna have to wait. Y’all be sleepin’ here tonight so I need to show y’all the escape plan, just in case.” Charlie removed a big flashlight from the shelf, and turned to leave the room. We all followed behind him single file as he led the way up the stairs.  
 
    “Now this house has an attic. I pull the ladder down ever night.” He said as I shined the light on the pull cord dangling from the ceiling. “Tyler, why don’t you go ahead and pull that ladder down. Don’t forget to push on the sides so it locks into place. If you gotta run for your life, you don’t wanna deal with that thing movin n costin’ ya balance.” Tyler did as he was asked.  
 
    Once the ladder to the attic was secure, Charlie went back to his tour. “Now, I got enough bedrooms for all y’all to sleep in, but you can double up if ya want. Don’t make no difference to me. But here is the rooms I got for ya.” We went to the first door closest to the ladder. He opened the door and went inside to light a lantern. “Tara girl, this was my Morella’s room. Still the way she left it, bed made n all. You’re more than welcome to sleep in here.” Charlie said.  
 
    We went inside the room and looked around. The room still resembled a typical teenage girl’s bedroom. Feminine décor, but not too feminine. The posters on the walls were of country singers instead of rappers or boy bands. There were several shelves on the walls, and beautiful, gothic style fairy figurines rested on them. The cobwebs wrapped around their wings made them look aged, but no less beautiful.  
 
    “She loved to read.” Tara said as she looked at the titles on the shelves. “Yeah she did. This is ever book Bernice and me ever bought her. Most kids ask for toys at the market. Morella asked for books and the like.” Charlie said, a hint of sadness in his voice. Tara turned to him. “I don’t mind sleeping alone, if it’s ok with mom.” She said. I nodded with a smile. “Would it be ok it I read a book?” Tara asked. “Well I don’t see why not. That’s what they are there for. Pick somethin’ n if you don’t finish it, just take it with you.”  
 
    Charlie led us through the rest of the second level of the house. He gave Tyler his Son’s room for the night, and Tyler didn’t mind. He loved the old cars on the wall with the camouflage curtains over the windows. It was cozy for sure.  
 
    The guest bedroom was at the end of the hall, and led out onto a small balcony. It was cozy in the dim lighting given by the lantern, and one could tell that the lady of the house had put extra care into its décor. Once we were all settled, and our packs resting close by, just in case, Charlie took us up to the attic to explain his escape plan.  
 
    “So after we climb up here, we go over to them French doors my wife wanted put in up here for some reason. They lead out onto another balcony.” We watched as Charlie went over and opened the doors, kicking one of them when the rusty hinge got stuck. “They’s a ladder here. Big ole extension one that’ll reach down to the ground. Worst comes to worst, ya can climb right on down and run like hell. Or if ya hear em’ trying to break in and its more than a few, just drive that damned RV through the garage door and haul ass.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but to notice that Charlie was talking as if he knew this would be his last night alive. I was curious, but didn’t want to alarm the children. They had grown fond of him very quickly, and I didn’t want to upset them. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that Charlie was planning to end his life that night. Normally, suicide would be frowned upon, but in this case, with no one to care for him in his last days, withering away in his own excrement while he waited to starve to death seemed less humane than whatever method he planned to use. 
 
    “Ok we have a long day ahead of us. Why don’t you two head to bed. Don’t fall asleep with the lanterns on.” I instructed. Once the children were out of the attic, I turned to Charlie. Randy came to stand behind me and put his arms around my waist. I was sure he could feel my anxiety. 
 
     Charlie remained silent for a moment. He ran his fingers through his thin gray hair. “Listen um, I know we ain’t known each other enough to be askin favors, but I got one for anyway.” Charlie said as he fought to get the words out. “Anything Charlie. Whatever you need.” Randy said in a calming tone.  
 
    Charlie waked over and took a seat in a rocking chair on the balcony. “I’m old. Been sick a long time.” Charlie took his pocket knife out of his pocket and began cleaning out from under his nails. “I wanna be buried out in the garden with my Bernice and Morella. Took me a while but I done got the hole dug.” 
 
    I knew what he was attempting to ask of us, or at least along what lines it would be. My heart ached for this man who suffered a condition that could no longer be treated in this day and age. But that was just it; he’d suffered, and more than just the cancer. I choked back the tears and asked him, “What do you need from us Charlie?” my voice quivered and I hoped he didn’t notice, even though the embrace that came around my waist from Randy told me that he had noticed.  
 
    Charlie continued to run the tip of his blade underneath his nails. “Well, way I figure it, I got me a bunch of old blood pressure medicine. Reckon I will take it all at once, and sit in my chair out there beside the garden until I’m good n gone. Then, maybe if it ain’t too much trouble, I could get you two to roll me on in there and cover me up before you go.”  
 
    Just as I had thought. He had it all planned out. A part of me hated knowing what he had planned, but another part of me, a more humane part, didn’t have the heart to tell him no. With a heavy heart, and fighting back the tears, Randy and I agreed to give him his last request on this earth and bury him in his grave beside his wife and granddaughter.  
 
    I saw a tear fall from his eye and down his cheek. The energy in the attic changed, and we could feel the peace that Charlie felt in his mind and his heart. “I thank ya for ya help. It means a lot to this old man.” Charlie stood up and came over to where Randy and I stood, Randy’s arms still locked around my waist. As Charlie approached us, Randy let go of me, and reached out to shake Charlie’s hand.  
 
    “You take care of this family of yours. Them’s some good kids, and you got one hell of a woman. Treasure that Son.” He said with a sniffle. I looked over at the man I loved. “I will Sir. You have my word.” I could see a glisten in Randy’s eyes that told me he was also trying not to cry. Charlie then turned his attention to me. “Miss Amber, there should be more people out there like you girl. You are one of a kind, remind me a lot of my Bernice.” I couldn’t help but to let the tears fall. Instead of shaking his hand, I hugged him, and hugged him tight. I hugged him like I would my grandfather if I could see him again.  
 
    “Well, help me down that ladder would ya? I took ‘em pills before we come up here, and I’m already feeling a bit weak.” My heart sank, but Randy led the way to the ladder which led down from the attic. “I will go first, just in case you start to lose your balance. I will catch you.” Randy said. “Alright son. If we fall for some reason, just blame it on that bad balance of an old man. No need to scare them kids.” 
 
    Once we reached the floor beneath, Randy took Charlie’s arm and headed down the stairs. “I’m going to look in on the kids.” I said. Randy nodded at me and waved me off. I opened the door to Morella’s room. There was no light shining through. Tara was fast asleep with a book light clipped to the book she’d chosen from the shelf. I didn’t bother turning her light off at the risk of waking her. When I checked in on Tyler, he was also fast asleep with the light from the old Gameboy shining on his face. . 
 
    I made my way down the stairs, and to the side door of the house where Randy and Charlie had went out to the garden. I walked outside into the stillness of the night to find Charlie and Randy sitting in the rocking chairs, watching the sky. I took a seat in the vacant rocking chair, and looked up with them.  
 
    The sky was beautiful. Not one cloud blocked our view of the wonders above us. It was a full moon as well, which lit up the world around us, and for once, it didn’t seem so terrifying. There were no groans of the undead, or shuffling as they wondered mindlessly around. The night was so peaceful, and quiet, quiet enough that I heard the sound of Charlie’s last breath.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Randy and I did as we had promised. I had checked for breathing, and for a pulse before we moved him to his final resting place, and covered him. Randy went into the garage and retrieved a few pieces of picket fence, and bound them together with wire. I wrote “Farmer Charlie” on the makeshift headstone, and we placed it at the head of his grave.  
 
    Randy and I didn’t sleep. We couldn’t. we knew we hadn’t done anything wrong, but the rules of morality from an extinct society still made us feel as though we had. We were in the kitchen the next morning when Tara and Tyler came down the stairs. “Good morning mom, Randy. Where is Charlie?” Tara asked with a smile. I didn’t answer, just hung my head.  
 
    “Charlie passed away last night kids. I’m sorry. He was very sick. He was diagnosed with cancer before the apocalypse started.” I watched as my children began to cry as if they’d lost a grandfather. Their tears broke my heart in two. I walked over and wrapped my arms around them. “Shh, it’s ok. He passed peacefully.” I said as I rubbed my son’s head. “Where is he? I want to say goodbye.” Tyler said. “We buried him in the garden with his wife and his granddaughter. We were sure he would have wanted that.” Randy answered. We’d already agreed that we would spare them the details of exactly how he passed.  
 
    We took the kids to the garden where Charlie and his family were buried. They looked so heartbroken, and I assured them that Randy and I felt the same. Randy walked over and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Hey guys, I know this is hard, but we have to get back. We don’t know what we are going to run into along the way.” He said calmly. They nodded and turned to go back inside the house. 
 
    Each of the kids went upstairs, and made the beds they’d slept in as a sign of respect for the man that helped us in our greatest time of need. We gathered our things and headed down to the garage. Tara saw a picture sitting on a credenza beside the door. It was Charlie, Bernice, and Morella. “Mom, do you think Charlie would mind if I took this?” she asked. I smiled with a tear in my eye. “No sweetheart, I don’t think he would mind.” She carefully picked up the framed photo and put it in her pack.  
 
    We got the kids into the RV and settled in for the ride to Adairsville. Once upon a time, the drive would have taken only 20 minutes, but the roads were littered with abandoned vehicles, road signs and God only knew what else. I sat in the passenger seat, and reached over to turn the ignition. The engine fired right up. Randy raised the garage door, and climbed into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Randy asked as he situated himself comfortably in the seat. “You bet, but once we are clear of the garage, can you stop and let me close the door?” I asked. “Of course.” Randy said with a smile. He understood exactly why I wanted to close the door. It just seemed wrong to me to leave it accessible to the undead. 
 
    Randy shifted the RV into drive, and slowly pulled forward, once the rear of the RV was clear of the door, I climbed out and closed the door. I watched as the cozy little farmhouse faded behind us. We took the little road out to Highway 411, making our way back to Adairsville.  
 
    Two hours passed before we were able to turn onto 140. Randy had to drive really slow in order to navigate the RV around the abandoned vehicles, some were trailers still attached to the tractors that pulled them. I chewed my nails as I watched the speedometer. Randy glanced at me briefly before turning his attention back to the road. “It’s ok. We are going to make it.” He said, trying to reassure me. I wanted to believe it, but I knew how long we’d been gone.  
 
    “Hey Randy, What if we don’t make it?” I asked. I couldn’t help but to think about all of the people at the village, sitting and waiting blindly for us to return. Had they given us up for dead by now? Did Alex and my daddy manage to keep things in order? Did the warning make it to them in time? So many questions went unanswered in my mind.  
 
    Tyler and Tara walked up to the front of the RV where we were. I was still looking over at the speedometer, dreading how slowly we were traveling. I looked at my watch. Four hours on the road. Just as I was about to voice a complaint or suggest a different solution, Tyler’s voice caught my attention. “Hey Mom, Look! The bridge over the Interstate!” I felt my heart leap into my throat. We were so close, and I knew the roads were pretty much clear from this point on. The abandoned vehicles and other obstacles had been moved by us a while back.  
 
    I smiled at Randy, excited that soon I could rest easy once I saw my villagers were safe, once I could see that my biological family and my family at heart were all alive and well. “See, I told you it would be ok.” Randy said with a smile and a wink. Now the only thing worrying me was how much supplies could we get moved before the horde fell at our doorstep?  
 
    My mind was made up. Once we arrived, I would send out a scout on one of the ATVs to check out how far away the horde was. “Hey! Who is that on the motor cycle?” Tara asked as she pointed up ahead. “As far as I knew, no one had motorcycles in the village, but that could have changed in the week we’d been gone. “I’m not sure.” Suddenly, I remembered my radio in my pack. I quickly removed it, praying that the batteries were still good. I turned the power on and instantly heard the static.  
 
    I smiled, eager to hear a familiar voice on the other end. “Commander to Bird’s Eye, Do you copy?” I called. I released the button and waited. No response. I shook my head, refusing to give up. “This is Amber, can anyone hear me?” I said, leaving the formalities out this time. I heard a pop over the airwaves, then a very familiar voice. “It’s Mike commander, welcome home.” I smiled and didn’t bother to fight the tears.  
 
    “It’s good to be back. How are things at home? Over.” “Right as rain cuz. But we aren’t in the square. We’ve relocated to the school so head there.” Mike said. “10-4 cuz. See you soon.” I replied. “See you already,” came the answer just as the rider on the motorcycle stopped and began waving.  
 
    We made our way around the roads we’d cleared for just this occasion, and to the chainlink fencing that surrounded the football field. There wasn’t a soul in sight outside, except on the roof of the building, just as we had planned. I watched as the garage door of the school which led to the mechanics class opened. Randy pulled the RV inside slowly.  
 
    Before the engine was off, I jumped out of the RV. There stood my parents, my brothers, my cousins, and all of my villagers. Mike and Alex were the first at my side. I wrapped an arm around each of them and squeezed as hard as I could. “Thank God you’re alright.” Mike said as he held me tight. “You know me. Tough as nails.” I answered. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again. You don’t leave this hell without me.” He demanded with a smile. “Deal.” I agreed.  
 
    The door to the mechanics shop closed behind us, and we were left in the dim lighting of kerosene lamps. “Let’s get up top girl.” My daddy said as he wrapped an arm around me, leading the way up the stairs. The sounds of celebration of our return echoed through the school. I was so happy to be home, and even happier to see that even now, there was not one life lost among my village.  
 
    The popping of the radio caused the commotion to die down. “Get Quiet down there. The horde is moving up Park Street.” We all remained quiet. We could hear the faint sounds of the groans of the undead. We sat silently and we waited as they passed by us, undetected.  
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