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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    No. Please, God, no. 
 
    The inner voice inside my head screams out in pain, wading in anguish that is drowning me. My face throbs with a pulsating sensation from the sadness, and complete outrage that is nothing short of a massive storm swelling up from my core.  
 
    I cannot accept this reality. This is not happening right now. Cindy is not missing, and she is not dead. She did not turn into one of the ravenous creatures that consumes flesh. My mom did not become a... chaser. 
 
    I’m on my knees, with my dog, Duke, sitting by my side. We sit solemnly next to the dead body of the woman who raised me, the woman who loved me, the woman I had to dispatch when the virus took over her body. I whimper in utter agony.  
 
    I view the motionless corpse through what looks like the end of a bottle—all distorted with the imagery a garbled mess. 
 
    Cassie and Lucas, two brave souls who’ve helped me out while on my journey, speak to me. Their voices are nothing but distant sound bites that I don’t care to register. Their hands rest on my shoulders, and pull me backward. I jerk away, freeing my body of their grasp. They leave me be, and allow me to mourn my mother’s death. 
 
    “I’m going to check the perimeter really quick to make sure we don’t have any chasers inbound,” Lucas mutters to Cassie. He doesn’t actually mutter, but the detached feeling that I have right now makes it seem like that. “We can’t stay here for too long. We need to get back on the move.” 
 
    Boots echo off the grates, walking away from us. My attention stays focused on the body before me. Lucas leaves the medical ward section of the building. 
 
    The hinges squeak as his bulk presses down on the grates, and fades to nothing. 
 
    In the lull of the silence, I think about my life, my family, and my friends. Most of all, I wonder if, for some strange reason, I am being punished for some wrong that I committed. Have I pissed off some higher power to where it’s exacting its revenge by making me kill my family? By turning them into mindless meat sacks of skin and bone, hell bent on devouring the meaty strands of flesh from the living? 
 
    It’s bullshit. One hundred percent. 
 
    I can feel Cassie hovering behind me. She’s probably wrestling with what else to say that will soothe the devastating pain eating away at me. 
 
    “James.” Her palm gingerly rests on my shoulder. Her fingers grip a hair tighter. “I know how much pain you are in. I am so sorry that you are going through this.” 
 
    Sorry? Perfect word to describe me.  
 
    I have failed my family in every way possible. I don’t care if what is happening is beyond what any grown man could fight against. My father, God rest his soul, taught me to be strong, and fight for our family. The man takes care of it all. When the crap is hitting the fan, you knuckle down, and hit right back. Protect the ones you love. I know in the end, my parents would forgive me for not being able to protect everyone, knowing that I have done the best I could. Still, I can’t forgive myself. 
 
    My eyes divert from my mother. I turn and stand up. So much grief and pure hate fill my being that every muscle fiber in my body wants to destroy whatever gets in my way.  
 
    I pace in a circle for a moment before I suddenly stop. I don’t know how to process my feelings. My head shakes from side to side, my brain struggling to find a way to get me back from the edge of despair.  
 
    I point to the body with an unsteady finger. “Why? Can anybody tell me why this is happening?”  
 
    Tears stream down Cassie’s flushed cheeks as she struggles to keep the flood of emotions from bursting free. 
 
    She goes to speak, but nothing more than a sobbing whimper escapes her trembling lips. 
 
    “Please tell me WHY IN THE HELL this is HAPPENING!” My hands wrap around the edges of the steel bed frame next to me. I lift up with all of my might, flipping the blood-soaked sheets and the covered body hard to the floor. It hits with a dull thud.  
 
    Duke scrambles to his feet and moves back to where Cassie is. His tail folds under his genitals while his head lowers to the ground. His grungy yellow ears lay down as he looks up to me with sad eyes. I don’t think he’s ever looked at me like that. I have failed him as well. The surge of anger that I’m already struggling with only increases at the realization.  
 
    My breathing escalates, eyes dart all around wildly. The walls feel like they’re closing in on me. I need to release the anger and heartache that is pent up inside of me. A short reprieve from the damage that is being done to my soul. 
 
    Chest heaving and my meager arms surging with a steady flow of hate, I continue on my rampage. I tip bed after bed over, and rip the antiseptic white curtains from the silver rings wrapped over the steel tubing running along each section. 
 
    “THEY ARE ALL GOING TO DIE. MARK MY WORDS.” Spit spews from my mouth like I’m possessed. My lips are taut. My face radiates such heat that I feel like I could combust at any second. “I am going to kill each and every one of those creatures if it’s the last thing I do!” 
 
    Cassie’s look of compassion and understanding twists to unease. Her body tenses up. Her hands swipe away the tears from her red cheeks. 
 
    “James, please. You’re out of control,” she sternly says. “I know how you’re feeling right now, but you have to settle down, and stop creating so much racket, or you’re going to get us all killed.” 
 
    My mind totally bypasses her words. Through the blinding fury, I throw my arms up in the air. “Am I being too loud?” I bark. “I am sorry that I am not handling this as well as you did, Cassie. Maybe, just maybe, I’m not as strong as you. Perhaps, all of the people that I have lost on this messed up trek into hell has made me hit my tipping point!” 
 
    Cassie folds her arms across her chest. She’s definitely pissed now. Her eyes narrow at me as her boot taps the ground rapidly. Duke remains crouched by her side as a chuckle escapes her taut lips. “You know, being a complete asshole doesn’t help a damn thing here. I am sorry for all that has happened to you, but, like I said before, you’re not the only one who has lost loved ones to these creatures.” 
 
    I point to my mom. The blood from the gaping gash in her skull coats the steel grates, dripping through the openings to the blackness beyond. 
 
    “Did you have to kill your own parents? No, Mack did that. Speaking of Mack, did you have to strike him down because he was infected? No, he died because of ME. Because I failed to make sure that door was secure in that auto parts store. He paid with his life because of my  careless actions.” 
 
    Lucas slings open the door to the medical ward with his shotgun poised and at the ready. He stops dead in his tracks. His head swivels from left to right. “What the hell was that clatter going on in here?” His concerned expression morphs to that of confusion. He looks to the tossed over beds, then to me. “Did you do this?” 
 
    Cassie turns sharply around on her heels. She gives me one last evil stare before heading toward the door. She pauses next to Lucas, and peers over her shoulder at me.  
 
    “I need some air. I’ll be outside.” She continues on through the swinging door. Duke stays by her side and doesn’t offer me another look. 
 
    “Duke, stay,” I command him sternly. He ignores my demand for obedience. “Fine. You’re probably better off anyway.” 
 
    Lucas’s eyes widen. He lowers the shotgun, and shakes his head. I couldn’t care less what he’s thinking. 
 
    “You’re losing it, James,” he firmly, but calmly states. “I can only imagine what you are going through, but if you don’t settle down and get control, you’re going to draw any chasers nearby to us.” 
 
    “Let them come,” I bark in response. “I’ll kill each and every last one of them.” 
 
    Lucas motions with his hands for me to keep my voice down. His fingers press firmly to his lips. “James, lower your voice, and get yourself under control, now.” 
 
    I look at him through glassy, teary eyes as I hold back the sadness and guilt. I allow it to spawn into something else entirely—a monster consumed by rage that must be fed. “Or what, Lucas? You going to make me shut up?” 
 
    Lucas clenches his teeth and shakes his head. His hands ball into a fist for a moment before he slowly releases a deep sigh. “I will do what is needed to calm you down if need be, but I don’t want to do that. So please, just take a deep breath, and bring it down a bit.” 
 
    My eyes cut down to my mom, then to the left at the bloody machete lying next to her. I bend down, and grab the handle. I lock eyes with Lucas. His hand repositions over the stock end of the shotgun. He doesn’t bring it up, but he’s poised to do so if need be. 
 
    I need some space without anyone telling me how I should be acting. For their sake and mine. 
 
    “Forget this. I’m out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    I walk toward Lucas. The hand wielding the shotgun flinches. He doesn’t bring it up to bear, but by the uneasiness of his stance, he’s contemplating it.  
 
    The sight of him clutching the shotgun does little to sway my emotions and the spiraling madness that I’m being engulfed by. I brush past him, not offering a single look as I make my way out of the medical ward.  
 
    “I need some air.” The heel of my palm slams into the dense rubber door, thrusting it forward. It slams into the wall with a deep thud. I continue walking with a scowl of contempt for everyone and everything. 
 
    I hear no rapid movement of feet racing up to me from behind. Cassie and Duke are nowhere in sight. It’s just me and whatever poor, infected bastards dare cross my path. 
 
    My boot strikes the main doors to the long, portable structure the military had erected here, forcefully knocking them out of my way. They rattle and make a loud crescendo of noise that I hope draws in any nearby chasers. I entered this building a boy with a shred of hope that teetered by a wafer-thin string. I have now emerged a person poisoned with hate for the chasers. 
 
    “Where are you, you bastards,” I scream out.  
 
    I step out from the building and into the darkness of the defiled landscape—a supposedly safe haven that the military had under control. Guess they underestimated the infected’ resolve in spreading their pestilence. 
 
    My gaze skims over the defunct area, scouring for any chasers that I can release the full brunt of my fervor upon. The blurred edges of the buildings around me meld with darkness. There are large lumps scattered on the lawn. It’s hard to tell what they are. Possibly an assortment of unlucky dead souls that weren’t able to get to safety. 
 
    “Come on! I know there are some of you close by! Here I am! Come finish me off! You have taken everything from me! Now come and exact your pound of flesh!” 
 
    I catch movement to my right. The silhouette of a figure swiftly manifests out from the side of one of the buildings. It grunts and moans. Its feet hammer the grassy field as it rushes toward me. 
 
    My hand tightens over the handle of the machete, and I sprint toward the creature. Caution is cast aside, granting the monster inside me leave to take control. 
 
    I grit my teeth, and allow the cataclysm of distress to boil to an explosive outburst. The machete demands the chaser’s flesh and blood, and I aim to feed it. 
 
    As I race toward our collision course, I can hear its breathing escalate. Our weight trounces the matted grass as the blades crunch under our feet. 
 
    The chaser is burned, and his chest splattered with a dark mass that coats the flimsy white shirt that is ripped and torn. I can only imagine its blood, either from him or the people that its dismembered.  
 
    A brief glimpse of the moon’s light gleams off the creature’s head, revealing its missing right eye. A portion of its skin has been removed. The ends are jagged and gnawed. I hope it hurt. A futile thought, but one I wish was true. 
 
    I pull the machete back and take a swing at the chaser. The blade runs horizontal across its chest. The blow knocks it off balance some. It stumbles to the side before regaining its footing. 
 
    “Come on!” I taunt, daring the chaser to come at me once more. “Here I am!” 
 
    A deep growl rises from its lips. The tremor of anger the creature exhibits does little to sway my course of action. Any such fear that resides in me is being trumped by the hate that has currently swallowed my blackened soul. 
 
    The chaser comes for me again with its arms outstretched. I plant my feet and swing the machete as hard as I can. The blunt blade of the bulky weapon burrows into the right side of the creature’s neck. It effortlessly slices through the flesh and bone, and emerges on the other side.  
 
    Headless, the chaser continues its forward momentum. It stumbles as its skull bounces off the ground. I try to steer clear of the headless corpse, but it plummets right into me. 
 
    The blunt contact knocks me off balance and flat on my back. My machete flies out of my hand. The chaser’s body lands askew across my waist and a portion of my legs. I’m trapped under the dead weight of the creature. 
 
    More movement catches my attention. I can hear the rapid thump of feet heading my way, but can’t identify the source. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    My hands franticly sweep over the grass in search of the only salvation that I now have—my machete. Where is it? 
 
    I finally catch sight of the chaser that is inbound in front of me. It looks to have come from the street and through the opening with the fence that has the school enclosed. 
 
    My fingers wrap around the creature’s arm as I struggle to work its bulk free of my body. It moves ever so slightly, but not enough for me to slip away. 
 
    More footsteps loom from behind me now. 
 
    “Jesus, James,” Lucas growls. He grabs the corpse and lifts it off me. He pants hard. His stocky stature hangs over me with his face barely visible from the darkness, concealing the disappointment I can only imagine is plastered on his face. 
 
    Lucas diverts his attention from me to the chaser who is rapidly closing the distance to us. Lucas brings the shotgun to bear. 
 
    A deafening boom crackles in the air. The barrel erupts in a brief flash of hellfire. The swarm of pellets strikes the inbound chaser’s skull. Its head turns to a mushy pulp as it stumbles lifeless to the earth. 
 
    “Great.” Lucas tosses up his arms. He’s agitated. “Not what we needed right now, James. Anymore of those things that are close by more than likely heard that.” 
 
    He turns toward me and reaches out his hand. I grasp his palm as he pulls me up off the ground. I brush the dirt free from my clothing. With my head tilted toward the ground, I search for my machete.  
 
    “I had it under control. I didn’t need your help,” I flatly hiss. I look a bit more and finally find the machete a few feet to my right within the blades of grass.  
 
    “The hell you did,” Lucas barks back. “If you haven’t figured this out yet, James, we are not your enemy here. We are on your side. Right now, we are all that we have, and we need to stick together, and be smart if we have any hopes of surviving whatever the hell is going on.” 
 
    Cassie dashes out of another building to our left, running hard with Duke galloping by her side. We put aside our squabble for the time being, and turn our attention to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lucas inquires. 
 
    She comes to a grinding halt, and points back to the building that she just left. 
 
    “I found a survivor.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    I crane my neck and peer past Cassie at the building she just left. Her hopeful words battle the angst and emotional turmoil I’m struggling with. 
 
    “A survivor?” I ask. “Who?” 
 
    “Some guy. He was hiding out in one of the closets. Duke found him.” Cassie turns and points back in the direction of the elongated structure. 
 
    Lucas shifts his gaze to me and I to him for a split second before he turns back to her. “Is he military?” 
 
    Cassie shakes her head. “I don’t think so. He isn’t wearing any sort of fatigues or military get up. He looks to be pretty shaken up, though. When I opened the door, he was cowering in the corner with his hands held up in the air and rambling on about the chasers and other stuff that I couldn’t make out.” 
 
    Lucas takes a step toward Cassie, and places his hand on her shoulder. “Has he been bitten?” 
 
    Cassie shrugs. “Not that I can see. I didn’t exactly examine him that closely though.” 
 
    “If he’s talking, regardless of how muttered it is, then that’s a good sign, right?” I say. 
 
    Lucas sighs and subtly shakes his head. His right hand reaches over and rubs the back of his neck. “That still doesn’t mean that he isn’t infected. There are more of those chasers around here. He could’ve been bitten somewhere not easily noticeable and hasn’t turned yet. We need to be cautious until we know for sure.”  
 
    I start in the direction of the building. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lucas says. 
 
    “To see what he knows. My sister is still missing.” The machete stays taut in my grasp as I head for the lengthy portable building that is cast in darkness. Cassie and the others follow behind. The utter silence that befalls us allows the whispers among the duo to trickle into my ears. It’s faint and low, but still audible enough for me to notice that they’re speaking quietly, so I can’t hear, more than likely about me. I can honestly say I don’t care at the moment. Their opinion is of little concern to me right now. 
 
    The muttered words trail off as I step into the entrance of the portable structure. Laid out similarly to the one that I found my mother in, there are paths that lead off in either direction of me through the swinging, thick plastic doors. I pause inside the main entryway. I crane my neck to the left, then the right in search of this survivor. 
 
    “He’s this way.” Cassie drifts to the right and passes through a set of thick, black, plastic doors. The hinges squeak as she pushes them open. Duke stays hot on her trail. I follow up behind with Lucas bringing up the rear. 
 
    Bodies of soldiers and civilians lay spread out over the gun metal grates of the portable building. Their motionless, ravaged forms lay contorted in various positions. Their clothes are doused in blood. Portions of their flesh are ripped and torn free like a wild animal attacked them all.  
 
    To a certain degree, one did. 
 
    We pass by a few desks, and enter into another space that is just beyond the plastic curtains—not a medical ward like the one we were in, but more of a place that people may have slept in. 
 
    Jumbled cots line both sides of the walls, and span the entire length of the structure to the back end. The frames of the beds are tossed over in a complete scene of disharmony. I spy no more deceased soldiers or civilians as I skim over the periphery of the space, only a lone man with his head hanging toward the ground. 
 
    He rests on the edge of one of the cots with his forearms on the soft parts just above his knees. His feet rapidly tap the steel grates. The ends of his fingers on his right hand feed into his trembling mouth as he gnaws at the nails. A distant look swells in his eyes as beads of sweat race down from the stubble covering his pear-shaped head. He looks to be lost in another world. I can relate. 
 
    Cassie slowly approaches the shaken man from the side. She carefully reaches out and places her hand on his shoulder. “Scott.” 
 
    He jumps, and a gasp of fright escapes his shuddering lips as he falls back onto the palms of his hands. It’s almost as if he is so adrift in his nightmare, that the world around him is invisible. 
 
    With his eyes agape, his bloodshot gaze shoots to each of us. He mutters something that I can’t make out cleanly. A grown man so overwhelmed with terror is something I haven’t seen on this scale. Then again, I’m a kid, and to me most grownups don’t show such horrid emotion. Given what obviously transpired here, I can say that his reaction is warranted. 
 
    Cassie’s hand remains on his quaking shoulder. Lucas shifts his body to my left. He keeps his hands clutched firmly on the shotgun. His fingers wrap around the stock and barrel, ready to intervene if need be. 
 
    “So much blood. The creatures are coming. They are here,” he says with manic eyes shifting wildly about. He points toward the set of double doors that we passed through. His arm trembles as if he is unable to control its movements. “There. The demons came from there and killed everyone.” 
 
    Cassie leans in closer and places her free hand on his fidgeting leg, trying to calm him down.  
 
    Short bursts of his escalating breathing spews from his mouth. 
 
    “Be careful there,” Lucas advises. “This guy is giving me a bad vibe.” 
 
    Cassie tilts her head to Lucas, then me, and nods. Duke stays wedged between us. The muscles in his body are rigid as he stares at the distraught man. I can feel his tension on my legs as he nudges against me. 
 
    “We have taken care of any chasers out there. You are safe,” Cassie calmly says. 
 
    Scott shakes his head in disagreement. He wraps his arms around his chest. “That is what the military told us—that it was safe here and that they had everything under control. That is why me and my family came here. It was my idea to trust them. It is why they are all dead now.” 
 
    Lucas speaks up. “How exactly did all of this happen? What changed?” 
 
    Scott sucks in a big gulp of air and releases it out through pursed lips. “To be honest, I don’t know. It happened so fast.” Scott unfolds his arms and stands up from the edge of the cot. He paces back and forth for a moment as he mutters more incoherent nonsense to himself. “My family and I came from Portland. The containment that the military had setup around Gresham was starting to fail from the number of infected. They were pushing toward Portland. When we got here, there was no activity from any infected. That changed after a week or more. Can’t remember exactly.” 
 
    “What happened?” I inquire. 
 
    “The chasers started to show up. At first, it was only a few here and there. But then more started to arrive in larger numbers. The military was able to hold them off for a bit, but was soon overwhelmed. Then, a few people who were let in had been bitten, and turned, which really sent things into a whirlwind of chaos. But the strangest thing of all was this little girl. Some military types were really interested in her. They escorted her away in a helicopter before the crap really hit the fan. The girl’s mother wasn’t too happy about it either. She kept pleading with them not to take her. She also spoke of her husband and son, saying that they were heading this way and they couldn’t leave till they arrived?” 
 
    A surge of hope fills my body as my eyes widen from the semi vague response. The sadness and rage filling me is washed over with a sense of temporary relief as I take a step forward. 
 
    “Why did the military take her? Was it a woman with long dark hair in the other building just to the left of this one who was asking the men to wait?” I ask excitedly.  
 
    The man’s face contorts in confusion. His eyes narrow at me before drifting toward the floor. The heel of his palm smacks against his temple as he continues muttering gibberish. 
 
    Agitated by his lack of response, I take a few steps more toward him. My hand sternly grabs his forearm and whips him about so he can face me. “What happened to them? I need to know.” 
 
    Scott yanks his arm free of my grasp and takes a step back. “Christ, I’m thinking, all right?” 
 
    Lucas places a restrictive hand on my shoulder. “James, give him a second.” 
 
    I brush his hand free of my shoulder, cock my head back toward him, and point in the direction of Scott. “I need to know more about this. I think he’s talking about my mom and sister.” 
 
    Scott pauses. Frozen in place. His eyes cut back over to me as if a lightbulb suddenly flickered to life. “Is your name James?” 
 
    I nod emphatically. “It is.” 
 
    Scott runs his hand up and down his long, tired face for a second before continuing. “I don’t know exactly where they took your sister. I just overheard them saying it was to some research hospital in California. Another one of the refugees told me it was located off Interstate 5. Take that as you will.” 
 
    “Why her?” I demand. 
 
    He gnaws on the ends of his fingernails. Something my mom would do as well when she was stressed or had to tell Dad some less than stellar news. “It was discovered that she was bitten a week or so prior and for some reason, hadn’t turned. About the time they were taking her, more chasers flooded into the compound. Your mom got bit while they were fleeing to a helicopter. They left her behind and took off.” 
 
    I grow silent. A cumulation of mixed emotions melds in with the turmoil. Cindy’s alive, but also infected. But more so, she hasn’t turned.  
 
    For now, the hopelessness of having my family ripped away from me has been given a new lease on life. For now, I still have something to fight for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Reeling from the sudden revelation, I take a step back, and place my arms over my head. All sorts of questions flood my worn mind. I try to piece together a puzzle that is lost on me as I pace back and forth. My only surviving family has been taken to another state, and she is infected, but not changed into the horrific monsters that now plague the world. 
 
    Cassie cautiously approaches. I imagine she is hesitant to inquire how I’m doing, considering I’ve been the biggest ass in the world to both her and Lucas—a byproduct of a teenager dealing with the weight of his family’s death in the best way he knows how. Horribly bad. 
 
    She goes to reach for me, but stops. Her arms stay by her side as she tilts her head slightly to the left and leans toward me. “James, how you doing?” 
 
    The machete is still clutched in my palm, fingers tightly curled over the tattered leather-bound handle that rubs against my moist flesh as I try to digest the latest news in my so-called life. I’m still stressed and pissed, but just knowing that Cindy is out there soothes the savage beast inside me. For now, anyway. 
 
    “I’m doing.” I lower my arms and release a sigh through my dry lips. “I’m glad to hear my sister is alive, but can’t believe she’s infected.” 
 
    Cassie stays close, but also keeps at arm’s length from me. She’s still pissed for me acting like I have, but none the less, she is there for me. “It’s unbelievable for sure.” 
 
    I stop, then turn toward Scott who has his arms guarding his chest. The whole thing doesn’t sit right with me. I haven’t seen or heard of anybody being immune. Don’t get me wrong, that is what I want it to be. It’s just that my heart has been broken so much that I’m almost afraid to feel anything positive right now. 
 
    “And you saw the bite mark on my sister, and you’re sure it was a week or so old?” 
 
    Scott gnaws at the end of his fingernails. “My daughter saw the bite mark. That is how the military found out about it. I didn’t see the bite personally, though.” Scott continues nibbling at his dingy nails as he trails off toward the rear of the building.  
 
    Lucas and Cassie approach me from either side as I take a seat on one of the cots. The springs creak and stretch, adjusting to my weight.  
 
    Duke lays his head in my lap. His tongue shoots out and licks my hand. I rub the crown of his head as I stare off into space. 
 
    “That’s pretty heavy what he said,” Lucas whispers. “Can’t say that I have heard anything like it before.” 
 
    “True, but no one has ever heard of people going crazy and wanting to eat each other either. It could be possible, all things considered,” Cassie chimes in. 
 
    Lucas peers over his shoulder at Scott, who is still pacing about and talking to himself. “Don’t get me wrong, I want it to be true for you, James, but I’m not sure about this. I mean, he is definitely suffering from PTSD. I can only imagine what he went through and witnessed. Seeing that kind of stuff messes one up.” 
 
    I shift my gaze up to Lucas, then to Cassie who gives me a stare as if to signal that not only is he referring to Scott, but to me as well. I don’t respond with some snide comment or get irate and start demolishing the place. I contemplate it, telling them where they can stick it, but decide to keep my lips sealed. Instead, I peer over to Scott and mull over Lucas’s statement. 
 
    “I agree. I think he’s not all there at the moment, but what if what he is saying is true? I know if it were my family, I’d want to check it out,” Cassie says. 
 
    I can feel their eyes beating down on me. I’m torn as to what I know I should do, head for safety, wherever the hell that is, and what the inner me is whispering. Go and find your sister, you fool. Finding Cindy, regardless of how that may end up, is what I need to do. But still, what if this guy is a nut bag, too far gone to be able to discern facts from the jumbled mess his mind conjures up. As much as I need for this to be true, I’m just so scared of what I might find. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Cindy is all that I have left in this world, and I am going to find her. 
 
    I push up off the edge of the cot. The negative side of my brain that tries to lace my resolve with doubt is stifled with decisive action. 
 
    “I can’t ask either of you to come any farther with me. You have both risked so much, and I have not been the easiest person to be around the past little bit.” 
 
    Lucas places his hand back on my shoulder, but this time I don’t brush off the gesture. “It’s understandable, James. Having to do the dreadful things you have would be terribly hard on anyone. Like I stated earlier. We are on your side. What you are dealing with and what you’ve endured would press anyone to the brink of losing it. Believe me, I’ve been there. It’ll take some time for you to work through it, but you’ll get there.” 
 
    Cassie nudges my arm, and offers me a half smile. “You’re forgiven for now, butthead. But the next time you talk to me in such a manner, I’ll put you flat on your ass. You got me?” 
 
    Given how I’ve seen Cassie handle herself with the chasers, I don’t doubt her words. 
 
    I nod. “How are we going to find this research facility in California? That’s a lot of ground and chasers to contend with.” 
 
    Silence befalls us as we each think about the best way to approach the matter. It’s difficult to concentrate at the moment. Dealing with the trauma of my mother’s death has not been conducive to critical thinking. 
 
    Cassie’s head pivots from side to side as she scans over the building. What is she looking for? “Maybe they have some sort of map or something in one of these offices showing other installations that are relatively nearby? A city or something.” 
 
    Lucas shrugs. “It’s possible. Better than what we’ve got to go on right now.” Lucas trains his gaze over to Scott who is still in his own little world, pacing about the cluttered mess of jumbled up cots. I see a lot of his turmoil in me. I am struggling to keep the demons at bay. I am way past the point of returning to the childish things that I once treasured above all else such as playing video games or lying in my bed watching movies as I drown myself in Mountain Dew and gorge through a mound of junk food. This traumatic experience has forced me into adulthood, whether I was prepared for it or not. Fortunately for me, I’ve been lucky enough to come across individuals who have helped me keep hold of what humanity lingers inside my soul. 
 
    “Should we ask him if he might know?” Cassie inquires. 
 
    “I’ll go ask him real quick. We shouldn’t hang around any longer than we have to,” Lucas turns and nods toward the front entrance. “Who knows how many more chasers are in the area.” 
 
    Cassie nudges my arm once more. “James and I will start going through the offices to help speed things up.” 
 
    “Good idea. Keep your eyes and ears open.” Lucas shifts his gaze to me. “And James.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He tilts his head to the right slightly and gives me that parental stare that I’ve seen more than once before on my mom and dad’s face. 
 
    “No more lone wolf stunts, all right?” 
 
    I dismiss his words of caution with an idle shrug. “I make no promises.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Lucas heads toward the back of the building where Scott is. I pat my leg twice, which snaps Duke to attention. We turn about and head toward the double plastic doors that lead out of the overly large space. 
 
    Cassie follows close behind as we exit through the office and out into the darkness of night. We pause briefly as I stare out into space. The stillness of the compound invades my already rattled and frayed nerves.  
 
    Faint moans and something shuffling its feet through the grass plays in my ears as if the creatures are lurking within the ether of shadows that swarm the recessed places around us. I can’t tell if it’s real or not, considering Cassie doesn’t seem to be on edge. 
 
    Cassie’s blonde ponytail bounces with each step she makes, subtly swinging from side and side. She pauses. Then looks to her left, then right. She nods toward the facility that we discovered my mother in. “I’ll check that one out, and see what I can find.” She then points to the structure to our left that has a multitude of what appears to be antennae or something jetting up through the roof. “Do you want to check that out? That could be a communication building or something like that.” 
 
    I continue to stare off into the unknown, thinking about my life and what all has happened thus far. My eyes drop down to my hands. The stench of death lingers from my palms. People I have lost. Killed even. Dad, Mom, and Dawson. I finally respond. “Yeah. I’ll check it out.” 
 
    “Be careful, and watch your back.” 
 
    I nod. “You too.” 
 
    Cassie walks behind me and makes for the structure. Her thin frame melds with the darkness and fades to nothing more than a shadowy figure moving through the bleakness of the night.  
 
    Duke and I turn toward the other structure. The machete stays tightly grasped against my palm. My eyes cut downward to Duke, who is resting on his hind legs, waiting patiently for me to give a command.  
 
    “Come on, boy.” 
 
    He springs to his paws, and stays right by my side as we cautiously navigate the cluttered grounds. Stacks of large military crates rest in the grass. A number of the immense totes have busted open, and their contents lay scattered. Looks like MREs and bottled water mixed in with medical supplies. The large lumps I noticed earlier are in fact deceased bodies. His head tilts to the earth with his snout mere inches from the matted down grass.  
 
    My eyes shift from side to side, evaluating the cluster of crates, and other miscellaneous junk that litters the compound’s interior. I peer out beyond the fence and scour for any chasers that may be inbound. It’s hard to pierce the veil of night. I can spot the outlines of the vehicles parked along the street, and what seems like shadowy figures swiftly moving this way.  
 
    I blink a few times and dig my fingers into my eyes. The dark images are gone. Am I losing my mind? Am I being swallowed up in the mouth of my own grief or personal torment? 
 
    My father told me of friends of his that suffered from PTSD after returning from service overseas. He spared me any details, but did tell me how it affected them, and the struggles they faced after returning to their daily lives. Given the horrors that I have seen, and the lives that have been taken, I understand now how they feel. I am unsure if I could ever go back to my old life. One can not simply switch off the hell they’ve endured. I didn’t know then what my father truly meant. Now, I do.  
 
    Mom told me that he had it as well after he was done with the service, although not as bad as most others. It took him some time and counseling to really get past it all, but eventually he overcame it. 
 
    For me, I am unsure how I’ll be able to get past it in a time where your guard has to be up twenty-four seven. There is no couch for me to lay on. No shrink to sit across from me with a pen and paper and dissect my young mind to sort out the mess that this biblical event has caused. 
 
    The only way I see myself remotely dealing with my broken heart and fractured soul is by releasing my grief out into the world on those who deserve it. Not the best approach to deal with such a matter, I know, but given the alternatives, it is all I’ve got to keep me going on. To keep me from completely going insane. 
 
    As Duke and I get closer to the other building, I see brief flashes of light emit from the interior. I pause and hold Duke up. I crane my neck, and narrow my eyes at the window molded within the door. There is no movement that I can see from here, although that doesn’t mean much.  
 
    What in the world is going on? 
 
    Could the structure have some sort of generators set up close by that is providing them with power? I imagine that would be the most logical answer here. In the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t really matter what is going on. I need to check it out. After all, it is for Cindy that I am doing this. 
 
    I finish rationalizing out the flickering of the lights as the generator’s failing. I need to get in there while there is still power. It’ll be much easier to search for any map or whatever with light. That, and it will aid in helping me spot any chasers that could be lurking within the confines of the building. 
 
    “Stay close, boy, and keep your ears perked for any of those creatures, ok?” 
 
    Duke responds with a single ruff.  
 
    Bringing the machete up, we continue toward the entrance of the building. My gaze cuts down to the left side of the structure, trying to penetrate the murkiness. I notice a square-like object barely visible from where I am. I tilt my head slightly to the left and listen. 
 
    The faint humming of a grumbling motor catches my attention. My hunch was accurate. I’m willing to bet the other structures around the school grounds are set up similarly and will be failing before too long if they’re not fed any fuel. 
 
    I step up on the wide platform that leads inside the structure. Each stride of my legs is swift and calculated. My back presses against the smooth, cool exterior of the complex just to the left of the door. Duke remains by my side as we move as one. I pause just shy of the window. I push up to the tips of my toes and crane my neck to sneak a peak of what I’m in store for. I don’t want any surprises, but I’ll deal with whatever comes my way. 
 
    From where I am, it’s difficult to make anything out clearly. The lights flash then dim to almost nothing before surging back to life. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “Stay ready, boy.” 
 
    Duke cautiously moves toward the opening. I press the length of my arm to the door with my palm open and flush to the surface. I push slowly, trying to keep the hinges from blurting their warning signal and alerting any creatures that could be lurking within. 
 
    My guard is up, and my breathing is controlled and calm. I’m poised and ready to strike with lethal intent if need be. 
 
    The further the door opens, the better sense I get of what I’m walking into. Similar to the last building, a scene of death and mayhem fills my focused gaze. Between the flashes of intermittent light that illuminate the space, I soak in the disheveled state of the complex.  
 
    It doesn’t appear to have housed any civilians, given the array of computers and perhaps some type of cellular transmitters and other technical military equipment. Ultimately, I am lost as to what they are.  
 
    Pushing the door open farther, I step inside. Duke follows along quietly. His nose trains to the grates as he investigates the scene.  
 
    Unlike the other two buildings, this unit is set up differently than the rest. Toward the middle, there are numerous sections of the complex that are portioned off with makeshift walls. To the right are multiple doors that reveal access to other areas. There are still no signs of any chasers, or dead bodies for that matter. Which, given the state of this facility, and the amount of blood that is slathered on the walls, makes me wonder where the corpses are.  
 
    I’m not really sure where I should start, so I just go to each desk and start thumbing through paperwork. To be honest, it is more of a task than I thought it would be.  
 
    Papers lay slathered over the tops of the desks. The cork boards mounted above each have numerous documents and maps of Oregon pinned to their fronts. Red X’s are marked on various cities and towns, which quickly spread like wildfire over the state. It doesn’t exactly leave me with a warm and comforting feeling. Not that any of those sorts of emotions are present currently. The scenery that I’ve absorbed while on my journey has been nothing short of a world caught in the grips of the end. Like most movies that I’ve watched over my relatively short life, the real thing is much more depressing than the fake Hollywood stories. For obvious reasons. 
 
    Duke continues his search of the facility. He heads toward the rear of the structure. 
 
    “Don’t stray too far away, boy,” I call out. 
 
    He pauses briefly, and looks back my way before continuing his investigation. 
 
    A low buzzing noise emits from the overhead lights that are fighting to stay alive. The ever-persistent annoyance keeps me motivated to work as diligently as I possibly can before I’m left in the darkness. Not ideal for sure. 
 
    Desk after desk is cleared. My eyes skim over each document that I feel could be of possible value. Most are laden with jargon that is either lost on me or doesn’t contain the location of the other facility that I’m after. 
 
    I growl under my breath. 
 
    Christ! Damn it! 
 
    My arm sweeps the contents off the desk. Papers flutter in the air. Office supplies clatter off the grated floor. 
 
    Duke stops. His head cuts back toward me as his ears stand on end. His left paw springs up off the floor as he stares at me. I can only imagine what is going through his head. He’s probably wondering which one of us is the animal in this scenario. 
 
    He continues scouring the facility. I stand there for a moment with my hands on my hips. The tension and anger that I was able to quell is coming back with a vengeance. Taking in the mountain of work kills any good vibes trying to bring me back from the mouth of madness. 
 
    Wait. What is that? 
 
    Across the way from me a larger map is fixed to a wall. I narrow my eyes and skim it over. It looks to encompass not only Oregon, but a few of the surrounding states to the north, east, and south. 
 
    I give in to my curiosity. Nothing else I’ve dug through has born any edible fruit. 
 
    I walk over to the desk across from me. I give a quick look to Duke who enters the narrow hallway between the two sets of walls. His matted and dirty, yellowish fur fades in and out of the flickering lights. 
 
    Pushing the chair away from the front of the desk, I rest the machete on its top. Both palms lay flat on the scattered papers. I lean forward for a closer look. The amount of red marks is much less than what I have seen thus far, and don’t encompass most of the towns and cities. Could these be other military installations that the government has set up to battle the infection? 
 
    My finger struggles to hone in on our current location. It’s hard to make out clearly because of the intermittent lights going out, but I manage to finally find us by the red X that is circled just south of Portland. 
 
    The tip of my finger remains pressed on the X as my eyes glide down Interstate 5 into California. Town after town is passed until I come to another red X close to the Interstate. Yreka. Is that it? 
 
    There are two more located further south along the same route, plus a bunch more that populate the rest of the state. It’s hard to tell if Yreka is the right one or not, but I’m willing to find out. If it’s not, I’ll move on to the next one. 
 
    A deep seated growl and brief sharp bark escapes Duke’s snout, which snares my focus away from the map. I crane my neck toward the back of the facility. I can’t get a good look at him from where I stand.  
 
    I rip the map off the wall and haphazardly fold it up. The crinkled, large paper is shoved into my back-pant pocket with little care of its condition. I reach for the machete as he continues his short burst of deep ruffs. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” 
 
    I move away from the desk and position myself in the middle of the facility where I have a clear line of sight at Duke. His head is trained toward the bottom of a door as he sniffs and paws at the wood. I look up at the lights, unsure how much life they have left. 
 
    “Duke, come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    He ignores me, his attention on the door.  
 
    My voice grows curt as I dial up the volume of my tone. “Duke. Now. I’m not playing. Let’s go.” My free hand raps against my upper thigh twice, hard. He pauses and stares at me before going back to scratching at the door. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “There better be something amazing in there, dude.” I quickly make my way toward him through the mess of tipped over furniture and the other tech equipment that has been ransacked—a narrow trail for me to follow through.  
 
    The closer I get to the narrow hallway that runs the remaining length of the facility, the more a sinking feeling swirls in the depths of my stomach. A sense of dread washes over me as I pause at the opening. 
 
    Duke’s two doors down on the right. He isn’t focused on anything else except for that particular space. 
 
    Come on, dude. 
 
    What remainder of power the structure was sucking from the generator finally stops, and my world instantly goes black. I gasp. My body clenches up as I draw a sharp breath of panic that swells inside of me.  
 
    The glow of something off to my left catches my attention, followed by a beeping noise that sounds off every couple of seconds. I search for the source and find a computer monitor on its side. The insistent beeping could be a battery backup supplying what power it can before it fails. 
 
    The screen’s radiance shoots up through the turned over chairs and other damaged equipment toward the hallway. Contorted shadows are cast over the walls, which look more like demonic arms stretched out wide.  
 
    I summon what courage is needed and make my way down the hall. After all, I’m James the punisher, the executioner of the wicked demons.  
 
    The machete stays up and at the ready. I try to grasp it tighter, but it’s virtually impossible to do so. My eyes train to the left, then the right quickly. The doors appear to be shut, but I don’t test the latches.  
 
    I reach Duke who finally stops. My fingers encircle his collar and I pull him back from the door, scolding him. A thin shred of light from the screen reveals a set of fingers wiggling under the door. 
 
    The tips are bloody. Most of the meat is gone, leaving only the bony ends. Subtle grunts and growls sift through the door’s wooden grain. Curious, Duke pushes forward as his snout reaches for the fidgeting digits. I hold him at bay, and try to remain silent as the door vibrates slightly. No words are spoken from the other side. No pleas for help or distress. Just the annoyance of not being able to break free of its prison. 
 
    I leave the creature alone. I turn Duke’s attention in the direction of the entrance of the facility. He resists at first, pulling against me, but finally complies. 
 
    The chaser trapped inside the space bangs against the door harder and harder. I guess it has figured out that something worthwhile lingers just beyond its reach.  
 
    I peer over my shoulder and down toward the floor. Although difficult to see now, as my body is blocking out a chunk of the light, I cannot spot the chaser’s fingers anymore. With each punishing blow and growl, the chaser’s excitement gains in volume. What was once subtle raps against the wood is now more volatile. More intense. 
 
    “Come on, boy. Let’s-” 
 
    The door to my left bursts open, causing us to freeze in place and take a step back. The ghastly gray silhouette of a figure stumbles out into the narrow space and slams into the adjacent wall, blocking any sort of retreat. 
 
    Duke barks and growls in the figure’s direction. I can’t get a clear view of its face, but I don’t think that’s overly necessary. What little bit I can make out tells me all I need to know. 
 
    The vague hint of damaged flesh and moist skin fills my gaze. Rapid spates of grunts and anger escape through its lips. Its chest heaves swiftly as it comes for me.  
 
    I go to strike the chaser with the machete. I manage to only get the blade lifted above my head before it collides with me, and shoves me back into the wall. The dull sounding thud of our bulk colliding with the wall resonates through the silent space. A slight yelp escapes my lips. The air briefly pulls from my lungs as disorientation overtakes me. 
 
    I’ve lost sight of Duke, but can hear him growling and barking loudly now. His angry tone becomes muffled, more intermittent as I notice the chaser’s body being pulled and jolted about.  
 
    The creature pays him no mind. His focus and shaded, grim face remain fixed on me. His teeth clatter rapidly as he forces his bulk toward me. The foul stench of death escapes the chaser’s lips. With wide eyes, that look more like hollow, endless pits that span into nothingness, he comes for my neck. 
 
    My meager arms tremble in response. The machete is pinned above my head by the creature’s hand. I fight against the creature’s strength, pushing forward with the hopes that I’ll overtake him. It’s strong, and unwilling to yield to me. My fingers wrap around his moist throat as I attempt to push him back and add some space between us. 
 
    The rage and determination to feast has the chaser’s system surging past any normal point. It’s difficult to combat. Even with Duke latched to its leg, pulling and tugging with all of his vicious grit, the chaser is not deterred. 
 
    Still, I remain as collected as I can.  
 
    Adrenaline fills my veins. The haunting images of my mother and father linger next to the creature’s shadowy face as Cindy’s sweet, innocent voice whimpers in my ear, “Don’t let me die, James. Please, save me.” 
 
    Sadness, guilt, and a multitude of feelings pelt me all at once with an unrelenting aggression that I cannot defend against. My eyes narrow at the chaser as each becomes glassy. My jaw clamps shut. So much pressure is applied to my teeth that they feel as though they could shatter at any moment. 
 
    The chaser who is trapped a few spaces down to my right continues its campaign. I cut my eyes briefly in the direction of the upheaval. The door surges violently as the wood starts to crack and give. I need to do something now or I’m a goner. 
 
    I release a roar through teary eyes that sounds more like the creatures. My fingers separate from its damp, clammy throat. I quickly step to the right, allowing the chaser to lunge face first into the wall with a dull, blunt thud. 
 
    The arm wielding the machete comes free just as the door behind me breaks loose. Splintered wood cracks and pops, filling the cacophony of chaos that has engulfed the hallway. The scared boy I was when this apocalyptic event first started gives way to a less timid, violent animal. 
 
    Swept up in the mayhem and darkness, I strike with the machete hard and fast. I hack at the back of the chaser’s neck repeatedly in the same spot. Through flesh and bone, the broad blade slices its way through the meat of the chaser’s body until its neck detaches from its lower half. 
 
    Duke continues jerking at the creature’s leg. It slumps against the wall lifeless, and slides down the façade to the floor.  
 
    The bumbling footing and quick pace of a chaser enters the hallway directly behind me. I turn on my heels, ready to engage the creature. Its bulk slams into me. I thrust forward, but keep myself from tripping over the dead chaser on the ground. 
 
    Its arms snare me from around my chest. I can feel its rotting, balmy breath brush over my sweaty skin and fill my nose. The gut-wrenching odor turns my stomach over and ties it in knots as it fights to bite me. 
 
    Not today, a-hole. 
 
    I bend over as far as I can, placing as much distance between the chaser’s mouth and my flesh. Still clutching the blade tightly, I tilt to the left some and ram the tip of the machete into what I hope is the creature’s head. 
 
    The blade hits something solid but pliable, squishing loudly before it pushes past and continues on. The crunching of bone fills my ears, followed by a squishing sound. The edacious pleas of the chaser muffle, and quickly lessens to nothing more than a few simple gasps of the creature taking its last breath. 
 
    Gripping the handle of the machete, I yank it toward me. The full brunt of the chaser’s bulk hangs on my back like a weighted down backpack. Its body slides down my backside and to the floor as I take a step forward. Panting, I stand there for a second to collect myself. 
 
    Duke sniffs the headless corpse before resting on his hind legs. I turn back toward the chaser. It’s outfitted in what appears to be military fatigues.  
 
    Heavy footsteps from the front of the facility snare my attention. My head snaps back over my shoulder. I spot Duke twisting sharply around as well. A deep growl escapes his mouth. An unstable light source bounces over the dark walls that the screen’s glare cannot reach. Flooded with the taste of vengeance, I’m poised to dish out more killing. 
 
    Fingers wet with the creature’s tainted blood reposition over the soggy handle. I spin about and raise the machete in the air to thwart the incoming threat. The intense glow of the yellow light beams me square in the face, blotting out the figure advancing toward us. 
 
    “James! Are you ok?” Cassie worriedly asks. 
 
    The machete remains in the air. I’m blinded by the intense strife that I just had with the headless creature bleeding out on the floor before me.  
 
    It takes me a moment to register that it’s Cassie, and not a threat. I lower the blade slowly, and expel a sigh of spent energy from my lips. I nod wearily.  
 
    The light moves away from my face and down toward the floor, illuminating the dispatched bodies of the military personnel. Duke lowers his ears and walks up to Cassie. She rubs his head and under his snout. He eats it up. 
 
    Bent over, with the heels of my palms resting on my thighs, I share the good news. “I think I found out where they are keeping my sister.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Man. I’m tired. 
 
    That is all I can think while standing among the deceased chasers that I put out of their misery. The high I was riding is coming to a grinding halt. I’m still pissed and livid at the world, but my body is feeling the brunt of my strenuous, and intense engagement. Any energy reserves that I had stored are nearly depleted.  
 
    The news of finding some possible locations of where Cindy may have been taken in California has brought a smile to Cassie’s face. Although somewhat obscured by the shadow that is cast over a portion of her face, it is still nice to see. 
 
    “Man, you look like hammered dog crap,” she observes. “Perhaps it’s all that carrying on and acting like you’ve lost your mind that has you so beat. Among other things, which would make sense.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. I can’t deny anything she is saying. It’s all true. The constant bombardment of what the chasers have reduced me to, is a weight that is slowly crushing me—not only physically, but emotionally as well. The glint of hope that hangs on the horizon is my sister.  
 
    “Do you have a map showing the locations?” Cassie inquires. 
 
    I reach for my back pocket, and pull free the folded up thick paper. I start to unfolded it when the faint report of a gunshot echoes from outside the structure. 
 
    We both freeze, and stare at one another. Cassie spins around to face the swinging doors toward the front. She retrieves the pistol from behind her back and trains the barrel at the entrance.  
 
    Duke stays poised and on high alert next to her side. He hunches down some and growls under his breath. 
 
    The waning of my energy is curbed for the moment as I find a pocket of stamina. My body tenses up, muscles surging with angst that causes me to breathe hard and heavy. Wielding the machete, I step over the dead bodies, and take my place to Cassie’s right. We offer one another a quick glance, and a subtle nod as heavy footsteps creep up. 
 
    The outline of a figure rushing headlong at the doors comes into view through the slightly opened, dense plastic doors. Cassie has her flashlight trained at the entryway with the pistol resting on top of her wrist. A focused and intense gaze lingers on her face. 
 
    The doors fly wildly open as Scott charges in. Cassie releases a sigh of relief as she lowers her weapon. “Christ,” she hisses. “I could’ve shot you.” 
 
    Panic clouds his sweaty face. He peers back over his left shoulder, and side steps to the left as he nearly collides with a chair resting on its side. He loses his balance as his legs struggle to stay under him, but he manages to correct himself before stumbling into the mound of wood and steel. 
 
    “They’re coming! I told you, they were coming!” he frantically rants. 
 
    We work our way through the pathway toward Scott who’s panting as if he just ran a marathon. His eyes are wide. Chest pulsating in and out as if it’s being inflated rapidly. He points at the doors sternly as if to warn of a coming threat. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I inquire.  
 
    Cassie tilts the beam of the light up from the floor and in the direction of his face. He continues to point at the entrance as his legs fret in place. Beads of sweat race down from his thick grungy hair, which appears to be... red. 
 
    Is that, blood? My mind races as I think of the only person who isn’t here. Lucas. 
 
    Another gunshot sounds off, much closer this time.  
 
    I grab him by the shoulders with a firm grip. He continues speaking faster than what I can keep up with as he points at the entrance. It all bleeds together with no pause or break to breathe.  
 
    “Scott. Where is Lucas at? What’s going on out there?” 
 
    He turns toward me and grabs me by the scruff of my jacket. He pulls me close, and looks at me with large, crazy eyes. “The chasers. More of them are out there. I don’t know how many. All I could see were shadowy figures moving within the darkness.” 
 
    Duke bears his teeth, and barks and growls at Scott. I knock Scott’s hands free of my clothing, and take a step back. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I growl. “Whose blood is that on your face, and where in the hell is Lucas?” 
 
    Cassie nudges my arm lightly. She focuses the light on the inside of Scott’s right forearm, highlighting the indentions and mangled flesh from a fresh bite mark. 
 
    “One of those things tried to get me, but your friend saved my life,” Scott franticly says. “We need to get out of here now! There are some Humvees parked in the parking lot to the east. If we go now, I think we can make it.” 
 
    He walks toward the door, but stops suddenly. His hands move up in front of him. I can’t see what he’s doing. He paces back and forth as if consumed by indecision. His manic behavior is causing the both of us to proceed with caution. After all, he’s been bitten. I don’t think he even realizes it with the way he’s acting. 
 
    Cassie keeps her finger over the trigger of her pistol. Her eyes shift to me then back to Scott. He walks back toward us. She brings the pistol to bear. 
 
    He halts, a look of shock flooding his face. His lips tremble with fear as he raises his hands in the air. “What the hell is this all about?” 
 
    Cassie holds him at bay with the barrel of the pistol trained at his head. He takes a step forward as she bears down with the pistol. “Don’t come any closer, Scott,” she warns. “The inside of your right forearm. You’ve been bitten.” 
 
    Confusion swirls in his eyes. He offers a brief look to his left first, then to his right. It takes a moment for the reality of what has happened to sink in. 
 
    Blood drips from the tattered skin. His eyes widen with panic as tears stream down his dirty, flushed cheeks. He lifts his head up to us with a frantic, doomed look. “You’ve got to help me, please.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” Cassie inquires. “You’re already infected.” 
 
    I snare Duke’s collar, and hold him in place. I don’t want him charging Scott unless absolutely necessary. Don’t want to take the risk. 
 
    His trembling fingers play over his quivering lips as he tries to come up with the words to respond. 
 
    The double doors at the entrance fly open as Lucas rushes in. Startled, Scott flinches and releases a frightful squeal as his body tenses up. Duke barks at first from the sudden surprise, but quickly halts his aggressive growling. 
 
    “We need to leave, now,” Lucas says through panted breathing. He hurriedly gets back to the double doors and peers through the narrow slit. “I just took out a handful of those things. They seem to be coming out from every direction.” 
 
    Glancing around Scott, I crane my neck in Lucas’s direction. 
 
    “Can we make it to the truck?” 
 
    He shakes his head, then shrugs. “Not sure, but I wouldn’t want to risk it. I think I saw more of the chasers moving about the vehicles in the street that runs in front of the school. It was hard to tell for sure because it’s dark.” He cuts his gaze back over his shoulder. A confused expression washes over him as he points to Scott. “Um, what’s going on here? Why do you have the pistol on him?” 
 
    Scott advances toward Lucas.  
 
    Cassie’s sweet, soothing voice morphs to that of a horse growl that stops him dead in his tracks. “I don’t want to kill you, but if you take one more step, I’ll place a slug in that head of yours.” 
 
    Scott turns to his side. His eyes shift to us first, then to Lucas as he proceeds to plead his case. “Help me, please. Those kids have lost their minds. They’re trying to kill me.” 
 
    Lucas diverts his gaze from Scott to me. 
 
    “He’s been bitten. Inside right forearm,” I advise. Lucas shifts his eyes to Scott’s arm. Scott tries to conceal the gnarled flesh by bringing it closer to his body. “Could’ve happened earlier when you saved him from the chasers who were attacking him.” 
 
    Lucas brings his shotgun up. He trains the barrels of the stout weapon at Scott’s chest. “Great. What’s our play here?”  
 
    My fingers release from around Duke’s collar, and motion for him to stay put. I point to the left in the direction of the parking lot in front of the school. 
 
    Scott said that there are some Humvees out front of the school’s main entrance. Since we can’t get to the truck, we might try one of them.  
 
    “There could be more of them out that way as well,” Lucas counters. 
 
    Cassie adds in her two cents. “True, but we really don’t have a choice here. We need to do something before we become completely overrun. I say we go for it.” 
 
    Scott lowers his arms. He pleads with Lucas through sobbing teary muffles of sadness and desperation. 
 
    “Please don’t leave me. Take me with you. Perhaps I’m not infected, and I’m like his sister. I don’t want to die here!” 
 
    “You’re already dead,” I flatly say. 
 
    Grunts from the chasers circulating around the main entrance of the structure capture our attention.  
 
    Keeping the shotgun trained on Scott, Lucas tries to ascertain the creatures’ whereabouts. “What if we take him with us to the Humvees? He can take one, and we’ll take the other.” 
 
    Scott shakes his head emphatically. “I won’t last two seconds out there on my own. The reason I survived here was because I was hiding, and it was quiet. That is, until you three showed up and started causing all sorts of unnecessary noise.” 
 
    I’m done debating this. We need to leave now. Whatever happens to Scott is solely on his shoulders. 
 
    “We’re done with this. It’s time to-” 
 
    Heavy footsteps rush into the entrance of the building. Multiple grunts and growls fill the space. Lucas twists on his heels, and brings the shotgun to bear as the chasers throw open the doors.  
 
    His shotgun belches fire from the barrels, illuminating the enraged chasers’ faces in a portrait of madness. The repercussion of the throaty blast batters my skull like a sledgehammer. 
 
    The pellets rip through a chaser’s chest, and exit out through his back. It stumbles and drops to one knee briefly before trying to get going again. 
 
    Scott tucks tail and bolts to the left. I flinch and bring the machete up in the air. He disappears through a set of doors that lead to another section of the facility.  
 
    Chasers flood forward, slamming into Lucas. He’s thrown to the floor, air rushing from lungs in a whoosh. Prone on his back, he struggles to get his feet under him as the chasers go in for the kill. 
 
    He kicks his legs at the creatures, knocking some back and off balance as they quickly regain their footing and come surging back. 
 
    Duke takes off and engages one of the chasers wrestling with Lucas on the ground. His teeth try to find their mark on any portion of the chaser’s body that he can. He tries to bite the creature to our right on the leg, but is thwarted by a heavy hand that swats him in the head. A yelp escapes his snout. His body reels from the impact as he dumps over to his side. 
 
    Cassie keeps the light trained on Lucas and the creatures. The barrel of the pistol pivots about.  
 
    “I can’t get a clear shot!” she screams out. 
 
    Lucas grunts as both of his hands keep the deranged chasers at bay. Wielding the machete, I strike with blind fury at the chasers’ limbs. The broad blade hacks and chops through the meaty portions.  
 
    “Take Duke and get to the Humvees!” I shout. “We’ll be close behind!” 
 
    Cassie’s lips purse. She has the pistol trained at the chasers attacking Lucas, searching for a clear shot that will avoid striking Lucas. I catch sight of her legs as she shuffles in place. “Come on, Duke.” 
 
    Duke gets back to all fours as a deep-seated growl of pure animal rage looms through his throat.  
 
    “No! Go with Cassie,” I harshly snap. 
 
    Duke continues growling for a bit more before Cassie pats her leg sternly and calls his name. He complies with her command. 
 
    They both leave out through the doors to our left—the same way that Scott did. The bright luminescence of the flashlight’s beam is reduced a dim glow from the dumped over computer screens. 
 
    Lucas manages to bring his legs up to his chest. The soles of his boots press against the chaser’s lacerated chest. Fighting to get past, the chaser forces the full brunt of its weight down on him. 
 
    “Damn things,” Lucas angrily spews through clenched teeth. 
 
    The machete finally cleaves through the chaser’s arm that I’m working on. The limb plops to the floor next to Lucas. My free hand wraps around the side of its head and yanks toward me. It’s body dumps over onto its side. Dark fluid pumps from the missing appendage in bursts. 
 
    Lucas brings the chaser closer before thrusting his legs hard forward. The creature flies back, crashing backward through the set of double doors. It crashes into the wall close by the opening to the building. 
 
    Without pause, I hack at the flailing chasers’ neck. Each blow sinks farther into the creature’s flesh until it slices all the way through. 
 
    Lucas scrambles to his feet. He retrieves the shotgun and grabs my arm tightly. He pulls me back from the headless corpse. “Come on!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    We take off after Cassie and Duke through the swinging door. The ever-persistent clamoring of the chasers beyond the walls crashes through the front, and gives chase. Anything could be lurking within the ether of blackness around us. Up ahead, a beam of yellow light dances off the walls—a beacon of hope shines within the pit of despair. I keep a few paces behind Lucas as the door we just came through crashes open. 
 
    A mob of ghastly gray silhouettes swarms toward us. They’re reckless and wild, crashing through whatever is contained in this area of the building without care or concern. 
 
    “Over here!” Cassie waves her hand franticly from side to side as Duke barks and growls. She shines the light in our direction, bringing to life bulky green totes and other junk stacked about. 
 
    “Where’s Scott?” I ask from behind Lucas. 
 
    “He went through here,” Cassie turns toward a door and rams the right side of her shoulder into it. Her tiny frame does little against the barrier. 
 
    Lucas waves his left hand to the side, motioning for her to move away as we hurriedly approach.  
 
    Cassie steps to the side, giving Lucas access to the exit. She brings her pistol to bear and shines the light at the chasers rushing toward us. She opens fire at the horde of infected. Round after round spats from the end of the barrel. The deafening concussion of the weapon in the enclosed space hurts my ears. 
 
    A few miss the chasers’ heads, striking them in the arms and other various points on their bodies. The contact knocks them off balance enough to trip them up, and they stumble to the floor. The others following close behind lose their footing, and topple on top of them. 
 
    I shake my head, trying to clear out the ringing filling my ears. 
 
    “Come on, damn it,” Lucas growls as he takes a step back and rams the door. It doesn’t budge. He massages his arm briefly while he moves back from the door. “Can’t tell if it’s jammed, or something is blocking it from the other side.” 
 
    I get alongside Lucas as Cassie continues firing at the mass of dead surging toward us. “On the count of three.”  
 
    Lucas nods.  
 
    I’m not sure how much help my body will do, but it’s better than nothing. “One. Two. Three.” 
 
    We both smash into the door. It swings open. We stumble outside into the damp grass. Duke bolts out of the building, followed by Cassie. Her pistol clicks empty as Lucas scrambles for the door. He grabs the edge, and slams it shut.  
 
    “I’m out!” Cassie informs. “That was my last magazine.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We need to get to the Humvees now!” Lucas quickly adds. “This way.” 
 
    He dashes to the left with us in tow. We pound the ground hard, making our way down through the opening between the structures on our left and right. There is no sign of Scott, which to be honest, I’m glad. Although I am grateful for him informing me of my sister, I can’t say that with him being infected I felt overly comfortable having him among us. 
 
    We round the corner of the building to our right. Startled, Lucas holds us up as he comes to a sudden stop. His boots glide over the moist blades of grass as he puts his arms out to try and keep his balance. 
 
    The vague outline of a figure, with it’s back facing us, is hunched over. The squishing of something wet plays in the air as it digs into a mass of dark, tattered clothing before it. 
 
    The chasers’ grunts and heavy breathing loom from the opening behind us. Duke’s subtle growling grabs the figure’s attention. It turns our way. Meaty strands of flesh and shreds of bloody clothing protrude from its mouth. It chews and tugs on the stringy muscle. It’s lips and chin are stained red. It chomps up and down as it starts to get up. I bury the blade of the machete into the crown of the chaser’s skull. It collapses, lifeless. 
 
    “Guess Scott didn’t make it to the Humvees after all,” Cassie announces. The beam from the flashlight brings to life his body, his rib cage cracked open like a lobster’s shell. His eyes are wide. I can only imagine what he witnessed in his final moments before being devoured. 
 
    I wiggle the blade free from the chaser’s skull as we get back on the move. 
 
    The mob of infected filters out from the opening and remains in hot pursuit of us.  
 
    “What the hell are we going to do if the Humvees don’t have keys inside of them?” I pose through panted breathing. 
 
    “We’ll improvise,” Lucas shouts back. 
 
    More chasers materialize from the darkness to our right. It’s difficult to gauge their numbers, but ultimately it really doesn’t matter. We’re more than outmanned right now, and the only thing that matters is getting to those military vehicles. 
 
    Lucas points ahead of us at the fence. On the other side, are four Humvees that are lined up in a row and parked next to the curb. I don’t spot any movement beyond the stout chain link fence that encompasses the school grounds. A good sign as far as I can tell. 
 
    “How are we suppose to get to the other side?” Cassie hisses panic as we scour the intertwined steel links for a way through. 
 
    The looming threat of the chasers bears down on us. We’ve committed to this act and have no choice but to find a way through. There is no retreating. We find a way to the other side, or we fight to the bitter end. 
 
    Duke turns and faces the ravenous mob converging on us from all directions. He barks and growls, bearing his teeth and jumping from side to side. Like a tidal wave of teeth, they advance. We’re at the end of the line. 
 
    I don’t plan on dying here, though. Not today. Not while I still have life inside my body and a reason to live. 
 
    I formulate my plan of attack as my eyes shift from left to right. There is no easy way out of this. I’ll just have to slash and kill anything that gets within striking distance. 
 
    “I found a way through!” Lucas calls out from our left. 
 
    We scurry down the length of the fence to where Lucas is while the stampede of infected follow. He has a portion of the barrier unlatched and swung open. He waves his arm swiftly in a circular pattern to hurry us through. 
 
    Cassie goes first, followed by Duke then myself. Lucas pushes the gate closed and secures it by setting the steel latch into place just as the swarm of chasers arrive. He takes a step back as the ravenous horde slams into the fence.  
 
    Their shadowy faces press firmly to the steel. They growl and bear their teeth. They attempt to squeeze their arms through the tiny openings within the fence, but fail to get their hands through. 
 
    The clamoring of the brood grows louder and louder as more arrive. I take in the mass of bodies collecting a mere five feet away. I feel as though I’m taunting the creatures by just standing here.  
 
    Most, if not all, show a decline in their physical appearance. Frail skeletal frames are draped in smirched flesh that has seen better days. I imagine the more people they infect, the less of a food source they have. I contemplate as to if they’ve ever turned on each other. Consumed the dead rotting flesh of their own kind. It’s hard to tell. Perhaps things aren’t too bad yet for that to happen. Either way, I hope they all starve, and die a slow, painful death. 
 
    Gripping the machete, I contemplate exacting some much-needed revenge to soothe my aching soul. A perfect time to do it without much worry from the creatures getting to me. I take two steps toward the fence.  
 
    “James. Come on,” Lucas calls out to me. 
 
    I’m torn between my moment of weakness, and doing what is the smart thing. If one has an opportunity to flee from the chasers, they should do it. I finally give in, and leave the horde of dead to lust after me. There will be another time to deal with such matters. 
 
    I spin around to face the Humvees. The interior light from the lead combat vehicle is a guiding light within the darkness of night. The passenger side door is swung open, and void of any bodies. I slip my pack off my back, and shove it on the floorboard. I grab the handle, mounted in the corner of the vehicle, and pull myself up in the cab. Secured to the dash next to me are two rifles. Nice. 
 
    I peer back over my shoulder to the back seat where Duke and Cassie are nestled. I only see the back of Cassie’s head as her attention is focused outside the dark-tinted window at the chasers trying to break through the fence. 
 
    “You good, boy?” 
 
    Duke’s ears stand erect, and his body is rigid as he fidgets in place. The commotion from the chasers is keeping him on edge. I feel much the same way. 
 
    “Damn it. Come on you piece of crap.” Lucas searches for something below the steering column. I think he’s trying to hotwire the truck. 
 
    “No keys?” I inquire. 
 
    His lips purse. He strains to rip the cover free from the steering column to expose the wires. “Not that I could find quickly. We wait too much longer, and we’ll run the risk of those things breaking through. On a regular vehicle, this would be an easier endeavor.” 
 
    Staring at the dash, I search for any place that a set of keys could be hidden. I remember with the Bronco, my dad would stash extra sets in certain places just in case we needed them. For the life of me though, I can’t seem to remember where right now. 
 
    “Guys, we need to move,” Cassie warns. “Not sure how much longer that fence is going to remain intact.” 
 
    The tumult from the voracious mob sounds as one loud speaker, drawing in more that are within earshot of the school. 
 
    Lucas remains silent as he focuses on trying to get the Humvee started. Skimming over the dash toward the driver’s side, I spot a hint of silver from one of the nooks. I reach inside and feel around. My fingers grip the object and pull them out. 
 
    “Is this what you’re looking for?” 
 
    Lucas catches sight of the keys dangling before his face. He sits back in his seat and grabs them from me. “Hopefully, these are it.” 
 
    There are only three keys on the key chain. He tests the first, which doesn’t even slip into the ignition. 
 
    I peer to my right and notice the fence is starting to bow outward toward the parking lot. The chasers are more than determined to get through. 
 
    “That fence is going to give at any time,” I advise. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Lucas snaps back. He slips the third and final key into the ignition. It slides in effortlessly. He turns the key over and cranks the engine. 
 
    The Humvee thrums to life. It sounds infinitely better than that truck we used when leaving my parents’ cabin. The engine shows no signs of faults or problems that could hinder us. At least, for now. 
 
    Lucas claps his hands excitedly. “Yes.” He slams his door shut. I do the same. The overhead light fades away, leaving only the brightness from the gauges on the dash to illuminate the interior. Lucas switches on the numerous lights outfitted on the tactical vehicle’s body. 
 
    The intense sharpness of the beams brings to life numerous chasers standing before us in the darkness.  
 
    “Oh, crap,” Cassie mutters from the back seat at the troubling sight. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Lucas shoves the Humvee into gear. He grips the steering wheel with both hands as he revs the engine. “We’re going to plow through them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Glancing out the window, I stare at the panting, stationary chasers. They’re still a ways away, but given their proclivity to cover large amounts of ground quickly, they could be on top of us before we know it. With that being said, I’m a tad hesitant at just going all out and bulldozing the creatures. If this rig gets messed up now, we won’t stand a chance of being able to escape.  
 
    “Are we sure we just want to go balls to the wall and charge headlong at them?” I ask. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like we’re going to have much of a choice considering they’re blocking the way out of here. Besides, this is a military combat vehicle. It’s made to withstand enemy gun fire and much more. It shouldn’t have any problems with those things.” Lucas keeps pressure on the gas pedal. The engine shows no sign of backing down, and neither does he. “I figured you’d be all for plowing through them since you seem to be on a suicide trip.” 
 
    He is right. My perception of reality has been twisted and morphed into a blinding rage of hate. Any chance that I’m afforded to dish out some painful payback on the creatures for what they have stolen from me, I’m more than willing to jump on that opportunity. Especially now. But with the recent revelations of Cindy’s possible survival, I need to think more rationally. Attempt to not give in to my basic instincts to just act without thought. 
 
    Something dense slams into the passenger side door next to me. Everyone in the Humvee gasps, and slightly yells from the surprise. I lean away, and stare out of the dark-tinted glass.  
 
    A chaser has the right side of his face pressed firmly to the window. His fists pound the steel body of the Humvee repeatedly. Duke barks and growls as more chasers converge on us. 
 
    “The fence is collapsing!” Cassie warns. 
 
    Looking through the enraged, hungry creatures wailing on the Humvee, I watch as the fence topples over in our direction. The caged chasers flood out of the enclosure, and charge our way. 
 
    Lucas punches it. The tires squeal as we take off. The chasers before us jump to life, and rush headlong toward us. They give no indication of veering out of the way. Self-preservation for the creatures is a notion that died once the virus consumed them. All they see now is a possible food source that needs investigating. 
 
    The chasers slam into the grill of the Humvee with a heavy thud. The recently turned infected, that still look somewhat human, vanish under the vehicle, while some of the more famished starved frames of the chasers are tossed up onto the hood. Their gaunt faces smash into the windshield. Heads crack open as blood and other fluids splatter over the glass. 
 
    Lucas cuts the steering wheel hard to the left. The bulky vehicle alters its course through the empty parking spaces, and hops over the yellow concrete parking stops. We’re jostled violently inside the cab every which way. The howls from the chasers filter inside the vehicle. Lucas keeps his boot mashed to the floor as his hands shimmy from side to side. 
 
    “Watch out for the car!” Cassie warns as she leans forward and points out of the windshield. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that!” Visibly stressed, his tongue plays over his taut lips, and his eyes focus on the street ahead. Cars block our way. 
 
    My left hand braces against the dash while the other grabs the handle. I see no way for us to slip through without crashing into the parking lot of cars. I have no choice, but to trust that Lucas knows what he is doing. 
 
    I look in the sideview mirror, and spy the ghostly, shadowy frames of the chasers pounding the pavement behind us. They’re lit up in a red hue from the vehicle’s taillight. Their arms are outstretched in our direction, their moans carrying on the back of the wind whipping about.  
 
    I catch movement just outside the vehicle.  
 
    Hold on. What the hell is that? 
 
    I lean toward the window as dismay fills me. A ragged hand clutches the bottom portion of the mirror’s frame. My eyes shift toward the rear and follow along the dimly lit arm to find we have a stowaway. 
 
    The chaser’s tenuous frame flutters in the darkness like a feather caught in a tornado. It reaches out to grab my image within the glass, but with every bump in the road, the chaser’s body slams into the doors with a dense thud. 
 
    “Christ! There’s one of those things hanging on the outside!” Cassie screams from the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s holding onto the mirror,” I confirm as I drift back from the window. They are tenacious, that much is certain. 
 
    “Hold on!” Lucas blurts out. 
 
    He jerks the steering wheel hard to the left. The tires screech as my body is slung into the door. We bounce over a curb and into the grass. We tear through a wooden fence and into someone’s yard. Busted boards fly into the air and crash into the windshield. A kid’s inflatable bounce house is knocked out of the way. 
 
    Cassie clutches Duke in her arms tightly as he barks and cowers into her. Lucas focuses on the remaining fence dead ahead.  
 
    We bust through and emerge into the front yard. Lucas rotates the steering wheel to the left, narrowly missing a massive tree that scrapes along the passenger side of the Humvee. The sideview mirror, and the chaser who is attached to it, disappear. The crunching of metal and busted glass fills my ears for a split second before the throaty engine takes over. 
 
    Lucas threads the needle, as best he can, between two cars that lay in our path. The wide, bulky body of the Humvee smashes into both of the vehicles head on. The sound of tormented steel and crunching glass creates a horrifying apex. 
 
    We’re thrown wildly about as Lucas fights to tame the swerving combat transport. The tires squeal as we drift over the pavement at an angle, straight toward another parked car. Lucas works the brake and steering wheel in tandem, trying to slow our out of control trajectory. 
 
    With teeth clenched and hands franticly twisting the steering wheel to the left, Lucas manages to graze only the driver’s side quarter panel and bumper. We deflect off the stationary vehicle and straighten out, heading down the winding street. 
 
    Lucas leans forward and peers into his sideview mirror. He expels a deep sigh of tension through pursed lips. Beads of sweat populate his moist brow. He keeps the Humvee going hard through the streets of Hillsdale, putting as much distance between us and the horde of chasers as possible. 
 
    “Everybody ok?” 
 
    We’re all a bit frazzled at the moment, reeling from the intense getaway that nearly snuffed out our lives. My fingers are dug into the armrest on the door and the center console. I look to the back seat and stare at Cassie. She takes a big gulp, and swallows the fear stuck in her throat as she strokes Duke’s coat. 
 
    “You good?” I inquire. 
 
    Although hesitant, she nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    My eyes shift down to Duke who is not as vocal right now. I imagine he’s a bit frightened as well. I reach back and strain to run my fingers through his coat. “How are you doing, boy?” 
 
    His face is cloaked in darkness, making it difficult to make out his reaction. Considering that he isn’t barking his head off or sitting up in the seat says a lot. 
 
    My fingers move to the left through his fur. They finally find his head. His tongue gently licks over my hand as I rub underneath his chin. I love on him for a few seconds more. Doing so helps calm him down, and me as well.  
 
    I cut my eyes over to Lucas. He brushes the sleeve of his coat across his forehead. His hand trembles against the steering wheel as his other rubs up and down his face. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” I ask. 
 
    He offers a thumbs up, and cuts his gaze over to me with wide eyes as he shakes his head. “I could use a smoke and a stiff drink, but all things considered, I’m good. Just happy to be alive.” 
 
    “That was some pretty good driving back there,” I mention. “Cutting through that yard probably saved our hides. Not sure I would’ve thought to do that.” 
 
    Lucas shrugs. “It was a last-minute decision that fortunately panned out in our favor. Can’t say that I’ve ever done anything like that before. Glad it worked out the way it did. Whoa!” Lucas swerves to miss a chaser. The gleam of the headlights brings to life the infected creature’s sunken face and boney body. It charges us in a dead sprint. Its blood-stained fingers reach for the armored body of the Humvee as we fly by. It turns to give chase, but it’s futile to do so.  
 
    “Damn things are crawling out of the wood work now. Did you find something worthwhile before everything went to hell in a hand bag?” Lucas says. 
 
    “I think so.” I raise up off the seat, and dig into my back pocket for the map. I wiggle free the waded-up paper, and present it to Lucas. “I found this hanging on one of the walls with some locations circled along Interstate 5. Given what Scott said, I figure we start at the top, and work our way down till we find her.” 
 
    “Christ.” Lucas slams the brakes of the Humvee without warning. The tires screech, the tread fighting to slow our momentum. I’m thrown forward, but manage to brace my arms against the dash to keep my face from smacking into the windshield. During our escape from the compound, I forgot to latch my seat belt. I do that now. 
 
    Cassie mutters some choice words from the back as her bulk hits my seat. 
 
    I peer over to Lucas with a dumfounded expression. He stares out of the windshield with a blank look coating his flushed face. Whatever he sees has him worried enough to steal his tongue.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    With his hand still resting on the steering wheel, he points ahead of us. “More Trouble.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    When it rains, it pours. A crap storm is always waiting on the horizon. It’s inevitable that you’re going to drive through it sooner or later, son. Hell, you may even stay under its brown, smelly anus for some time. Just remember, no one is lucky enough to avoid it all of their lives. Not even you, James. 
 
    My dad. Ever the word smith. A man who spoke his mind and told me how things were. No sugarcoating it. Just blunt and to the point. After all, life doesn’t sugarcoat anything. Why should we? 
 
    Through his life experiences, I imagine he swam the dark rivers of fecal matter more than I’d like to know of or count. Most times, he handled any such adversity as a grownup would—poised and collected. Other times, he’d excuse himself, and punish some unsuspecting inanimate object until he felt better.  
 
    I am my father’s son. His temper thrives inside me. I am trying to maintain my composure as best I can, but it is proving to be more difficult than what Dad could’ve ever told me it would be.  
 
    Right now, I feel as though the brown river runs deep, and it’s only getting deeper. Time to put on the wading boots, I guess. 
 
    Leaving the school the way we did, our trek into the unknown is not the same as it was when we first arrived. Coming in, we had the aid of signs that the military had put out. We also didn’t have mobs of chasers hot on our tails, or the bleakness of night to contend with. 
 
    Now, we’re just lost in unfamiliar territory where all of the suburban streets look the same. If that isn’t bad enough, then the road block, jammed with abandon cars and chasers, is.  
 
    Cassie leans forward and peers out through the windshield. She rests her arms on the center console, and pivots her head from left to right. Her discouraged look parrots mine and Lucas’s. “I guess it’s too much to ask for a break, isn’t it?” 
 
    Duke places his paws up next to Cassie’s arms as he pants slightly. She rubs under his snout. They have really bonded in a short time. 
 
    “There is no plowing through there, that’s for sure,” I add. “At least they haven’t noticed us yet.” 
 
    We’re parked in the middle of the street, and set far enough back from the congestion of metal and infected that the headlights only pierce the veil of blackness so far. The creatures that can be seen from our vantage point mill about the vehicles like they are lost and without purpose while others stand like statues, frozen in time. They’re acting similar to the ones in the town where I came across Cassie. Does the lack of stimulus place them into a catatonic state? That is one possible theory I have thought of. It seems plausible. 
 
    Lucas cocks his head to the right. He nods at the map I have clutched in my hands. 
 
    “You said Interstate 5, correct?” 
 
    I confirm with a tilt of my head. “That is what it shows. The closest destination marked on the map is a town called Yreka.” 
 
    Lucas’s palm kneads his black beard. He finally sighs. “Does that show any of the side streets or the fastest way to get to Interstate 5 from where we are?” 
 
    I unfold the map fully and lay it flat on my legs. Cassie shines her flashlight at the wrinkled paper as I skim over the area. My fingers trace along the paper while I look for any such markings designating streets or anything of the sort. 
 
    “It doesn’t show anything like that. Just vague references to towns and cities and the major roads that intersect with them,” I say. 
 
    Lucas nods, then adjusts his bulk in the Humvee’s less than comfortable seating. It’s firm and rigid as if it were made out of bricks. “I figure we’re not too far away from where we came in earlier.” 
 
    Cassie peeks at the map as her fingers continue to massage Duke’s fur. “I think we came in on SW Chestnut St. from Terwilliger Blvd.” 
 
    Those names jog my memory. Although, it’s only been a few hours or so since we arrived. My mind must have forgotten considering everything that has transpired. 
 
    I peer back to her and nod in agreement. “Yeah. I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Do we know what street we are currently on?” she asks. 
 
    Lucas positions his hands back on the steering wheel while I peer out of my window in search of any sort of marker or road sign. With the absence of daylight or any glint to aid us in our hunt, I’m finding it difficult to locate anything useful. 
 
    “Can’t tell from looking out the window. The tint isn’t helping and neither is the darkness.” I hold my hand out toward Cassie. “Let me see the flashlight. I’m going to step out really quick and see if I can get a bead on where we need to go.” 
 
    Hesitant, Cassie places the aluminum casing in my hand, but she doesn’t let it go. “You sure that’s a good idea? There could be more of those chasers close by. You step out there, you could get attacked by one.” 
 
    I grab the handle of the machete, and start to lift it up.  
 
    “You’re not going out there.” Lucas interjects curtly.  
 
    Excuse me? I cut my eyes over to him.  “Why not? We have no clue where we are or how to get to Interstate 5.” 
 
    With a semi steady hand, he reaches down to the gear shift on the center console. His fingers close over the black knob tightly. 
 
    “Sit back and hold on,” he flatly orders. 
 
    Cassie quickly drifts back into the seat with Duke in her arms. My eyes shift from Lucas to out the windshield.  
 
    The chasers that were motionless now stare in our direction. A mixture of angular faces and stout bodies draped in an array of military clothing and regular civilian threads beam our way.  
 
    They advance toward us, slowly at first, as they find their way through the maze of stationary steel. They climb over the hoods and appear out from underneath the chassis of the vehicles. Like a lion spotting its prey, they’re ready to chase down their meal. 
 
    “We’ll find our way over to I5, but for now, we need to get back on the move,” Lucas warns through a tense breath. 
 
    I spot the silhouette of a figure charging right at us through the murkiness of the night. Before I have a chance to raise any alarm, it slams into the door with a painful clatter. The flashlight springs up and fires the beam of light out though the tinted glass. 
 
    Lucas jumps up from his seat slightly as a gasp and growl escape his lips. He leans away from the door and stares at the chaser’s macabre, sallow face. It barks and howls, fists hammering against the resilient glass. 
 
    The chasers before us morph from an ambling group to a sprinting mob that charges our way. More chasers appear from the blackness, and converge on us once more. With his hand still firmly gripping the gear shift, Lucas pulls it back into reverse and hits the gas. 
 
    He gets back up straight in his seat. Both hands grip the wheel tightly as he peers into the sideview mirror. 
 
    “We need to find another street to turn onto.” His voice is stricken with panic, but he remains as calm and collected as he can. I’m glad that he’s driving now instead of me. 
 
    Flooring it in reverse, Lucas’s attention toys between the sideview mirror and the uproar of the chasers seeking our flesh. I scour my side of the street for any outlet that we can exploit to gain some distance from the chasers.  
 
    Grass, trees, and houses line the suburban street with no way out. More tormented souls stagger in the night, and reach for the Humvee as they join their depraved brethren in the hunt. 
 
    “I’m not seeing a way out of here,” I call out. 
 
    The Humvee swerves erratically from side to side as Lucas tries to dodge any debris and stagnant vehicles that are parked in the street. I go to look in my sideview mirror, but remember that it was removed by the tree that nearly took us out. 
 
    “Christ!” Lucas shouts. His hands franticly twist the steering wheel to the right, sending the bulky vehicle swaying from side to side suddenly. We strike something hard that jolts us in our seats. The crunching of metal signals that we more than likely ran into a vehicle. 
 
    Jarred and a little dazed from the collision, Lucas shakes off the disorientation before regaining his focus. He shifts the gear into drive and punches the gas.  
 
    The chasers slam into the side of the armored body as he brings us full circle and heading back the way we came. We run over a handful of the creatures that rush directly in front of the vehicle without care or hesitation. Their bodies crumble upon impact and disappear from sight. Lucas keeps his foot planted firmly to the floor as the engine revs. It’s pushed to the max.  
 
    Cassie and Duke are hunkered down in the back. I can only spot the vague outline of Duke’s furry spine and splotches of Cassie’s leg. 
 
    I bring my attention back to the street. My eyes narrow through the windshield at the sign that is coming up. The headlights wash over the white lettering, bringing a stint of relief to an otherwise dire situation. 
 
    “SW Chestnut Street!” I call out while pointing dead ahead. “Take a right, then follow it down to Terwilliger Blvd.” 
 
    “Are we sure?” Lucas belts out. 
 
    Cassie speaks up from her crouched position in the rear of the vehicle. “Those were the streets that I could remember.” 
 
    Lucas cuts the steering wheel hard to the right without letting up on the gas. The tires struggle to keep traction. We zip past cars. More chasers charge at us from every direction. He does as good of a job as one can dodging the incoming infected.  
 
    Careening down the suburban street, Lucas follows the winding road till we come to Terwilliger Blvd. He hooks a right, and floors it down the boulevard. 
 
    The number of chasers has reduced some, but there are still stragglers milling about the streets and shops that spot the hint of a possible food source. They twist their bodies in the direction of the incoming noise and sprint toward the road. 
 
    We zip past familiar buildings and vehicles which signals that we’re on the right path. I test the seatbelt to make sure it’s still latched and secured. Given our reckless driving, it may be prudent to do that. 
 
    I look to my right and find the buckle. I lace it over my waist and secure its end into the latch. We fly past a Pizza Hut, which makes my mouth water. It’s been so long since I’ve had any such food that my stomach growls and beckons for me to fill it full. It will have to wait, though. Perhaps indefinitely. 
 
    “Okay, Interstate 5 is right up here, so which way do I go?” Lucas calls out. 
 
    Cassie repositions Duke in the seat next to her as she sits up. He stays low, with his head resting on his front paws. 
 
    I lean forward and search for any way to get onto the interstate. “I don’t know. We could take Pacific Highway, and follow it down till we can find an on ramp that isn’t completely blocked with cars.” 
 
    Lucas cuts his eyes over to me. “That’s a big gamble seeing as Portland is now a complete dead zone with no way of telling how many chasers we’re looking at and where they are.” 
 
    “Keep going straight over the bridge,” Cassie flatly orders. “Trust me.” 
 
    Lucas blows through the intersection without batting an eye and heads over the bridge. 
 
    Confused, I tilt my head to the side. “Isn’t that going in the wrong direction? We want to head in the direction of California.” 
 
    Cassie nods. “We’re still heading back in the same direction, just on the other side of the road.” She points to the ramp. I recognize it from earlier. It clicks inside my head as to what she is getting at. “Here! Take the ramp!” 
 
    Lucas pumps the brake and takes the dark corner like a formula one driver—just one of the many sports that me and dad watched together.  
 
    Gravity shifts everything to the left side of the cab as Lucas dodges more abandoned cars that lurk within the blackness on the ramp. We’re more than likely in the clear from the chasers, but given how they are crawling out of every hollow void within the city, it’s better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    We find open roadway that is mostly free and clear of any obstructions. Lucas keeps the Humvee going at its top speed. I don’t question that. The faster we can get to Yreka, the better. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The humming of the engine. 
 
    The warm air brushing against my face. 
 
    The silence that has befallen the cab of the Humvee. 
 
    The large, thick treads of the tires playing off the asphalt. 
 
    It all melds together seamlessly in a rhythmic dance that challenges my resolve to stay awake. Within the lull that is absent of any ravenous creatures hellbent on devouring our flesh, I start to succumb to the darkness that surrounds me. 
 
    The back of my head rests against the rigid headrest of the seat as I stare out of the window, and into the great beyond. The faint hissing sound escaping Duke’s snout tickles my ears. Cassie’s just as quiet. I can’t tell if she’s getting some rest or just reflecting in the solace of the past day’s events. She has lost someone as well. 
 
    Lucas has been going non-stop since we fled the outskirts of Portland. The armored transport we procured was fortunately topped off with diesel fuel, and apparently has multiple twenty-gallon military grade fuel storage containers latched to the rear of the Humvee. An added convenience that will come in handy if we get into a pinch. 
 
    I’m unsure how much time has passed. It’s still in the dead of the night, and we’re trucking right along with not much getting in our way. That is all I need to know. 
 
    We switched over to the southbound not too far after leaving Portland. We found an opening and took it. Good thing too seeing as a major accident had the northbound lanes completely blocked—contorted metal all jumbled up into a mess that sought to hinder anyone trying to circumvent this post-apocalyptic nightmare. 
 
    Tired and weary, my head rolls over the headrest in the direction of Lucas. My eyelids are battling my will to keep them open when all my body wants to do is sleep. To be honest, sleep scares me. Has for some time. That’s when the dreams come. The nightmares of what I have done since the world seemingly imploded and slipped into madness with no hint of it coming back. Perhaps if a state of emergency was given before the SHTF, as Dad would say, then he could’ve been ready. We could have been ready. Doesn’t matter now anyway. What’s done is done.  
 
    I try not to let the demons inside, but they are persistent. No matter what defenses I throw up to stall their arrival, they find a way through. That’s what they do. I need to learn to let them come. After all, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right? 
 
    Lucas appears to be more relaxed now. Well, he doesn’t look as stressed as he did earlier when we were fleeing for our lives. He’s still as alert as he was when we first arrived. I can’t spot any sort of sleepiness within the stern, rigid expression that has owned his face for a better part of the night. The hue from the gauges in the dash highlights various portions of his facial features, which to my heavy eyes, makes him look even more intense. 
 
    He looks toward me. “I thought you were sleeping. You’ve been quiet for a while now.” 
 
    I blink slowly, or it feels like I do. I’m sluggish to respond. “I’ve been in and out. Trying to resist the urge to sleep. I figured having another set of eyes keeping watch wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Lucas subtly nods. “True, but if you’re that sleepy, then you may become delusional and cause more problems. Freak out on me, or see things in the night that aren’t there.” 
 
    I try to grasp onto his words, but I’m struggling to process any sort of speech at a normal pace. It takes me a few seconds for what he said to register. “Won’t happen. I’m used to staying up late and functioning without losing my mind. Video games and caffeinated soft drinks... my friend.” 
 
    Lucas half smiles, which is barely visible as he turns his attention back to the road. “You want to help, James, get some sleep like everyone else. Now’s the perfect time to do it. Things are calm. You’ve had a trying day. The sleep will do you good, and give you some clarity on what has happened, and what is still to come.” 
 
    That’s what I’m afraid of. I know what has happened. I don’t need my mind replaying it over and over again. That’s part of the problem. 
 
    I go to speak, but Lucas’s finger presses to his lips. I’m far too exhausted to tell him to stick it where the sun doesn’t shine. 
 
    “Relax. Get some rest. If I need anything, I’ll make sure to let you know. You won’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    My eyes gradually close, and the imagine of Lucas’s dimly lit face fades to black. We hit a pothole or something in the road which jars me awake enough to open my eyes once more. This time, though, I’m not in the truck, but back in my house.  
 
    I’m prone on my back in my bed with Duke sleeping next to my legs. It takes me a moment to sift through the confusion plaguing my haggard mind.  
 
    I lay there, staring at the ceiling. What, the hell, is going on? The faint sound of voices beyond my four walls captures my attention. My head lifts free from the softness of my plush pillow. I blink a few times, trying to erase the sleepiness from them.  
 
    Daylight, or the hint thereof, brings the hallway to light just before my room. I listen closely to the chattering that is a mixture of chuckles and light-hearted banter. They sound familiar. I know those voices.  
 
    I sit all the way up in my bed, which brings Duke to life. He’s not dirty and covered in an array of earthly bound foliage. His yellow, scraggly coat appears to be clean. He also smells decent for a change. 
 
    “Hey, boy.” My fingers knead the crown of his head. I’m a bit confused, but I normally am after a hard night of sleeping. Duke gingerly licks my hand as he opens his snout wide to yawn. His fangs glisten as a bead of light from beyond my room strikes them just at the right angle. 
 
    “James! You coming down to have breakfast with us?” Dad calls out. “You don’t want it getting too cold. Your mother has been working hard on this amazing spread for the better part of the morning. Come on, sleepy head!” 
 
    I swing my legs off the right side of the bed, allowing my boots to hit the hardwood floor. I sit there for a moment, and notice that I’m fully dressed. Decked out in my hunting gear and ballcap. That’s weird. I don’t remember going hunting, or Dad telling me we were going today. 
 
    A lingering set of confusion nestles into the back of my brain as I stand up. Duke springs to his paws and leaps from the bed. He dashes out of the room and down the stairs. I imagine the scent of a hearty meal gave him ample incentive to race down to where they are. Then again, that dog never needs much prodding to get him going when it comes to Mom’s food. He’s always hungry. 
 
    Standing there, my body feels tired and worn. I’m not sure why. My muscles ache all over as if I’ve wrestled with a bear, and lost badly. Not only that, but a deep sense of sorrow and sadness reside within me for some reason. What the heck is going on with me today? Perhaps a good meal and something to drink will make things better. 
 
    I make my way of my room and down the hallway toward the staircase. I pause briefly at Cindy’s room, and find that her bed is neatly made. Her favorite dolls rest against her unicorn pillows as their stitched button eyes stare at me. Not too creepy. But more so, where is she? Mom never fixes breakfast late in the day, so I’m a bit taken back as to why Cindy’s bed appears as though it hasn’t been slept in. Weird. 
 
    I hear Dad and Mom laugh from the kitchen. Their jovial voices are a welcome sound. I pause briefly on the landing, and peek back over my shoulder to Cindy’s room. Strange indeed. 
 
    “James, are you coming?” Mom calls out. “If you don’t hurry, Duke is going to take your place at the table. He can smell that thick, crispy bacon, and he wants it badly. So, I’d hurry it up if you don’t want to miss out.” 
 
    “Coming!” I respond. 
 
    With my hand on the oak banister, I slowly make my way down the stairs to the first floor. On the other side of the sprawling living room, Mom and Dad are sitting at the table. Duke is waiting patiently by my chair as he tilts his head toward me. 
 
    Dad notices me and smiles. “It’s alive.” He likes to joke. “Late night, killer? You look a little worse for wear. Dawson keeping you up again on those video games?” 
 
    I don’t know. I can feel my face disfigure in bewilderment. They don’t press anymore, or probe as to why I have this look on my face, which is sort of weird. Like most parents, they are generally attuned to mine and Cindy’s behavior. Anytime we act out of the ordinary, they are quick to investigate why. Not so much today, though. Again, strange. 
 
    I navigate the labyrinth of furniture that resides in the living room, while making my way over to the table. The more I think of things, the more this feels off for some reason. I can’t pinpoint it, but the vibe doesn’t feel natural at all. 
 
    “Saddle up, Son,” Dad says with a mouthful of fried eggs. His fork scrapes along the ceramic plate as he tries to stab the yellowish egg white from the plate’s greasy surface. 
 
    I pull out my chair and sit down. Mom reaches over to me and rubs my arm. 
 
    “How did you sleep, sweetie?” 
 
    My eyes fix on the empty seat across from me where Cindy normally sits. I gaze to my right and past Mom as I crane my neck. 
 
    “I… I slept all right, I guess. Where is Cindy? Her bed is perfectly made, and it doesn’t appear as though it has even been slept in. I normally don’t see it like that this early in the morning.” 
 
    “She’s not here, silly. You know that.” Mom offers me a big smile as she feeds a large strip of bacon to Duke. He chomps it down in just two bites and looks for more. 
 
    “She’s not?” I’m lost. Cindy’s always here. She is generally bugging the crap out of me. “Where is she?” 
 
    Dad chuckles once more as he cuts into the French toast that is now on his plate. “Did you hit your head or something, Son? The government has her.” 
 
    Mom reaches out and grabs my arm softly. “Honey, are you sure you’re feeling all right? You’re acting awfully peculiar this morning. You’re not getting sick, are you?” 
 
    My gaze cuts to Dad, then Mom. Why the heck are they so calm, and acting as though the answer provided is ok in the slightest.  
 
    “And you’re ok with this why?” 
 
    “Honey, you sure did out shine yourself today. This was a fantastic spread. Plus, a great cup of java to boot.” Dad sets his fork down on the edge of his plate. He holds up a finger as he grabs his white coffee mug. He takes a big sip from the hot brew. 
 
    Mom makes a kissy face at him and winks. “Anything for my men.” 
 
    What the hell is happening here? Why are they acting as if nothing is wrong with this picture?  
 
    Anger swells in the pit of my gut. Both hands ball into tightly clenched fists as my lips purse. They continue making faces at each other.  
 
    I snap and hammer the edge of the table abruptly. “What the hell is wrong with you two? Cindy has been taken by the government, and you’re just sitting eating as if that’s a perfectly acceptable response. Now tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    They stare at me. Dad places both elbows on the table and laces his fingers together. Mom wipes her mouth free of any left-over food and sets the napkin down on top of her plate. 
 
    “Son, we’ve been over this a few times,” Dad calmly states. 
 
    “Enlighten me again, please then, Dad,” I curtly respond. 
 
    “They took your sister because she’s been bitten by the infected, but hasn’t turned. They are not sure as to why, but they hope to figure it out.” 
 
    “Those chasers are dreadful creatures. So primitive, like mindless vessels destroying everything in their path,” Mom quickly adds. 
 
    Infected?  
 
    Chasers? 
 
    The wheels grind inside my head. For some reason, this all sounds familiar. Not sure how, but it does. As if it has happened to me before. Deja vu maybe. 
 
    My eyes cut down to my mounding plate of food. I stare intently at it while Mom and Dad continue to banter back and forth. Something moves on my plate. 
 
    What is that?  
 
    I lean in closer, and spot a white, round object slithering about in my fried egg. I retrieve my fork and investigate. The steel ends prod the burnt white outer edge. I lift it up, and discover it is a maggot. 
 
    The fork drops from my hand and clatters on the plate. I gasp in disgust and lean back. I close my eyes briefly, and open them again to find more of the disgusting insects crawling all over the rotting food on my plate. 
 
    “James, sweetie, you’re scaring me. What is wrong?” Mom inquires with a softly spoken tone. 
 
    Panting, I look up, and find her face to be bloody and disfigured with a winding gap in her forehead. Her skull has been cracked open with a portion of her brain visible through the strands of hair that stick to the grisly looking wound. 
 
    I give a loud scream that sends my eyes nearly bugging out of my skull. 
 
    Another hand grabs my left forearm, and I dare to look. 
 
    Dad is just as badly disfigured with a portion of his head completely missing now. Blood drains from his torn, tattered lips as the infection swirls in his eyes.  
 
    An orange, burnt glow beyond the windows captures my glassy eyes. Fire and smoke loom in the distance as far as I can see. There is no clear blue sky. No birds chirping, and no hint of a normal, peaceful life.  
 
    “What’s going on here?” I mutter. I try to scoot away from the table, but both my parents gangly looking hands remain latched onto my arms. 
 
    “This is hell, Son. Where we are now because your mother and I are dead. But it’s ok. We’ve come to terms with it and have moved on. Isn’t that right, dear?” 
 
    Mom smiles, revealing rotting teeth out from under her blood-stained lips. “That is correct. I imagine soon James and Cindy will be joining us for eternity. It will be so nice to have the family all together again. Isn’t that right, Duke?” 
 
    I look to my right, and find Duke staring at me. His eyes are consumed by the virus. His fangs are completely visible through the missing flesh around his snout. He growls, and barks at me as Mom and Dad snicker in delight. 
 
    “No. No. This isn’t real. I’m just dreaming.” 
 
    Dad grabs me by the scruff of my camo jacket. He yanks me forward. His eyes narrow at me, and the rotted flesh of his brow furrows. “Do yourself a favor, Son. Prepare for the end, because it’s coming, despite what you try to do to stop it.” He lunges for my throat.  
 
    I close my eyes, and scream aloud as I’m startled awake by a restrictive hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “James, wake up. You’re dreaming.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I shoot forward in my seat in a panic. Beads of sweat coat my face. It mixes with the grime that covers my skin, making it tacky. My heart hammers so fast and hard that it nearly hurts. I look around, looking to the driver’s side seat. Lucas is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Cassie leans against the center console with Duke by her side. They both stare at me for a moment as I struggle to calm down. 
 
    “Bad dream?” she finally inquires. “You were talking in your sleep some. Didn’t sound pleasant.” 
 
    I suck in a big gulp of air, and hold it for a few seconds before slowly releasing it. “Yeah. You could say that. Wish I didn’t have to sleep. Can’t seem to get a break no matter where I am.” 
 
    Cassie nods. “I feel much the same. There is never a good dream. Just dark places that I’d care not to visit again. At least, not like that.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” My hand brushes up and down my face. Although I still feel like crap, at least now I feel more awake and alert than I was before. “Where’s Lucas?” 
 
    Cassie motions to the right side of the Humvee with her head. 
 
    “He’s filling the tank up with gas real quick. Most places we’ve come across haven’t looked too safe to stop, so he kept going. We had to finally stop and fuel up before the tank ran dry.” 
 
    I peer out through the windshield. My eyes narrow as I try to look beyond the darkness.  
 
    “Where are we at?” 
 
    “Lucas said last sign he saw was for Myrtle Creek. That was a bit ago, though. I’ve been in and out as well, so I’m not sure where we currently are.” 
 
    I go to open my door. The driver’s side door cracks open, and Lucas slips inside. The cold chill of the night air drifts into the cab. 
 
    “Man. It’s a bit chilly out there after being in this warm cab.” Lucas peeks over to me as he cups his hands together and blows into them. “Rested?” 
 
    I shrug. “I guess so. Don’t feel like it, but I’m awake now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Didn’t seem like you were sleeping well from the way you were fidgeting in your seat,” Lucas says as he continues to rub his hands together and blow into them. 
 
    “Cassie said the last town you remember seeing us go through was Myrtle Creek.” 
 
    “It was, but I haven’t seen a sign since. I could’ve missed one, though. There have been splotches of road where cars were in the way, so I had to do some creative driving.” 
 
    I lift my right brow in the air slightly in curiosity. “Creative driving?” 
 
    “As in, he went off the road and drove in the ditch. Thankfully, we didn’t get stuck or anything.” Cassie interjects. “You woke up disoriented and a bit frantic. Once we got back on the road, you calmed down and went back to sleep. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I do not. All I remember at the moment is the horrid dream I had.” 
 
    “If this would’ve been a car, I’d have been a bit more hesitant to do so, but seeing as we’re traveling about in an armored military combat vehicle with a machine gun mounted to the ceiling, I figured it could handle it,” Lucas says. “Besides, it was that or try to find another way around, which would’ve taken infinitely more time and gas. By the way, we are now running short on gas. I’ve emptied all of the gas cans that were loaded into the rear. I thought they’d be completely full, but they weren’t. They were each maybe halfway filled. Perhaps a little less.” 
 
    That sucks. 
 
    “How far will that get us before we completely run dry?” I inquire. A feeling of dread slithers in. 
 
    Lucas shrugs.  
 
    He fires the engine back up, which kicks the heat back on. Its warmth blows from the vents mounted on the dash, but it struggles to battle the cold chill that I feel from Lucas’s not so reassuring response. He stares at the gauges briefly before responding. 
 
    “What little I put in barely took us up to a half a tank. Given these types of vehicles get crap for gas mileage, like around eight on the highway and four in the city, we’ll burn through it rather quickly.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem that efficient,” Cassie observes. “Wonder why the military even bothers with such a gas guzzling type of vehicle.” 
 
    “I imagine the fuel economy of the vehicle wasn’t high on their list compared to the tactical application that it would provide them. After all, this is a six-ton armored combat vehicle that is specially made for war. Not Sunday driving to a relative’s house. One of the main reasons I never got one of the H3’s years ago.” 
 
    A bit defeated, I pick at Lucas’s brain to see what our next move will be. “Ok, given what you said, what should we do? I’d like to avoid having to walk to Yreka, but if that’s what I have to do, then I’ll do it.” 
 
    Lucas points in my direction as his head moves from side to side as if he’s in search of something. I wonder what he’s looking for. “Where’s that map you have?” 
 
    I look down, and don’t see it. I temporarily forget what I did with it since looking it over last. I feel my back pockets, but they’re empty. I glance down to the floorboard, and move my back out of the way. There it is. 
 
    It’s only folded once. I undo it, and spread it open. 
 
    “What town is shown next?” Lucas inquires.  
 
    I retrieve the flashlight from the dash, and turn it on. I skim over Interstate 5 and locate Myrtle Creek. I continue down to the next listed location. “Looks to be Canyonville. Doesn’t appear to be much further on the map past Myrtle Creek.” 
 
    Lucas nods. “Sounds like just as good of a place to stop as any.” He cranes his neck so he can look at the map and narrows his eyes as he leans forward. 
 
    “What is it?” I prod. 
 
    He points to the heavy green shaded areas that look to populate mountains just beyond the town. 
 
    “We’ll definitely need to stop there then to refuel. Doesn’t look like much till we pass through Azalea. A lot of these little towns are hit and miss. Hopefully, we’ll be able to find a station that still has some diesel fuel left. That’s a whole lot of desolate road to be traveling while sucking fumes.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I fold the map back up, and slip it inside my gear for safekeeping. If, for some reason, we need to ditch the Humvee in a hurry, I want to make sure I have the map on me. Although not a life shattering thing if it did get lost, it would just make things a tad bit harder. And right now, things are bad enough the way they are. 
 
    Lucas places the Humvee into gear and gets us back on the move. I settle into my seat, and exhale a breath of tension and stress.  
 
    My body and mind are still suffering the effects of the all-too-real dream that has me feeling weird and disconnected from the world. I know it’s the guilt that is slowly and ever so persistently gnawing away at my insides. One of the reasons I like to stay busy and my mind working on our next move. I’ve always heard that idle hands are the devil’s playground. Right now, my mind is the horned demon’s amusement park, and it seems to be open for business twenty-four seven. 
 
    As I sit, warm air blasts me in the face. I divert the vents, and stare out the windows. I watch the trees that fly by as the headlights shine through their scantly formed branches. Glancing at the slender sticks, they appear more as arms attached to a large body than anything else. Long, boney fingers ready to snatch any poor suspecting soul who wanders by. 
 
    That’s where my mind is now. Swimming in the deepest and darkest places that project those fears and unspoken horrors that I’m battling into the real world. Not that it has to try that hard. There is more than enough evil now to make one think they were tossed into purgatory and left for all eternity to suffer endlessly.  
 
    I close my eyes for a moment, and try to erase the torment that will not release me. I fight through the images of all those I have lost to find a glimpse of Cindy’s sweet smiling, and yet annoying, face. 
 
    I focus on that. On her voice. I long to feel something that is not sadness or utter doom. I need to feel love if I have any hope of emerging from this blackness consuming me.  
 
    My thoughts battle through the demons that plague me to that happy place where Cindy is at. She’s in her room on her floor with her dolls surrounding her. She’s playing with them, setting up a tea party, then stomping through the middle of them as if she is Godzilla.  
 
    Crazy girl.  
 
    Much like me, she has an insane imagination and wicked creativity. Makes me think she just enjoys bugging me. Not because she can’t entertain herself, but because she finds it amusing to get a rise out of me. I didn’t realize at the time, but I miss those days now. 
 
    I manage to hold the dreadful thoughts at bay as I relive moments that Cindy and I shared. It brings a moment of solace to me that almost causes me to smile.  
 
    Lost in my own thoughts, I disconnect from the world for a little bit as the repetitive scenery flashes by. I get so lost in myself, that I don’t realize it when we come to a complete stop. 
 
    Lucas snaps his fingers, then waves his hand in front of my face to snare my attention. “James, you home?” 
 
    I curb the past memory, and cut my eyes over to him. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Lucas says. 
 
    Cassie leans against the center console. Duke sits next to the door on the driver’s side. I imagine he wants to stretch his legs and probably relieve himself. To be honest, I kind of want to do the same thing. 
 
    “The station doesn’t seem to have any power. The pumps aren’t going to work, are they?” she inquires. 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “I’m not even going to bother with the pumps. Most have backup generators that would turn on in the event of a power outage. Given how much time has passed since things have declined, I doubt their generator has any fuel left to power the pumps. That is, if they even have one.” Lucas cuts his gaze out of the window to the pump right next to us. “If they did have some sort of power, there would be some indication letting us know that they did.” 
 
    “How do you plan on getting the fuel, then?” I ask. “Seems like a waste of time to stop here if the pumps aren’t operational.” 
 
    “We could locate the covers that cover the tanks full of gas underground, which should be off to the side of the pumps close by. Pry one of them up and try to figure out if it is diesel or not, and haul it up. The hardest part would be figuring out what kind of gas it is.” Lucas then points to the large RV’s that are parked close by. “An easier approach would be to check out the vehicles around us. Certain models run off of diesel.”  
 
    “I say we check the vehicles. Seems to be the quickest and easiest approach,” Cassie suggests. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Lucas points towards the rear of the Humvee. “I’m going to take the gas cans and syphon off any fuel I can from any rigs that have the right kind of fuel. Hopefully, there will be more than not that haven’t already been bled dry.” 
 
    I reach for the door handle. “Sounds good. Let’s go and get this over with.” 
 
    “Hold on there, James.” Lucas holds his hand out and grabs my arm. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for everyone to get out.” 
 
    I look down at his fingers that are wrapped around my wrist, then up to his face. “I’m not looking for permission. We’ve been in this vehicle most of the night. We need to stretch our legs, and I imagine Duke needs to relieve himself.” 
 
    Lucas peers over to Cassie who agrees with a nod. It’s not that we particularly want to get out for the heck of it. Some fresh air might do us some good. 
 
    He stares at Cassie, then me for a few seconds as he remains silent. His approval really isn’t needed. It’s not like I plan on wandering about just for kicks. 
 
    Finally, he nods. “All right. Just stay close to the Humvee, and watch each other’s backs.” Lucas goes to open his door. 
 
    I hand him the flashlight. “Here. Take this.” 
 
    He refuses with his hand in the air, halting me. “You keep it. I found another one in the rear earlier.” Lucas reaches down below the seat and retrieves a large black flashlight that looks like a club. “Stay close and keep quiet. We don’t know if any chasers are lurking nearby.” 
 
    “There always seems to be some of those creatures nearby.” I grab my machete as we all disembark the Humvee. Duke gets out of Cassie’s side. With paws to solid ground, he stretches his front legs, and then his back ones. 
 
    Lucas moves to the rear of the vehicle and retrieves two of the large gas cans. He’s got a hose that is bound up and clutched between his fingers as he makes his way toward us. “Remember, stay close by and keep an eye out for any chasers. I shouldn’t be too long.” 
 
    Cassie points to the containers. “Need me to come with you to keep an eye out and help carry those?” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’d rather you three stick together. I’m not going too far away.” Lucas adjusts his grip on the outer handles of the gas cans. He darts off across the parking lot in the direction of the parked RV’s. He hunches over as his head swivels from left to right. 
 
    Standing near the Humvee, Duke groans and spins around in place. That’s just one of the many ways he tells me he needs to go to the bathroom, and possibly burn off some pent-up energy. He prefers to do his business in the grass. He’s one of those dogs that likes to turn his rear end toward the waste and kick grass up on it.  
 
    I motion with my hands for him to calm down. A stray finger presses firmly to my lips as I shush him silently. He can get quite vocal when he’s excited and has been cooped up for long periods. 
 
    I move to the rear of the armored vehicle, and take in the grounds of the gas station. The flashlight scans from right to left, skimming over the sparse parking lot of vehicles that remain stationary and void of any bodies. Off to our right, in the direction of the interstate, is a set of trees and bushes. It’s as good of a place as any. 
 
    “Come on, boy.” I pat my leg softly which brings Duke’s head springing up from the ground. He rushes to my side in a frenzied hurry. Cassie walks next to me to my left as we all stroll over to the small patch of earth. 
 
    She folds her arms over her chest and shivers. Her lips tremble in the early morning cold. She’s already wearing a coat, but it doesn’t seem to be helping much. 
 
    “Would you like my coat as well?” 
 
    Her teeth chatter as she cuts her eyes to me. “Won’t you be cold. It’s awfully chilly out here.” Her arms tighten down further over her chest to try and keep the cold at bay. 
 
    I shrug, then shake my head. “I’m actually pretty warm right now, so I’ll be fine.” I stop and place the machete between my legs. I start to unzip my coat, but she places her hand on mine. 
 
    “Thanks, James, but I’ll be fine. Don’t need you getting sick on account of being a gentleman.” She offers a warm smile through the chilly night air.  
 
    I smile back. “It’s no problem. Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    The zipper gets pulled back up some, leaving a gap to allow some air to circulate within the confines of the dense fabric. I grab the handle of the machete, and we get back on the move. Normally, I’m a pretty cold person, but for some reason right now, it actually feels good. It could be because of everything that is happening and my mood swings that have me raging one minute and calm the next. 
 
    Duke moves within the cluster of bushes and grass sprouting up through the woodchips. I can see the vague outline of his furry spine as he searches for the perfect place to handle his business. 
 
    We stop and let him do his dog business without us bothering him. We turn toward the storefront and just stare. I view the sign to our left, Creekside Restaurant, and my stomach growls. Man, I’m hungry. 
 
    “If you could have anything to eat right now, what would it be?” I ask. 
 
    The mere mention of food causes Cassie to moan subtly. Her lips pucker up briefly. “You just had to bring up the F word, didn’t you? Thanks for that.” She nudges my arm playfully as a snicker escapes her soft pink lips. 
 
    I nudge her back. “Come on. If you could have anything in the world to eat, what would be your go to? A pizza with everything? A massive hamburger with the works and a side of hot crispy French fries?” 
 
    “To be honest, I wouldn’t care. As long as it was hot and fulfilling, I’d be good to go. I’m not overly picky.” Her hand springs up with her finger pointing in the air. She turns to me and says, “I would love a Thomas Kemper Root Beer, though. Ice cold.” 
 
    Those drinks are amazing for sure. “Yes! Would have to have one of those.” 
 
    Duke leaps from the bushes and trots over to us. He sniffs the ground around our feet. I rub his head and pick out the leaves and other objects that are stuck in his coat. I look back over to the ominous storefront.  
 
    “How about we check it out really quick and see if maybe we can find something to drink or eat?” 
 
    Cassie squints at the grim structure that is cast in darkness. “I’m not overly sure I want to venture inside. Our luck has been crap lately. Besides, I doubt they have anything substantial that is even edible now.” 
 
    I shine the flashlight in the direction of the windows. 
 
    “True, but I bet you could probably find something that would satisfy any hunger you may have. Hell, if I can find a pack of M&M’s, I’ll just pretend it’s a steak or that hamburger.” 
 
    Cassie stares at me. “Really? Does that kind of stuff actually work?” 
 
    “Not sure, but I’m willing to try. I really want a steak now, so who knows. They may even have some Thomas Kemper Root Beer in there too.” 
 
    A low blow, I know, but I really want to go inside and see what they have. I am beyond hungry for something hearty. I’m afraid that if I don’t feed the beast soon, it’ll start cannibalizing me from the inside out. 
 
    “You know if Lucas finds out that we went in there, he’s going to lose it. I don’t think he wants us just wandering about out here. He didn’t seem too keen on us wanting to stretch our legs and letting Duke do his business.” 
 
    I shrug. “Let him. He’s not our parental guardian. To be honest, I don’t think that’s even a thing anymore, is it?” 
 
    “Not sure. Fine. Let’s go,” she says. “A steak or something more fulfilling does sound good.” 
 
    I think it’s more of her stomach making the decision than her, but I’ll take it. 
 
    With Duke by our sides, we head for the restaurant section of the travel center. I keep the flashlight up, and sweep it from left to right. The darkness that lingers on the other side of the windows draws an eerie sensation from the depths of my stomach. The hunger I’m battling compels me to continue on, despite any reservations that I may have. I rationalize the move, convincing myself that no place is ever going to be super safe or secure. Risk is a way of life now. If we have any hopes of surviving, we’re going to have to do things like this—regardless if we want to or not. 
 
    I stow any verbal reservations I may have. We’re all hungry, and need to eat. We pass by a SUV that has its driver’s side door ajar. There are no interior lights on. I imagine they burned out long ago. I pause briefly, and shine the light inside. 
 
    The seat and dash are splattered in dried blood. It trails out of the vehicle and pools on the ground just outside its steel frame. A shoe imprint is embedded within the red substance on the pavement near the SUV. The sight gives me pause. 
 
    We’re close to the entrance of the restaurant, just shy of the curb. I shake my head, trying to rid the image from my mind. I turn, and look toward the building and the surrounding area in search of any chasers that could be lurking within the darkness. I’m not sure I want to venture any farther, but the hunger inside my stomach is persistent. 
 
    Cassie grabs my arm suddenly. My body tightens, and I flinch in response. I bring the light to her face, and find her staring dead ahead at the windows. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I inquire. 
 
    “I thought I saw someone or something moving around inside the building,” she responds with a nervous voice. She reaches behind her back and retrieves the pistol that is secured inside her pants. She thumbs the hammer back and wraps her fingers around the grip.  
 
    My gaze diverts from her to the dimly lit interior of the building. Although dark, one can barely make out the shapes of the booths back rests and the tops of chairs from the light given off from the half moon overhead. I start to bring the flashlight up to shine into the structure. 
 
    “James, don’t! I’m telling you, I think there’s someone inside. I saw a shadowy figure over that way.” Cassie removes her right hand from the pistol and points inside the windows to the right of the entrance. 
 
    “It could’ve been the light from the flashlight creating shadows from objects inside. That, or it could be your mind playing tricks on you. After all, we haven’t exactly been getting a whole lot of sleep here lately.” 
 
    Cassie narrows her eyes at me. Probably not the best choice of words to use. “I know you’re hungry, James. So am I. But I’m telling you, I, for sure, spotted someone inside that building.” 
 
    A subtle growl emerges from Duke’s snout as he stares in the direction of the restaurant. Regardless of how starved my body feels, it will have to wait to be fed.  
 
    “Come on. Let’s get back to the Humvee. Hopefully, Lucas won’t be too much longer.” 
 
    We slowly back up, and turn toward the pumps. 
 
    Lucas suddenly appears before us. “Get in the car. We’re leaving now.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Lucas places his finger against his lips, indicating for us to remain silent. He looks past us in the direction of the restaurant. His hand rests on my shoulder as his eyes shift from side to side. 
 
    “Is it chasers?” Cassie’s voice has a slight twinge of fear in it. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but I think it may be people. Non-infected.” 
 
    I look back over my shoulder at the restaurant. “How many?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Spotted two for sure milling around the back of the building before they went inside. I don’t think they noticed me, though.” 
 
    “And you’re sure they weren’t chasers?” Cassie probes once more. “If they’re regular people, perhaps we can reach out to them for any supplies that we’re lacking.” 
 
    “No.” Both Lucas and myself sternly respond at the same time. We stare at her with conviction engulfing our eyes.  
 
    Lucas clarifies. “They had weapons in their hands, so I think that’s a good indicator that they’re not infected. Not completely sure, but it looked like rifles. It was hard to tell for sure since it’s dark.” 
 
    Cassie looks confused. “The world is being overrun by those things. I would imagine anyone that we come across is going to be armed.” 
 
    “Let’s just get back in the Humvee where it’s safe. I don’t like being exposed like this,” Lucas says before I can get a word out. 
 
    With the gas containers clutched in both hands, Lucas spins on his heels and makes a beeline for the Humvee. We follow suit. He secures the gas in the rear as we load back up in the vehicle. He slams the rear hatch shut and scampers around to the driver’s side door. Swinging the door open, Lucas jumps up into the driver’s seat, and quietly brings his door to. 
 
    Still confused by the decision, Cassie looks at both of us with a dumbfounded expression. Her eyes narrow as she shakes her head. She digs deeper into our abrupt reaction. “What is it with you two?” 
 
    “To put it plainly, people can be just as bad as the chasers,” I say. “Especially the longer this whole mess goes on. Unless there is no other alternative, I’d rather not approach any other groups. I’ve had my fair share of run-ins with horrible people and would like to keep my distance.” 
 
    Lucas agrees with a nod of his head. “The longer this event plays out and the scarcer supplies become, the more often even the nicest of people will become deadlier than even the chasers. Like James said, unless we’re absolutely caught in a pinch, we need to play it smart and keep our distance. It’s better to err on the side of caution than not.” 
 
    Cassie sighs and shakes her head. “All right. I don’t agree, but I’m outvoted. I’d imagine there are still good people out here.” 
 
    “I imagine that as well,” Lucas responds. “But our survival depends on us being smart, not emotional.” 
 
    “How much gas did you get?” I inquire. 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “None. I was having to check if the RV’s were gas or diesel. When I finally found one that was diesel, I noticed those guys and rushed back over here when the coast was clear.” 
 
    Great. I toss my hands in the air and sigh. “So, what now?” 
 
    “We’re on the outskirts heading into town. I imagine they have at least one more gas station further in,” Lucas responds calmly. 
 
    “And if they don’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll make do. We’ll figure it out one way or another.” 
 
    A muffled blast rings out. I twist in my seat and look to the restaurant. “Was that a gunshot?”  
 
    Lucas cranes his neck to peer around me. Flashlights come to life through the blinds. The beams sweep about before focusing out the window and in our direction. 
 
    “Oh no,” Cassie mutters. 
 
    “And that is why we avoid other people as well. Most seem to be dicks now,” I state. 
 
    “Maybe they came across a chaser?” Cassie says. 
 
    “True. And maybe they just snuffed some poor sap just because they could,” I fire back. “I’m inclined to think the later.” 
 
    “You would.”  
 
    With hands firmly planted on the steering wheel, Lucas fires up the engine. He puts the armored transport into drive and slams on the gas. My face stays glued to the window as a handful of shadowy figures rush out of the double doors of the restaurant. Their weapons are clutched firmly in their hands. They pause and bring them to bear just as we speed away. 
 
    We leave the truck stop in our wake and merge back onto Interstate 5. Lucas gets the Humvee running full out. He checks the mirror, lowering his head as he offers a quick look back to the road. 
 
    “Anyone following us?” I inquire. 
 
    “I’m not seeing any headlights, so I think we’re good.” 
 
    Duke groans, and fidgets in his seat next to Cassie, who has a dismayed look on her face. 
 
    “What do you think happened back there?” she asks. 
 
    Lucas brushes his sleeve across his brow as he checks the sideview mirror once more. 
 
    “Who knows. They could’ve killed a chaser, or they could’ve had a disagreement over something. A robbery. Double cross. People being assholes. Take your pick,” Lucas replies. “Doesn’t really matter anyway. We find a fuel station, and hope they have some diesel for us so that we can put as much distance between us as we can.” 
 
    We continue down the interstate in a mad dash while I scour the sides of the road for another place for us to stop. There isn’t much of anything useful thus far. Just a crap ton of trees and some houses. The longer we drive, the less inclined I am to think we’re actually going to come across another station before we run out of fuel. 
 
    Lucas lifts a finger free from the steering wheel and points to the left side of the road. There’s a sign that shows there are fuel stations at the next exit. 
 
    “Got a Shell and Arco gas station up ahead. Hopefully, there’s a diesel truck or something we can syphon the gas from.” 
 
    Lucas takes the exit ramp without letting off the gas. We blow through the intersection, and continue straight along the winding road. We run parallel to the interstate before coming to a curve that takes us under the bridge. He slows down just enough to keep us from going wide and crashing into the stone wall. We continue on past the stop sign and hook a left, then a quick right into the Arco gas station. 
 
    The pumps are clear of any vehicles blocking our path. Actually, there aren’t too many vehicles in general that I see. To be honest, I’m not even sure which vehicles take diesel. Unless it’s a semi-truck, then I probably won’t be much help. 
 
    Lucas comes to a grinding halt, locking the brakes of the Humvee up next to the outer most pump that is closest to the building. We take a moment to gather ourselves. My eyes scrutinize the interior of the building for any movement. Considering what just happened, I’m inclined to play it extra safe. 
 
    “I don’t see any movement inside,” I inform. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not seeing anything either, but that doesn’t mean much.” Lucas glances to his left and out of the window as he surveys the silent and eerie calmness of the dark town. He kills the engine and removes the keys from the ignition. “Wait right here.” 
 
    Lucas swings open his door and hops out. He leaves the door gaping wide as he walks alongside the Humvee. He’s gone for only a few moments before reappearing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “Checking the pumps to see if maybe they had any power. They don’t.” Lucas braces himself against the vehicle’s frame. He slams the palms of his hands against the edge. 
 
    Cassie points in the direction of the other gas station across from us. “Maybe the Shell station across the road will have some fuel.” 
 
    Lucas steps back from the Humvee. He twists his head in the direction of the other gas station. There aren’t many vehicles close by, and the ones that are aren’t the type we need to bother with. A couple of sedans are parked in front of the store with another parked off to the left of the structure. I don’t know about fuel types, but know enough to figure out they aren’t what we are after.  
 
    My gaze ventures further out beyond the parking lot and across the street. I’m trying to remain hopeful, but it’s becoming increasingly harder to do so. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that life was going out of its way to make sure I don’t reach Cindy. At times, life can be just as vicious and cruel as the chasers, or people for that matter. 
 
    Lost in indecision, and what thin shred of hope is lingering inside me, I spot what appears to be another vehicle across the street. It doesn’t look like a car, though. It’s much wider and larger than the ones close by.  
 
    “Hey, what about that over there?” I call out. “Across the street between that large and small building.” 
 
    Lucas turns back toward the cab and stares at me. He pivots on his heel and follows my finger that is pointing out of the windshield. He takes a couple of steps back to clear the opened door obstructing his view. “Can’t tell for sure, but it looks like a truck from here. Possibly a Dully. Those are known to run off of diesel.” 
 
    “Do we drive over there and check it out?” Cassie inquires? 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “I’d rather not. I don’t want to start it up again until we’re ready to leave. Don’t know who or what might be close by. The noise of the engine going again could attract some unwanted attention. Best to try and remain as quite as possible. Besides, it isn’t that far. Shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s hurry up and do this,” I say. I crack open my door.  
 
    Lucas speaks up. “James, probably best you-” 
 
    “Nope. Not this time.” I already know what he’s going to say. “I’m coming with you on this one. If it’s what we’re looking for, then you’ll need someone covering your back. We need that fuel.” 
 
    Lucas shifts his gaze from me to Cassie who’s sitting next to Duke. “I’ll wait here and keep a look out. If I spot anyone, or anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Keep Duke with you,” I say while glancing in the back at him.  
 
    Mentioning his name sends his ears erect and his body at attention.  
 
    Cassie rubs his back for a second before giving him a gentle pat on the side. “Take him with you. I imagine he doesn’t want to be cooped up in here anymore. It will give him a chance to stretch his legs again before we get back on the road. Besides, he’ll be an extra set of eyes and ears for you in case any chasers try to sneak up on you.” 
 
    Lucas points to the automatic rifles that are fastened to the dash near me. “Hand me that rifle, James, will ya?” 
 
    I reach down, and unstrap the rifle from the dash. I lift the weapon up, and hand it over to Lucas. He grabs the barrel and brings it in. He ejects the magazine, and skims over the interior, then slips it back into the well and secures it in place by slapping the bottom with his palm. 
 
    “Make sure to grab your flashlight, and bring it with you,” Lucas says. 
 
    “Got it right here.” I hold my hand up in the air, showing the light clutched in the same hand as my machete. 
 
    “You sure you’re good here alone?” Lucas diverts his gaze over to Cassie one last time. 
 
    Cassie leans forward and retrieves the pistol from behind her. She sets it in her lap and offers a single nod. “Yeah. I’ll be fine. I’d feel safer in here right now than out there.” 
 
    “Yeah. She’ll be fine. She’s a badass with that pistol. I wouldn’t mess with her.” I wink at Cassie.  
 
    She offers a half smile in return. 
 
    Lucas steps away from the driver’s side and slams the door. I push the passenger side door open and drop down onto the cement. Man, these vehicles are high off the ground. Makes me feel like a little kid trying to get in and out of this thing.  
 
    Cassie swings open the door next to her, allowing Duke to spring over her waist. He lands on the ground and spins around in circles. Wish I was that spry. He always acts like he’s got so much energy that if he doesn’t expend it, he’ll explode. It would be nice if I could syphon some of that off of him. 
 
    “All right, dude, settle down,” I say. He trots up to me and licks my fingers before darting back to the rear of the Humvee. I turn my attention to Cassie. “We won’t be too long.” 
 
    “Be safe, and watch your backs.” Cassie brings her door to, filling the interior of the Humvee with blackness. 
 
    I turn on my flashlight, and make my way to the rear of the armored transport.  
 
    Lucas stands there with both gas cans clutched in his hands. The rifle is slung over his left shoulder. “We do this quickly. We take what fuel we can then we get the hell out of here.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “I don’t want to be here any longer than we need to be.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    We move around the steel column and out into the next stall. Our pace is brisk as we dart across the parking lot. My flashlight sweeps the area from right to left in search of any chasers who might be lurking about. Duke stays glued to my side. 
 
    The front end of the large, maroon truck is smashed into the side of a tiny beige house, a chain link fence wrapped up under its chassis.  
 
    We slow our pace, approaching with caution. The yellowish tinted beam washes over the bullet-ridden body of the truck. The driver’s side door hangs open, the window busted out. Fragments of glass rim the edge like sharp, jagged teeth. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to assume that chasers didn’t shoot this truck up,” I observe. 
 
    “Yeah. Hopefully, whoever did this is long gone.” Lucas cranes his neck and searches the area for any threats. None can be seen.  
 
    Duke cautiously advances, his nose trained to the ground. He pauses and lifts his front right leg, investigating the scene. I shine the light toward the cab, and walk up behind him. My fingers grip the handle of the machete a bit tighter as I exhale a breath of air. Glass crunches under my boots. 
 
    The truck is empty. Dried blood has stained the light gray fabric seats. Speckles of the poor soul’s blood coats the large, black dash. I step closer to the door, and rise up on my tippy toes in search of a body. There is none. I crane my neck, and move the light to the back seat. It’s stuffed with luggage and boxes. Whoever it was could’ve gotten away. Or not. 
 
    “James, come here, and give me some light, will ya?” Lucas asks from the opposite side of the truck. 
 
    I back away from the cab, and move toward the rear. I hang a left, and continue on past the tailgate to the passenger side. I shine the light over Lucas, who is down on one knee. He unscrews the caps of the gas cans, and sets them side by side before standing up. Clutched in his hand is a long rubber hose. He reaches for the truck’s gas cap. 
 
    “Is it diesel?” I inquire, hoping the answer will be yes. I tilt the flashlight toward the truck as Lucas leans in closer. 
 
    “Looks like it is.” He points to the cap that is secured in place on the truck. It has diesel written around the outer portion. 
 
    Lucas twists the yellow cap free, and lets it dangle from its black rubber band. “Now, just got to hope that the tank is fairly full. These vehicles can hold up to forty-eight gallons of fuel. It will be more than enough to fill both of these up and then some.” 
 
    Lucas works one end of the rubber hose down into the truck’s gas tank. He feeds it in, pushing it farther inside until he feels it’s in far enough. 
 
    “Glad this is an older model truck. The newer ones are a lot harder to syphon fuel from.” 
 
    I can’t say that I’ve ever seen anyone do this in real life before. Dad has told me how it’s done, but has never done any hands-on training. I can say I’m glad about that. The smell of gas is my least favorite thing to inhale, and considering you might suck in a mouthful of the fuel, that doesn’t really get me all that excited to jump in and do it. Plus, Dad always warned that ingesting the fuel could kill you. All things considered, if I had to, I would do it. I’m just glad Lucas is taking point on it.  
 
    Lucas places the other end into his mouth. He sucks on the hose for a few moments before he quickly pulls it out. Fuel starts to pour from the end as he places it down into the gas can closest to me. 
 
    Lucas contorts his face. He tilts his head to the left and spits what I can only imagine is the remnants of the diesel lingering in his mouth.  
 
    “Tasty?” I snidely remark. 
 
    “Better than coffee, I’d say.” Lucas spits a few more times and runs the sleeve of his coat over his mouth. “Watch that, will ya?” 
 
    He turns about and walks toward the back passenger side door. He grabs the handle and opens it. He leans in and rummages through the belongings of the person or people the vehicle belonged to. 
 
    I turn, and rest my back against the body of the truck. I look to my right at the motel. The parking lot is mostly vacant of cars. The windows that litter the portion facing me are all black, and void of any hint that people are residing within its brick walls. There could be chasers ambling up and down the halls, lost in a cathartic state due to not being stimulated by any noises that may bring a hope of a meal.  
 
    One thing that I have grown leery of since the world plummeted into madness, and started to eat itself, is the deafening silence. It’s really a two-edged sword, seeing how silence is the only way to avoid the chasers and even the non-infected. Still, the lack of any sound or stimulus causes my mind to drift and wander in the no man lands of despair and grief. I hope one day I can enjoy the sound of silence once more, and not be terrified of what lingers there.  
 
    I glance down to the gas can, and check to see how it’s coming. The light plays over the top, but I can’t tell how full it is from where I am. I drop to one knee and hone the beam over the opening. Duke rests on his hind legs next to me. I wrap my arm over him, and give a tight squeeze.  
 
    The smell of fuel penetrates my nose, causing it to crinkle in disgust. I move my head every which way to try and gauge how much fuel has filled the container. I grab the handle, and tilt it slightly toward me. It sloshes about, indicating that it’s well on its way. 
 
    “It’s not going super-fast but it’s still coming out,” I inform. “Hopefully, we’ll be able to get enough to fill the tank up.” I tilt the light toward the cab. Lucas is still leaned over, sifting through the belongings. Not sure if he heard me or not since he hasn’t responded. “Did you hear what I said, or are you just ignoring me?” 
 
    He pauses. No movement. He stands motionless like a statue for a moment before pulling free of the cab. He has something clutched in his hands. I think it’s a photo. He deflates back against the door, and just stares at the picture in his hand.  
 
    “Yeah. Sorry. What were you saying again?” Lucas is acting extremely strange now. His stern and focused posture has nearly evaporated. His shoulders slump forward like they’re weighted down with boulders. His eyes grow glassy with tears. He has that all too familiar defeated look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Concern swells inside me as I keep the light focused on his distraught face. He turns his attention back to the cab. He runs the heels of his palms under each eye to erase the tears that are racing down his cheeks. “Nothing. Just looking at this photo of this family and the kid clothes brought back some memories. I’m fine.”  
 
    Lucas discards the photo back into the cab of the truck with a flick of his wrist. He shakes off the burdensome misery that is obviously taking its toll on him.  
 
    I go to ask another question, but refrain from doing so. I’ve never been good with feelings and talking about them in a productive way. My behavior as of late is a testament to how I have been cooping with such disheartening matters. Besides, this isn’t really the best time or place for us to get lured into a vulnerable state. 
 
    He slams the door and brushes his hand up and down his face. He comes back over to us, and inspects the gas cans.  
 
    “This is a good sign. It appears as though the tank was pretty full. Hopefully, we’ll be able to tap enough to get both of these full and add some more to the Humvee.” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    A part of me is envious of how Lucas can switch off those emotional feelings like a light switch. But a few moments ago, he was nothing more than a grieving, broken man who had been pulled back into the past. A moment that surely weighed heavy on him. I imagine the turmoil lingering inside of his soul is similar to what we are all facing now.  
 
    Towing the edge of our own survival, the pain of loss never gets any easier. You either allow it to consume you until you’re nothing more than a hollow shell that is void of any soul, or you rise up, and handle it as Lucas apparently has. 
 
    Perhaps it’s my age and immaturity that is hindering me from doing so. Regardless, I need to try harder to bear this burden of guilt, and move on. Release the anchor that is tightly fitted around my ankles. It’s not only for my sake, but for Cindy’s as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    We stand there, huddled around the fuel cans without saying so much as a word. I’m not sure if Lucas is feeling a bit out of sorts from his moment of being sucked into the past or not. He avoids eye contact with me. He probably doesn’t want to dive into his feelings any more than I want to go into mine. We all deal with our demons in different ways. Perhaps when things calm down and when we have the time, I’ll probe deeper. Then again, it may never be the right time. 
 
    Lucas grabs the container and pulls it toward him slightly. I shine the light at the top as he narrows his eyes at the interior. 
 
    “That should be good on that one. We’ll go ahead and start filling up the other one now.” 
 
    He pinches the hose, and quickly moves the end to the other empty gas can. A bit of diesel spews out over the grass and cans during the exchange. I place my arm over my nose to avoid breathing in the fumes. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    I take a second before removing my arm from my face. “Yeah. Not a fan of how this stuff smells. Gives me a headache at times.” 
 
    “I can handle this, James, if you want to go back to the Humvee. It shouldn’t be too much longer.” 
 
    I dismiss the thought with a shake of my head. 
 
    “No. I’m good.” 
 
    A branch snaps to my right on the other side of the tiny house we are huddled up next to. Our heads are drawn to the noise. Lucas places his finger over his mouth quickly. 
 
    Duke starts to growl. I pull him close to me and whisper in his ear to calm down. His head remains trained toward the other side of the structure. His ears are on end. His body grows stiff as his muscles prepare to engage whatever threat may linger within the darkness. 
 
    Lucas calmly removes the rifle slung over his left arm. He shoulders the weapon and slowly stands up. He motions with his hand for us to stay put. Crouched slightly, Lucas moves cautiously toward the forbidding disturbance. 
 
    The machete remains tight in my grasp. At times, it feels as though it’s been permanently fixed to my hand. Although I miss having my rifle, more for sentimental reasons, having this blade has proved to be a much more valuable asset in the apocalypse.  
 
    It doesn’t run the risk of jamming or malfunctioning in any sort of way. But most importantly, there is no ammunition that I have to worry about running out of. 
 
    I focus the flashlight’s beam at the ground where Lucas is stepping. He presses his left shoulder against the beige wood facade of the house and slithers down to the corner. He pauses just shy of the darkness hovering beyond the edge. It’s only a second or two, nothing more before he peers out into the dimness.  
 
    The barrel of the rifle sweeps from left to right carefully, methodically, as he pushes on into the cloak of night. He vanishes from my sight. The strange sounds have all but ceased, which causes a flood of concern to swirl in my gut, and my mind to race.  
 
    Is it a chaser ambling about in the dead of night in search of something to satiate its hunger, or could it be nothing more than a wild animal passing through? I’m hoping for the latter. 
 
    Duke continues to try and pull away from me. I carry on with speaking softly in his ear to try and stay his antsiness. Mine as well.  
 
    Indecision floods me. I’m not one to stay on the sidelines anymore, waiting for trouble to find me. I either flee, or face it head on. Here lately, I’ve been doing more of the latter. Probably not the smartest of decisions, but it is what it is. The only thing now that scares me more than the chasers, is losing the people who are closest to me. That frightens me beyond all belief. 
 
    Screw this. 
 
    I stand up from my crouched position and remove my arm from around Duke’s neck. Lucas may get upset with me for not staying put, but he’ll have to deal with it. 
 
    One cautious boot in front of the other, I work my way toward the edge of the tiny house. Duke stays by my side. I wait a moment, and listen before allowing him to move.  
 
    “Go ahead, boy,” I softly whisper. 
 
    He quietly moves into the darkness, vanishing from sight. I toe the corner of the house briefly with the flashlight’s beam trained toward the ground. A solid breath in and out, and I’m ready to move on. I start to advance when I feel something round and solid press between the mid part of my upper back. 
 
    I freeze.  
 
    A chaser has gotten the drop on me. It has me dead to rights. As I stand there, I wait for the creature to do its worst. Oddly enough, it doesn’t. It offers no movements or grunts that tickle my ear. My mind races as I try to connect the dots and focus on what it is that is jammed into my spine. Hold on. It feels like a weapon. Perhaps a rifle. The creatures don’t carry weapons. 
 
    My instincts take over, and urge me to spin around on the heels of my boots and engage whatever is behind me. I move slightly, and the barrel of his rifle presses harder into my back.  
 
    “Don’t think about it,” a rough voice says. 
 
    The machete stays lifted in the air along with my other arm. The beam illuminates the dark space between the two buildings. I don’t spot Lucas or Duke. Thank God. Hopefully, they’re safe. 
 
    Still, a wave of panic consumes me given my dire situation. I try to remain calm and collected, and not do anything rash that will get a bullet in my back. 
 
    “Who are you?” I inquire plainly. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who I am. Where’s your friend at?” 
 
    My hand wielding the machete fidgets slightly, which draws a nasty response from the aggressor behind me. 
 
    “I’m serious, kid. Don’t do anything stupid to get yourself-” 
 
    He falls forward into me. His body drops to the ground with a dull thud. I pivot about and hone the flashlight at his unconscious body. Next to him is another pair of boots and furry legs. It’s Lucas and Duke. 
 
    “You all right?” Lucas asks. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Dude got the drop on me.”  
 
    Lucas takes a knee. He skims over the bearded man’s dingy and dirty face as he pats him down. “Is it the same guy from the truck stop?” 
 
    “Not sure. It was dark, so I didn’t get a good look at his face. Could be, not sure, though.” 
 
    Lucas works his hands into the man’s front pockets when the sudden realization hits me. What about Cassie? 
 
    “Cassie. We need to get back over there now.” I take off in the direction of the Humvee.  
 
    Lucas stands up quickly, and grabs me. “Hold on, James, we-” 
 
    The crackle of gunfire sounds off. Lucas loses his grip on the rifle as he stumbles back. A welp of pain escapes his lips. We drop to the ground and take cover behind the large truck. 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” He leans back against the set of dual wheels, palming his shoulder tightly. I shine the light at his hand. Blood seeps out between his fingers, and races down the length of the backside of his hand. “Damn it.” 
 
    I turn the flashlight off, severing any sort of indicator for the armed gunmen to be able to track us. It falls free of my hand to the grass. I lean toward the edge of the truck to see if I can get eyes on them. Lucas removes his hand from the gunshot wound, and grabs the sleeve of my hunting jacket. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he growls. “You want to get your head blown off? With it being so dark, you’re not going to be able to see much anyway.” 
 
    I yank my coat free of his grasp. “Should be the same for them. We had the flashlight on earlier, which made it easier for them to pinpoint where we are. Without it, they’re just as blind. Besides, I need to check on Cassie. That gunfire sounds like it came from the gas station.” 
 
    Hugging the rear panel of the truck, I slide toward the bed and pause. I’m scared, not only for us, but for Cassie as well. She’s all alone over there with God knows who. I must get to her. 
 
    Two deep breaths, in and out. Body is tense. My head is swimming with that fight or flight feeling that is raging inside. The fear weighs heavy like an anchor shackled to my ankles, but I overcome, and push through it. The absence of any light should conceal my whereabouts. I peer out from the corner. Another crackle sounds off. This time, it strikes the passenger side brake light. I jerk back from the edge of the truck, and fall flat on my butt with eyes wide. Debris from the plastic covering the truck sprays in all directions. Duke is planted to Lucas’s left with his head lowered and ears folded back. A deep growl escapes his snout. 
 
    “What the hell,” I grumble through trembling lips. “How are they able to see me?” 
 
    “Only thing I can think of is they have a scope with night vision on it or something.” Lucas’s voice is strained, and thick with pain. 
 
    My heart hammers, blood pumping ninety to nothing. It seems as though they have us pinned down. We can make for the other side of the house, but we’ll be exposed for a short minute.  
 
    I place the machete in the grass, and reposition myself where I’m prone on my stomach. I stay far enough back from the truck, but still close enough to where I can look out toward the station from underneath the chassis. 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    “What is it?” Lucas inquires. 
 
    I bury the right side of my face into the grass to try and obtain a better look. Flashlights play over the parking lot, offering brief glimpses of the Humvee and the immediate area. A stray beam points in our direction, and washes over the driver’s side of the truck. It reaches only so far underneath the vehicle before the light yields to the darkness. The unfamiliar truck’s headlights, parked next to the Humvee, are dim and dull with only one apparently functional. 
 
    “There’s a truck parked right next to the Humvee. There’s a guy taking a knee in the parking lot. He’s facing this direction, but I can’t tell what he’s doing. He’s not moving.” 
 
    “He’s waiting for one of us to show our face so he can take our head off.” 
 
    Two gunshots ring out, followed by a painful screech that tightens my nerves even more. 
 
    “Let me go, you piece of crap,” Cassie screams from the tops of her lungs.  
 
    I’m only able to get a visual of her legs kicking wildly in the air as she’s lifted off the ground. She’s shoved into the back of the truck as her muffled yells and screams fade in and out. 
 
    “Christ! They’re taking her!” Anger swarms me like a nest of pissed off wasps. My lips grow taut, and my eyes narrow. My brow furrows as my hand reaches for the machete. It thumbs through the grass franticly until my fingers find the handle. I push myself up, and get my feet under me.  
 
    Lucas grabs me once more. “Jesus, James, stop and think. What are you going to do? Run out there in the open with that freaking blade in your hand like some nut bag? They’ll drop you before you even manage a couple of steps.” 
 
    Adrenaline pumps fast through my veins. All I can think about is Cassie, and what those vile scumbags plan to do with her.  
 
    “We can’t let them take her! I’m not going to lose her!” I protest. 
 
    Even though it’s dark, I can see the vague outline of Lucas’s face through the dimness of night. He’s in no shape to be fighting with anyone right now. 
 
    “James, we will find her and get her back. For now, though, we need to fall back and regroup somewhere safe.” He grabs the barrel of his rifle. “Here. Take this.” 
 
    He struggles to pull it toward him. I glance toward the gas station, then back to him.  
 
    Damn it! 
 
    I grab the rifle and take it from him. I place the stock against my shoulder and grab the handguard with the other. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” I inquire, my tone dense with indignation. 
 
    Lucas points toward the far side of the tiny house with an unsteady hand. “I want you to pop off a few rounds in the air. That should buy us some time to make for that corner.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just return fire at them?” I say.  
 
    “Because it’s a gas station, James. I don’t think we really want to be opening fire at highly combustible fuel. Besides, Cassie is over there. You don’t want to run the risk of hitting her, do you?” 
 
    He’s right. It does make sense, even though I’m not pleased with it. 
 
    “All right, let’s get you up and ready to move.” I help Lucas to his feet. A static rich noise plays in the air close by. It’s coming from the unconscious man’s hip. 
 
    “Duncan, come in, over?” Both Lucas and I momentarily freeze, our attention on the body and the transmission coming in. “What’s your position? We’ve got the girl and her friends pinned down. The boss wants us to finish this quickly. Chasers have been spotted in the area.” 
 
    Lucas remains stooped down with his hand over his wound. I retrieve the radio from the body, turn it off, and attach the clip to my hip. I inch my way toward the rear of the truck. The rifle stays firmly grasped in my unsteady hands. A mixture of emotions bombards me. It makes me a bit lightheaded, and causes a slight dizziness to spawn. I’m scared, mad, sad, and worried all at one time. It’s making it difficult to concentrate. 
 
    “The safety should be off. Just fire off a few rounds in the air. That should, hopefully, have them scrambling for cover long enough for us to get out of here,” Lucas reiterates.  
 
    I’m not happy about this situation, but I get what he’s saying.  
 
    I position the barrel of the rifle in the air. My finger slips over the trigger. Just five pounds of pressure is all it takes, Son. That’s what Dad always said to me when I first started using a gun. Looking back, I’m thankful for everything he taught me. Despite the whining and complaining I did, I’m grateful for his guidance and wisdom. Especially now. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I ask. 
 
    Lucas offers a subtle nod. Duke is by his side. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    My finger gently squeezes the trigger.  
 
    The automatic rifle belches fire from the muzzle. My body stiffens. Frayed nerves have me on edge. I close my eyes and try to reign in my hastened breathing. My hands still slightly twitch. I release and cautiously sneak a peek out from around our cover. 
 
    The men scatter like cockroaches, scurrying for any cover they can find. I can hear them talking loudly at each other. Cassie’s in the backseat of their truck, her arms flailing about wildly. Her head emerges from the cab. They force her back inside the truck and slam the door. Her loud, boisterous pleas for us are now muffled. 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    I contemplate just charging the truck in a mad dash to save her. Do whatever it takes to save her, but given Lucas’s current injury, and for the simple fact that I’d probably only make it a few hearty steps before they shot me dead, I table the idea. I’ll have to find another way. For now, we need to move. 
 
    “We’re clear. Let’s go!” I say. 
 
    We take off for the far side of the building in a dead sprint. I scoop up the machete along the way and cover our escape. Bullets zip past my head, narrowly missing me. I duck lower to the ground until we’re out of range. 
 
    Every step Lucas takes, he grunts in discomfort. He doesn’t slow down, though. He keeps his legs moving without any hint of stopping. We veer off to our left, and follow the dirt road that curves off to the right. Not only do we have to worry about any chasers that may be in the area, but now we have to contend with those a-holes hunting us down. 
 
    I sling the rifle over my shoulder without breaking my stride. I look back over my shoulder to see if we’re being tailed. The darkness is doing a favorable job of concealing our presence, but it’s also doing the same for them. I focus on trying to put as much distance between us and them as possible, even though it pains me to do so. 
 
    Duke has the lead, followed by Lucas, then me. Our feet pound the unpaved road aggressively. My head swivels from right to left in search of any chasers looming within the shadows. The gunfire will likely draw them out of whatever hole they were in. So far, there’s no sign of the vile creatures. 
 
    There’s more of those tiny homes to our right and a larger rundown building to our left. I hear what sounds like footsteps looming within the tall, dark brush to my right. I can’t see anything within the dense foliage, which strains my already tensed nerves. I flinch at every single noise that my ears catch. My eyes remain wide and alert as they dart from each shadow figure that my mind thinks it sees lurking in the night. 
 
    The dirt road morphs to pavement. Lucas slows down. I imagine all of the running is causing that wound on his shoulder to hurt like crazy. Each step he makes is labored, and the more we go, the slower his pace becomes. 
 
    Duke hops up on the curb under a metal covering that is attached to a concrete building. He stops and turns toward us. His ears are still on end, twitching with every sound. 
 
    I keep pace with Lucas, staying by his side as we reach where Duke is. I bend over, and place the heels of palms on the fronts of my knees, panting. Lucas crumples against the wall.  
 
    “Are they following us?” I wheeze. 
 
    Lucas leans his head back. Even with the absence of daylight, I still get a sense of the pain he’s fighting against on his shadowed face. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he responds. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    An engine revving in the distance snares my attention. My head twists back over my shoulder to check for the vehicle’s whereabouts. I think of Cassie, crammed into that truck with those despicable, vile thugs. I fight against my own imagination that wants to conjure up such horrid scenarios of her captors touching her in ways that would make me do unspeakable things. I try to table those thoughts, and focus on just getting her back. It doesn’t help in calming me down. It only increases my rampant rage. I growl and mutter some choice words that filter out through the gaps between my clenched teeth. 
 
    I battle the urge to go back and seek out Cassie for the time being, seeing how Lucas is in such dire shape. The guilt of not being able to go after her right now is like a weighted vest that is attached to my body. For now, we have to keep moving, and find someplace safe to hold up, and get Lucas patched up. 
 
    The grumbling of the engine sounds like it’s heading this way. I pull Lucas off the wall, and we get back on the move. I stay by his side as we head to the right, and dip around the corner of the building.  
 
    The sun slowly starts to rise and erase the darkness. It turns to gray and then the pale red-gold on the horizon offering us a better view of where we’re going and what may be coming ahead. Duke keeps his nose to the ground and sets the pace. He stops randomly. His ears twitch and his head pivots back and forth. He grumbles before deciding to move on. 
 
    We cautiously work our way around the back side of the structure. Thick blades of foliage and trees encompass most of the area. One of the things about living in Oregon is the vast amounts of vegetation that are almost everywhere. There are numerous places to conceal one’s presence, which can be good and bad. 
 
    Lucas continues to nurse his wounded shoulder. He grunts in discomfort with every step he makes, but he maintains our current pace. We worm our way through a narrow gap in the buildings, and emerge on a side street. I don’t spot the truck, but can still hear the faint thrumming of the engine in the distance.  
 
    I swivel to my right and spot a handful of homes off the curve of the road. It isn’t too far, but its far enough when you’re being tracked and someone is wounded. 
 
    “This way.” I grab Lucas by his good arm and tug. He moves, just not as fast as me and Duke.  
 
    Our feet pound the pavement. I try not to look back over my shoulder, and focus on what’s ahead of us, but it is difficult to do so. What was once a distant whine of machinery, has grown louder. 
 
    The vehicle is heading this way. That much I am certain of. I know Lucas hears it as well. His pace has increased slightly. The houses are still a ways away. I doubt we’ll reach them in time.  
 
    I slow down, and call for Duke. He reduces his gallop to a trot and stares back to me. I point toward a black sedan that is parked on the side of the street. 
 
    “Here.” I move around the front of the vehicle, and duck down on the opposite side. Duke rushes up to me just as Lucas drops to the pavement in a huff of sweat and blood. I rub Duke’s thick coat with my back against the vehicle’s body. I crane my neck, and peer through the dingy windows.  
 
    “James, turn on the radio, so we can hear what they’re saying,” Lucas wearily suggests. 
 
    I reach for the two-way. Before I can flip it on, a low, muttered voice tries to get our attention. It’s faint, but loud enough for me to know that I’m not hearing things. Lucas and I eyeball each other for a split second, indicating that he heard it as well. 
 
    My eyes narrow at the large, white building to our right. I skim over the front of the structure, searching for the source of the voice. I spy no movement or figure within the painted square glass windows and the chained, sliding wooden doors. 
 
    “Here. Hurry, before they discover us.” 
 
    The voice is still dull, but loud enough this time for me to pinpoint where it came from. The silhouette of a woman, standing off to the right of the building with just the top portion of her body visible, motions for us to come to her. 
 
    I’m hesitant to just get up and dash over to this stranger lurking within the dark, narrow cracks of the buildings. Considering what all we’ve been through, I’m inclined to remain cautious of any people. At least with the chasers, I know what their intentions are. The non-infected are a mixed bag of good and evil.  
 
    The machete remains clutched tightly in my sweaty hand. I remain planted where I am.  
 
    “What do you think?” I look to Lucas for his input.  
 
    His breathing is rapid. He grimaces. He removes his hand, revealing the large, dark spot on his shoulder. Before he has a chance to answer, the grumbling of the truck’s engine becomes clearer. I crane my neck once more and spot its yellow tinted headlight within the fading darkness. The ragged truck materializes from the building and comes to a dead stop in the intersection. It just idles in the middle of the road. 
 
    Crap! 
 
    My eyes cut back over to the woman shrouded in shadows. She motions to us with her fingers to follow her. I glance back to Lucas who offers me a single nod of approval. As much as I don’t want to trust this mysterious woman, she is currently the lesser of two evils. I sure hope I don’t regret doing this. 
 
    The truck’s engine revs, rattling something awful. I grab Lucas by his good arm, and pull him from the ground. Duke stays glued to our sides. We quickly scurry over to the woman who fades back within the depths of the shadows as the truck turns and heads this way.  
 
    I remain on high alert as we make for the opening. The machete is ready to do its worst if need be. Although, I’m not too keen on killing people who aren’t infected, I’ll defend myself and my little tribe however I need to. 
 
    Duke remains fixed to Lucas’s side as they follow close behind me. I approach the corner of the building with cautious footing. I pause just shy of the opening, and spot the woman drifting farther back within the fading darkness.  
 
    She motions with her arm, and keeps her voice low. “Hurry. This way.” 
 
    My brain still has reservations about going with her. It wants me to stop and weigh out the ramifications of what could happen. There’s no time for that, though. We enter the narrow alley between the two sets of buildings and continue on. It’s cramped, only offering two arm lengths worth of space for us to shuffle down. I’m not even sure it’s an alley. Both of the structures are so close to each other, I feel as though I could stand in the middle, with my arms stretched out, and touch both brick walls at the same time. 
 
    The woman enters the building through an opening and continues to motion for us to hurry along. I try not to think the worst of what could happen, but given the events over the past few months, I’ve learned that one must be vigilant and cautious if one hopes to survive. 
 
    The truck is so close now that I can hear clearly every defect within the rough-idling engine. I step past the dark open space, and spot the woman lurking within the shadows. 
 
    “Come on,” she beseeches once more. 
 
    I turn and face the street, and allow Lucas to go first. Duke follows close behind him just as the truck comes into view. As much as I yearn to rip the automatic rifle from my shoulder and unleash hell on the vehicle, I refrain from doing so.  
 
    I will find and rescue you, Cassie. I promise you that. 
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    I duck inside the structure behind Duke and Lucas. The woman squeezes past us and heads for the opening. What light the rising sun offers is quickly snuffed, plummeting us into a black void of nothingness. I can hear her move, but struggle now to see where she is. I search my person for the whereabouts of the flashlight I had, but then remember that I dropped it back at the truck. 
 
    A spark of light flickers to life, and the smell of sulfur taints the air. The warm glow from the match’s red, phosphorous tip gives light to the woman’s aged and slightly wrinkled face. It’s nice to see that school wasn’t a complete waste of time. I actually retained something. 
 
    In her other hand, she is holding a lantern. She lights the wick, and closes the clear door. She flicks her wrist, reducing the match to nothing more than a puff of smoke that fades to nothing. 
 
    I shift from foot to foot. My fingers loosen then tighten back over the machete’s handle. I glance to Lucas, then over his shoulder to the blackness beyond before training my sights back to her.  
 
    She lifts the lantern higher in the air and squints her eyes. “Are you ok?” Her voice is soft and sweet. I can’t tell if she’s whispering or just soft spoken. She stares at me with a concerned expression like a mother has for a child. Reminds me of how my mom would look at me when I hurt myself. Still, despite her pleasant and outwardly caring disposition, I’m slow to respond.  
 
    A part of me feels like I have been ruined on trusting people. My initial instinct now is to keep my guard up, and be prepared for anything. Right now, everyone is my enemy until they prove me wrong.  
 
    She seems to pick up on this fact as her eyes shift toward the machete that is still tightly grasped within my hand. 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about. I’m not going to hurt you.” She shifts the lantern to her left hand and focuses it on Lucas, who’s resting against a beam. She stops the light at his injured shoulder, revealing his blood-soaked hand. She narrows her gaze and squints, revealing the crow’s feet, as Mom called them, on both sides of her eyes. “Oh, my lord, you’ve been injured.” 
 
    He nods, then tilts his head toward his blood-soaked shirt. “Yeah. Those people out there shot at us while we were trying to get some fuel. Caught me in my shoulder.” 
 
    She raises her hand toward his shoulder. Duke growls under his breath and lowers his ears. I step closer to Lucas.  
 
    She stops cold. “Like I said, I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to take a look at the wound, if that’s ok?” 
 
    We’ll see about that. 
 
    “My trust in adults right now is less than stellar, lady. I’ve come across a ton of bad people, so you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t exactly trust you at the moment.” 
 
    “It’s fine, James.” Lucas wearily removes his palm from his shoulder, revealing the bloody flesh and smirched clothing. She reaches for the wound slowly as she glances to me. She moves the torn fabric carefully out of the way and examines the area. She pulls him gingerly toward her, and shines the light at his back.  
 
    I watch every move she makes vigilantly. She glances to me out of the corner of her eye. Yeah, I’m right here, and I’m watching what you’re doing.  
 
    She takes a step back and lowers her hand to her leg. She wipes her fingers off on her pants. “We’ve got a first aid kit upstairs that I can patch him up with if you’d like me to?” she offers. “The wound needs to be cleaned and dressed to keep it from getting an infection.” 
 
    Lucas pushes away from the solid steel beam and nods. “Anything you can do would be most appreciated.”  
 
    She offers a warm smile, even to me.  
 
    “I’m Lucas. This is James. And this is Duke,” Lucas says. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Beverly. If you will, please, follow me.” She scoots past Lucas and Duke, who stops his growling for the moment, and walks down the dimly lit opening of the silent space.  
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing here,” I say as we turn and follow her.  
 
    “Just keep your eyes peeled. I think if she wanted to do something to us, she could’ve just left us outside. That would’ve been enough. Besides, I need to get this patched up. Getting an infection now would not be good at all.” 
 
    Beverly turns to the right and heads up a rickety staircase. Each board creaks and pops. Duke goes first, followed by Lucas then me. I crane my neck, and try to look past Lucas at her. She remains front and center with the lantern lifted in the air. She doesn’t offer a glance back over her shoulder at us. Apparently, she trusts us infinitely more than we trust her. Well, at least me anyway. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, when it comes to people’s intentions, I’d like to be proved wrong for a change. Before the world was cast into the nightmare it is today, I had this notion that all people were good and innocent until proven otherwise. Mom and Dad taught me that. There is evil in the world, but not every person I meet will have mischievous intentions. When people act like they genuinely care, they really do. Although they told me to not blindly follow, and be aware of what is happening, there are those that I’ll come across during certain times in my life that are just what I need. Perhaps, this is one of those times. We shall see. 
 
    Beverly hits the landing and turns to her right. She walks along the narrow space between the peeled and scuffed white walls and the drab banister. My eyes follow her every movement, my head twisting back over my shoulder to follow her. 
 
    “Hold up for us, boy,” I order Duke. 
 
    He stops his pursuit of Beverly and glances down to us from our right. He plops down onto his hind legs. His left paw comes up and scratches at the side of his head. 
 
    Lucas makes the landing with a heavy clomp of his boots. He takes the corner in a sluggish manner as his hand braces against the railing. He continues after Beverly, who pauses across the way at an opening that leads into another room.  
 
    She motions with her arm for us to continue following her. “Come on, this way now.” 
 
    Duke gets back to his paws and continues on. She moves farther into the dimly lit space and temporarily disappears from my sight. The flickering of the wick from the lantern still moves and shifts across the wall. Shadows of bodies within the room play on the walls. 
 
    My anxiety is all over the place. My mind wants to convince me this is a trap. That she’s leading us to our inevitable doom. Regardless of how nice and helpful this woman presents herself to be, I’m finding it difficult to let my guard down. She could be leading us to a feeding frenzy of chasers that she has restrained. Their gaunt bodies in need of human flesh to sustain their existence. Perhaps she is just looking to rob us, although, she could’ve done just that outside given our situation. In either case, I remain vigilant, and alert to whatever may happen next.  
 
    We enter the large, loft type space, cautiously. I take in the drab looking walls and tattered, bare wood floors. The lantern gives off enough light to get a general lay of the land.  
 
    The space is completely barren except for some backpacks and blankets that are laid out on the floor. A single wooden crate sits in the corner that offers the lantern a place to rest. Beverly kneels down next to an elderly man with a rag draped across his forehead. Blankets cover him up to his neck. She places her hands gently to the sides of his face. A single groan escapes his thin lips. 
 
    He appears to be on his death bed. Or in this case, death blanket. “He’s not infected, is he?” 
 
    Beverly pats her hand softly on his chest and stands up. Slowly, she turns to face us. A solemn look of sadness washes over her. “No. He has a heart condition. We ran out of his medicine a week or so ago. We have been trying to find more, but most, if not all of the stores that have pharmacies have been rummaged through and pilfered already with not much left that’s worth anything.” 
 
    Lucas groans subtly in discomfort, but still manages to offer a sympathetic response. “I am sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Beverly gives us a half-smile, which looks to be forced through the grief on her face. She holds her hand out in the direction of a set of blankets that is laid on the floor to our right. “Here, let's get that shoulder taken care of.” She accompanies Lucas across the room. Duke stays by his side. He has always been in tune with people who are in pain or in need of some comfort.  
 
    I catch sight of a tall, slender man leaning against the wall next to a boarded-up window. Beams of sunlight slip through the thin spaces between the wooden pieces that are nailed to the walls. He looks to be in his early twenties from what I can tell. His head is covered with a black beanie that is lowered down just above his eyebrows. His eyes are narrowed at me, lips taut as he spits something from his mouth. He’s holding what appears to be a shotgun in his right hand. 
 
    “So, I see you actually brought them in with you. I don’t think that was a wise thing to do, Mom.” His tone is blunt and snarky. There is no warm, inviting feeling from him. He wants us gone. Honestly, I can relate.  
 
    Beverly assists Lucas as he carefully sits down on the folded-up blankets. She says something to him that I can’t quite hear.  
 
    Lucas subtly nods his head as his body melts into the wall. The muscles in his arms and shoulders turn to sludge and drop lifelessly to the blankets. The upper lids of his eyes droop down slowly. His will to stop them seems to be too much for him to bear. I imagine that the lack of sleep and proper eating is only adding to his already fatigued state. Duke sits by Lucas’s side with his head resting on his front paws.  
 
    “We don’t know them,” Shane says. “For all we know, they’re just as bad as those people who killed Dad and took Jenny. Hell, for all we know, they’ve already killed Donny. That is, if the chasers didn’t get to him first.”  
 
    “Yes, Shane, I know where you stand on the matter, but your father wouldn’t want us to just cast aside people who are in need.” Beverly grabs a small, white, square box that is off to Lucas’s left and opens it. “With your sister and brother out there, would you want people to just turn their backs to them if they needed help?” 
 
    He scoffs, and glances out through the opening between the wooden slats covering the window. “Yeah, well, Dad’s dead now, and Grandfather won’t be far behind. We may not even see Jenny and Donny again.” 
 
    Her hands freeze with some gauze and other items clutched in her fingers. They tremble, as if being compelled to a violent recourse isn’t out of the question. After a moment of complete silence, she releases what sounds like a sniffle. 
 
    In that moment, I can relate to how she is feeling—wanting to be strong and carry on with a hopeful glint in your eye when your soul is being torn apart over and over again. She wants to break down and cry, but doesn’t. Her a-hole of a son is less helpful. Beverly remains in control of her feelings though, and snuffs out the heartache and anger churning below the surface. I can only imagine how much strength it takes to let those feelings subside. I wish I was that strong. Hopefully, one day, I will be. 
 
    “Can you please just leave me be? I need to concentrate on what I’m doing, and don’t have the time or energy to deal with you right now,” she calmly says. It sounds more a demand than a request.  
 
    With a snicker, he shakes his head, and leans the barrel of the shotgun against his shoulder. He walks across the room toward me in a huff of frustration and anger. His gaze cuts to the woman with venomous contempt as he brushes past me. 
 
    “I’ll be downstairs… Beverly.” 
 
    Beverly digs inside her pack as if she didn’t hear him, and retrieves a small bottle of liquor. She removes the cap and places it in Lucas’s palm. 
 
    “Here. Drink this.” Lucas doesn’t question what it is. He knows what’s coming. He lifts his arm slowly, and takes a hefty swig of the stout spirit. The taste bites him hard. He grumbles and flinches, making his face contort in disgust.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Beverly says. “He’s been devastated by everything that has happened. He’s never really been that good in dealing with stress.” 
 
    She can say that again. Although, I’m much the same way at the moment.  
 
    Beverly unbuttons Lucas’s shirt. She maneuvers the dingy fabric off his left shoulder far enough to reveal the injured flesh. Just to the right of the gunshot wound is a large tattoo of what appears to be a skull with spikes surrounding it. 
 
    I walk across the room toward the window, and peer out to the street below. The truck is nowhere in sight, and its grumbling engine cannot be heard. I hope Cassie is ok.  
 
    “Do you know who those people are that took your daughter?” I inquire. 
 
    “Savages. Scum. Take your pick. They’re all of them and then some.” Her voice is laced with disdain, tone infused with indignation, yet her touch remains gentle and caring while attending to Lucas. “They snatched my daughter while we were inside a store nearby searching for supplies about four days ago. My husband tried to stop them, but they killed him without thought. They would’ve killed us too, but some chasers showed up and drew their attention away from us. We were forced to flee and find shelter. We found this place and have been holed up ever since.” 
 
    She grabs a canteen that is close to the pack and soaks the gauze in her hand. She brings it up to Lucas’s shoulder and cleans the damaged flesh. Lucas winces. His teeth clench and eyes clamp shut as she cleans the area as gently, and yet as thoroughly as she can. 
 
    I probe deeper. I need to know as much as I can about these vile degenerates, so I can figure out how I need to approach getting Cassie back. “Why did they just take her?” 
 
    She discards the blood-soaked gauze, grabs another piece, and douses it just the same. She carefully pulls Lucas’s dead weight forward, and cleans the back of his shoulder.  
 
    “To be honest, I don’t exactly know. They literally came out of nowhere and surprised us. One of the men did mention that she would work, but didn’t elaborate any more than that. My oldest son, Donny, has tracked them down and went to rescue her. Shane wanted to go along, but Donny told him that he needed to stay behind and protect us in case they came back. That was a day or so ago. We had hoped that they would have returned by now.” 
 
    Listening to the woman retell the sad and sickening tale makes me even angrier. Given the fact that they showed no interest in robbing the family, and was only interested in taking their daughter, tells much more of who and what we are dealing with. 
 
    Beverly finishes cleaning off the excess blood, and eases Lucas back against the wall. She pads the wound with some gauze, and wraps a white bandage around his shoulder. Once finished, she helps Lucas lean over and lay flat on his back on the mound of blankets.  
 
    Duke scoots out of the way, but remains close by his side. His big eyes look over at me as he vents a sigh through his nose. 
 
    “Your father will be ok, but he needs to rest for a bit.” Beverly places the medical items back into the box. As she stands up and turns to face me, she wipes her hands off on a rag that is clutched in her hands.  
 
    I start to correct her, but stop. Not sure why I didn’t set it straight that Lucas isn’t my father. I think a part of me sees Lucas as a father figure in the way he’s been looking out for me. Back at the cabin, where he came into my life, he could’ve passed on helping me get to Mom and Cindy, but he didn’t. Despite how much I gripe and lash out, he’s still around. I’m thankful for that. 
 
    “Thank you for helping us. We really appreciate it.” 
 
    Beverly offers me a kind smile.  
 
    I try to repay her with one, but ultimately just nod. “Does Shane know where they have taken your daughter?” 
 
    “He does. He’s been itching to go after them, but doesn’t want to leave me and his grandfather alone.” Beverly glances at the door. Her eyes start to glaze over with sadness. She runs her fingers under both to clear out the tears forming. “He’s been through so much over the years. It’s been one thing after another. At times, I feel as though I have failed him as a mother. Probably why he hates me so much.” 
 
    “I doubt he hates you,” I sincerely reply. “We all handle stress in different ways. What’s currently happening in the world with the chasers, and with this recent tragedy, probably just has him in a tailspin of not knowing how to deal with everything. Believe me, I can attest to that.” 
 
    Beverly folds her arms across her chest and clears her throat. “How old are you, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m fifteen and a half,” I say rather confidently. Lately, I’ve felt invincible. Perhaps it’s the desire, and sheer will not to give up since Cindy is alive. Much like Donny, and even Shane, I’d do anything for her. Cassie too, for that matter. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were much older than sixteen. You know, for a teenager, you’re pretty perceptive.”  
 
    The elderly man groans once more in discomfort. His breathing seems forced, and shallow. A low, subtle whistle escapes his pale lips. 
 
    Beverly discards the rag and checks on him. She lowers down to both knees and takes his wrinkled hand into hers. “I’m here, Dad.” She speaks softly to him as her free hand strokes back his thinning white hair. His fingers twitch slightly, and barely close over the side of her palm. She grips his hand tighter as if that will keep him from slipping away.  
 
    My gaze moves to Lucas. His eyes are closed, and he seems to be at peace. I can only imagine how rundown he must feel. On top of trying to keep us safe from any and all danger, and dealing with my erratic behavior, getting shot has got to be the final straw that has broken the camel’s back. I have asked so much of him, that now, I can’t ask anymore. He needs his rest, and deserves some peace for all that he has given me. 
 
    I kneel down beside him. I venture a thought of telling him what I’m planning to do, but stop. I imagine he’ll be pissed when he wakes up, but we can’t afford to wait that long. He’s in no condition for what lies before us, and Cassie might not have time for us to wait. 
 
    I reach over and rub the top of Duke’s mangy head. I can feel all sorts of dirt and stickers bound within his fur. He really needs a bath and a brush run through his nasty coat. I lean forward and kiss his nose. He smells awful, but I love him just the same. His tongue swipes across my face lovingly. He’s such a good dog. 
 
    “You take care of Lucas, ok. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I give him one last tight hug around his neck and close my eyes. As much as I want to get to Cindy, as quickly as I can, I can’t leave Cassie to the whims of those perverted men. She was there for me when I needed it the most. Now it’s my turn to be there for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    I release my hold from around Duke’s neck and stand up. He starts to get up, but I halt him with my hand. “Not this time, boy. You’re staying here.” 
 
    He whines and groans, but stays put. 
 
    I turn toward Beverly. “Tell me you’re a good person?”  
 
    She glances back over her shoulder at me with a bewildered look on her face. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Tell me you’re a good person. I need to hear you say it.” I repeat myself once more, more stern and direct. I’m not trying to be a dick, but I really need to know that she is. My gut says she is a good person, and someone I can hopefully trust, but there’s so much riding on it that I need to be certain. As much as I can, anyway. 
 
    Beverly lays her father’s hand by his side tenderly. She stands up and faces me. It’s not anger that swirls in her glassy eyes, but confusion.  
 
    I clarify what I mean. “I need to know that you’re a decent person, and you’ll look after Lucas and Duke until I get back. I’ve come across so many horrible people, and I’ve lost so much since this whole thing started that I can’t bear to lose anyone else. Someone recently told me that not everyone left living in this world is evil. I’m hoping that you’re one of the good people.” 
 
    Although most would probably consider my question an insult to their character, Beverly doesn’t seem to take offense. She stares at me for what feels like forever before offering an understanding nod. “You can trust me with your father and dog. I’ll care for them.” 
 
    All right. Like Lucas stated earlier, she could’ve left us outside. She also didn’t have to bring us up here and patch him up. It’s by no means a perfect measure to completely gauge a person’s character, but it’s all I have to go on right now.  
 
    “Thank you. When he wakes, tell him that I had to leave. I couldn’t wait any longer. I’ll return as quickly as I can.” I head for the door.  
 
    She grabs my arm, and I stop. I glance over my shoulder to her pink cheeks and red, puffy eyes.  
 
    “Where are you going? It’s dangerous out there, certainly no place for a young boy such as yourself.” 
 
    I know she means well, but she has no clue the horrors I have faced, and the obstacles I have overcome. I have lived a lifetime since all of this started. I’m more evolved than she can possibly understand. 
 
    Beverly realizes what she is doing. Her motherly instincts have kicked in to protect what she views as a child that needs a guiding hand at the moment. She finally releases my arm, and takes a step back.  
 
    “I’m going to get my friend, and your daughter back from those people.” I walk away. Her arm stretches toward me and her mouth opens, but the words don’t come to bear. They would fall on deaf ears, anyway. After all, I’m not her kid. 
 
    The only thing that I hear is the wood floor creaking with every step I take. My hand glides along the railing fixed on top of the banister. I hit the landing and glance over to see Duke standing just inside the space. His ears are perked like he wants to come to me, but his training and obedience won’t allow it. His head tilts back over his shoulder at Beverly, then back to me.  
 
    I love you, boy. I’ll see you soon. 
 
    I divert my gaze, and quickly make my way down the rickety stairs. Sunlight slowly bleeds in through the narrow openings within the walls. I pause, and take in the openness of the space.  
 
    Where is Shane at?  
 
    To my left is the narrow hallway that we came through earlier. To my right is another room that is slowly coming to life with strident rays of sunshine. My head twists from side to side with indecision.  
 
    Standing there, contemplating his whereabouts, my free hand brushes against the radio that is still attached to my hip. I pull it off my belt. Perhaps I can listen in on any transmissions that are being sent between them. It could aid in providing me a location of where they might be keeping Cassie. That is, if they haven’t figured out that one of their radios is missing. It’s a long shot, but one I’m willing to take. I have nothing to lose.  
 
    I secure the machete under my arm, and mess with the controls on top. I twist the dial clockwise to the far left, which brings to life a hiss of static. I adjust the dial to the right and thumb through the different channels.  
 
    Dad let me play with the ones he had when I was younger. He wanted me to be as familiar with the devices as I could be. At first, I would just toy with the radio, adjusting the knobs and controls without any sort of rhyme, or reason. Dad didn’t say much, though. He was pleased that I was finding an interest in such things. To be fair, I found the crackling of the speaker, and the high-pitched squeal, brought a subtle piece of joy to me. When a voice loomed from the speaker, it blew my mind. From that point on, Dad dove deeper on how to operate it more efficiently. 
 
    Today, nothing but static emits from the speaker. It echoes throughout the hollow, drab space.  
 
    Come on, what channel are you on?  
 
    I continue adjusting the controls. When I come across the faint sound of chatter in the air, I stop. I slowly work the control knob left to right, trying to focus in on the distorted voice. There. I think I have it. 
 
    I bring the speaker closer. I cock my head to the side, and listen closely. The signal dips in and out, making it difficult to hear clearly what is being said. Not sure if the building is interfering with the transmission, or if they are so far away that the signal is weak and losing its clarity. 
 
    A voice speaks free of distortion. “Your friend is a firecracker. A very spirited girl.” He sounds like he’s addressing me. What the hell? “Just a tip, in the future, you may want to not have the transmit button pressed until you’re ready to speak. 
 
    I pull the radio away from my ear in shock. I stare at the square black box. I finally realize that my finger has had the push-to-talk button pressed in. Perhaps he heard some ambient noise or something that gave me away. A blunder for sure. I know better. I’m more rattled by everything that is happening than I thought. 
 
    “Who are you, and why did you take my friend?” I release the button, this time, and wait for his reply.  
 
    The silence grates on my nerves. My eyes dash from side to side rapidly. I can feel the pit of my stomach boil, the rage churning like molten lava. Although I want him to respond, I’m also scared to hear the reason. With the lawlessness running unchecked throughout the country, his answer is probably going to be something that I’m going to regret hearing. 
 
    The radio clicks. 
 
    I flinch.  
 
    “Just know that she will make a wonderful addition to my stable of girls. This will be the last time you hear from her, James.” 
 
    In the background, and barely audible, Cassie’s angered barking can be heard. She threatens to maim and do other horrible things to the vile men. 
 
    “Cassie!” I yell into the radio. “I’m com-” 
 
    The man chuckles and disconnects the feed.  
 
    I try to contain my emotions, but it’s a lost cause. The machete drops from under my arm and rattles about on the concrete. The noise doesn’t register. I’m drifting in and out of the panic and rage that is swallowing me whole. My thoughts conjure up scenes of her captors doing horrible things to her that I try to erase. Touching her inappropriately and anything else that would be deemed as just plain wrong. I battle the images that circulate through my mind. It makes me cringe and increases my anger tenfold. 
 
    My left hand balls into a fist, while the right grips the radio even harder. I glance about the space in search of something to abuse. A growl slips out through my taut lips. I give in to the violent feeling and release it. 
 
    I hurl the radio across the room. It slams into the wall and breaks apart. Pieces of the device pelt the floor. Her voice keeps playing inside my head as if fixed on an endless loop. One minute she’s threatening her captors, and the next she’s pleading for me to come and save her.  
 
    Doubt fills my thoughts, probing my resolve to the point of making me think that I can’t rescue her. After all, I’m only a kid, right? 
 
    The palms of both of my hands come up to my face. I stoop down and take in copious amounts of air to try and regain control. I can do it. I will rescue Cassie. Despite the odds, it will happen. I have survived this long. I’m not planning on dying yet. 
 
    I remove my cap and run my hands through my oily, matted hair. I take in one last gulp and exhale it slowly through my nose. It’s time to go. 
 
    I retrieve the machete from the floor, and slip the ballcap back onto my head. I make for the door at the end of the hallway with fire in my step. The palm of my hand presses against the cool metal surface and starts to push it open. I catch a whiff of something burning. The stench of smoke invades my nose. It smells like tobacco. It’s not coming from outside, though.  
 
    My head tilts back, and I test the air. The smell shifts to the right, toward the front of the building. I step away from the door and follow the pungent scent. There’s a room to my right with a missing door. 
 
    The cigarette smoke is sharp, and has a slightly sour note. Not quite like burning leaves, but similar. Man, I can’t believe I smoked those things back when the world first started to crumble around me, when I fled to the dense woods for my family’s cabin. Curiosity spurned me to try them. Man, once was enough for me to keep my distance from the dreadful cancer sticks. 
 
    I peer inside the dimly lit space, and find Shane in the far corner. He’s resting on a dingy paint bucket that is flipped upside down. He’s slouched and leaning against the wall as he takes a drag from the cigarette. His shotgun is laid across his lap with his right hand resting on the grip. 
 
    “Hey there, boy scout.” He belches a mouthful of smoke in my direction. The darkness and smoke conceal his face. I think he smirks at me, but I can’t really tell. “Having a moment out there, huh?” 
 
    I’m not in the mood for this guy’s B.S. My temper is at a point where I might, and probably will, say whatever pops into my head, which won’t benefit me. I need what information he has, so I keep my responses on point, and don’t give in to his comments. 
 
    “I was speaking with your mom, and she informed me that you know where the people who have your sister and possibly your brother are. Is that correct?” 
 
    He takes a long, drawn out drag that brightens the tip an orangish red hue. He removes the bud from his lips and holds it out toward me. I hold my hand up and shake my head no. 
 
    “Perhaps I do, but I’m not saying crap until you take a puff of this.” He waves the bud at me. 
 
    Ugh. Great. Guess I’ll have to play along to get what I need. 
 
    I take the shortened bud from his fingers. He nods his head for me to continue. The end slips between my lips. I take a slight puff and hand it back to him. He stops me. 
 
    “One more. Make it count this time, boy scout.” 
 
    Fine. The things I do to get what I need. 
 
    This time, I suck more of the toxic fumes into my mouth and lungs. My nose crinkles as if something horrid has invaded my mouth. The smoke chokes me up some. I cough and expel it out as I try to breathe. I hand it back, and he willingly takes it. I can honestly say that I’ve had more than my fill of those. 
 
    “So, why exactly do you want to know where those people are? Not exactly a place for a kid to be poking around. A good way for you to get killed. Although, if that’s what you want, there are much easier ways of that happening with those chaser things outside.” 
 
    I shake off the unsavory aftertaste of the cigarette. “I appreciate the concern, but I can handle myself.” My voice is thick with sarcasm. I don’t try to hide it. He snickers at the response. I guess he finds it, or me, amusing. “If you could just point me in the right direction, then I’ll be on my way, and I’ll leave you to pout down here in the dark.” 
 
    The words slip out. I can’t help it. I don’t try to hold it back. The words were not going to remain silent. They had to be set free. To be honest, though, I didn’t put up too much of a fight. I don’t have time for these games he’s playing. Cassie’s life is at risk, and so are his family’s. 
 
    The amusement clouding his face evaporates. His smirk changes to an angry frown. He discards the cigarette bud with a flick of his finger and stands up. This guy reminds me of the jocks and other meat heads from my school who thought they could push around anyone that looked as though they couldn’t defend themselves. I imagine he was a dick before all of this, and will probably remain one for the rest of his life. Sometimes, people don’t change. 
 
    “You got some balls on you, boy scout.” He gets but a scant inch away from my face. I have to tilt my head back slightly to look up at him, but I don’t back down. 
 
    “The name is James,” I sternly respond without a hint of trepidation lingering in voice. “If you just want to be an ass and not tell me, fine.” 
 
    Our eyes stay dead-locked for a few seconds longer before I pull away. As much as I want that information, I’m not going to be bullied in the process. 
 
    I make for the doorway, and pause just as I step out into the hallway. I glance back into the space and find Shane standing rigid with his head trained in my direction. 
 
    “You know, I get what you’re going through. I really do. I’ve lost a lot since this whole thing started. I’m not asking you for much. I’m just asking for you to help me save your family, and my friend, from some really bad people.” 
 
    I leave it at that and walk away. Like all things now, I’ll have to improvise and do my best with what I’ve got, which is literally nothing. Oh well. It is what it is, I guess. 
 
    I unlatch the door and carefully crack it open. I peer out into the space between the two buildings, checking to make sure the area is clear of any chasers or those people. There isn’t a soul in sight. I peer out and around the edge of the door toward the rear of the building. No movement. 
 
    My hands push the door open far enough for me to slip through. I step clear of the building, and allow the door to close. I trudge through the overgrown weeds, and make for the street.  
 
    Something moves behind me.  
 
    I stop and spin about on the heels of my boots. I bring the machete up over my head with the intention of slaying whatever might be there. 
 
    Shane pauses and puts his hands up. “Whoa, man. Chill. It’s just me.” 
 
    I sigh, and lower the dense blade. “What do you want, Shane? I don’t have any more time for your crap, man.” 
 
    He lowers his hands, and relaxes his defensive posture. His furrowed brow and angered face have all but changed to that of guilt and embarrassment. Another look that I’m familiar with. 
 
    “I’m not here to fight or argue with you,” he says. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Shane tugs at the pump action on the shotgun. He stares at me with an intense gaze. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Did I hear him correctly?  
 
    Perhaps my pointed words jabbed him deep enough for him to take action, and stop being an ass. I’m not sure if it will change that last part, but at least now, I can hopefully get what I need.  
 
    “You’re coming with me?” I clarify. I’m a bit taken back by his words. I know he has been chomping at the bit to go after his brother and sister, but he hasn’t wanted to leave because of his family who are here. “What about your mom and grandfather?” 
 
    Shane tilts his head forward. He removes the black beanie and digs his fingernails into the back of his scalp, as if to relieve a bothersome itch. He pulls back his semi-long strands of black hair, and secures the beanie back in place. 
 
    “To be honest, my mother is more than capable of taking care of herself. She’s killed a number of those chasers on her own. I know she may look fragile and unintimidating, but when push comes to shove, she has no problem throwing down if need be.” 
 
    I’m not one to underestimate anyone’s skillset in this hostile environment. Every person I come across is assumed to be able to handle themselves in a fight. I’d rather size people up that way than to be foolish, and think that they are meager just because of their looks. One thing I have learned so far in the apocalypse is that women are just as capable of taking care of themselves as men. 
 
    “Then why haven’t you gone to look for your brother and sister?” I pose.  
 
    I recall the conversation that Beverly and I had earlier about him, and I get it. Shane’s being pulled in two different directions. He’s trying to find some magical way of being able to protect his family here while also trying to save his siblings. It’s a tightrope that he must walk. I hope he doesn’t ask my opinion on the matter, though, as I am the last person in this world he needs to pump for advice. I’m doing what I think is best for me and my remaining family. I might be wrong, but it is my decision to make. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m scared. Not so much of the chasers, or the people that have my sister, but scared of what I might find,” he sincerely replies. “Not going out and searching for them maintains the hopeful illusion that they’re still alive. If I do find them, and they are dead or turned into those abominations, I’m not sure I can handle that. I guess that’s why I’ve stayed put.” 
 
    Man. I wasn’t expecting all of that from a guy his age. Not that this cataclysmic event doesn’t have everyone left alive, and uninfected, scared to the marrow. We’re all battling demons that won’t leave us be. It’s a tiresome fight, and one that completely drains a person. Almost like a parasite that sucks every last bit of strength and resolve one might have.  
 
    “Listen, you do what you feel you need to do. Come or don’t. Doesn’t matter to me as long as you can just tell me where to go,” I respond point blank. “I have no doubts that your mother is more than capable of handling any threat that could arise. Besides, Lucas and my dog are up there as well. They will protect them if it comes to that.” 
 
    Shane smirks, and runs his fingers over the stubble sprouting around his mouth. “Man. You sure don’t act like any kid I’ve ever met before. Not even Jenny’s friends, who are about the same age, acted the way you do.” 
 
    “Everything has changed. The world isn’t what it was. I’ve had to grow up really fast over these past few months. Survive or die. That’s the name of the game now. I’ve got friends and family who are counting on me. I can’t let them down.” 
 
    Shane nods. “They’re lucky to have you then, James.” 
 
    I return the gesture in kind. Not that I needed it, but it does feel kind of nice to have Shane tagging along. Not only does he know where we’re going, but an extra set of eyes keen to the chasers and those people will certainly come in handy. 
 
    “Now that we have that settled, care to lead the way?” I step to the side and lean back against the wood siding of the building, allowing Shane to slip past me. I trail him out onto the street. 
 
    The warmth of the sun slices through the morning clouds overhead and splashes us in the face. It’s still a bit cold and all, but having the strident rays is a nice change of pace. I prefer the daylight over the darkness anyway. It may not be as safe, but the nighttime still gives me the creeps. 
 
    Shane glances along the street that Lucas and I barreled down not too long ago, then straight ahead at a passage that leads behind some buildings. 
 
    “How far away is the place where they’re keeping them?” I inquire. 
 
    He points diagonally to the north. “On the other side of town. Donny said it was some old, abandoned factory or something like that.” 
 
    “Are there many chasers around these parts? Some of the towns we have been through have been hit or miss.” 
 
    Shane shrugs. “Not entirely sure. We were just passing through when those a-holes got the jump on us. Aside from the small horde of chasers who came upon us when they took Jenny, we haven’t seen too many more since then.” 
 
    For me, I like to think everywhere we go is going to be infested with the creatures. I’d rather be ready for them than to have my guard down, and think that we are in the clear when we’re not. 
 
    I point toward the back end of the buildings. “Probably should stick close to the structures. Stay out of sight in case they come back trolling for us.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Shane takes point and heads across the street with his shotgun clutched tightly in his hands. I follow close behind with the machete ready to hack and cleave if need be. The rifle is still slung across my body. I meant to leave it with Lucas as I don’t plan on using it. Oh well. I guess I’ll hold onto it just in case we get into a bind, and I find some use for it. The last thing we need to do is attract any unwanted attention. Speaking of which… 
 
    “Hey, do you have any other weapons on you besides that shotgun?” I pose.  
 
    Our thick-soled boots crunch over the loose gravel. We trudge along the makeshift road with the old, haggard buildings shielding us from prying eyes.  
 
    “Only other thing I’ve got is this knife on my hip. That’s about it. Why?” Shane says. 
 
    I scan each structure and check for any chasers who may be lurking within the dark spaces. Each is void of any gaunt bodies waiting to charge out and attack. 
 
    “We really want to minimize any noise that might draw attention to us,” I retort. “Discharging that shotgun will be like ringing the dinner bell. I would only use it as a last resort, and stick with your knife. Silent and efficient. Stab them in the head, and the rest is gravy.” 
 
    “Good call. Most times, I’m more of a sledgehammer guy than anything else.” Shane turns to face me while still walking backwards. He trains the shotgun off to this left and pretends to fire. He makes the noise and everything. “Just one of the many ways I like to relieve stress. Removing their freaking heads with blunt force. Did you ever see Gallagher do any standup?” 
 
    Shane lowers the shotgun. He slips the attached strap over his shoulder, and removes the hefty hunting knife from the sheath fixed to his waist. 
 
    “The name sounds familiar, but I don’t recall ever watching it.” I think Dad used to watch some of his stuff when I was younger. Not sure, though. 
 
    Shane’s mouth gapes open, and his eyes bulge from his skull. “I know you’re young and all, James, but the dude was freaking great. You’ve definitely missed out. He always did this bit with bringing out a variety of food and these large watermelons. He would get his makeshift hammer and smash them to bits with it. Chunks of food would fly out in every direction. Kind of makes me wish I had that beast of a tool here with me now. It would definitely make short work of any chasers.” 
 
    He presses his hands together and acts out the creature’s head being smashed and blown out in every direction. Not exactly what I would call fun or exciting, but to each their own, I guess. 
 
    I offer a half-smile just to shut Shane up. He spins back around with the knife in his hand. This guy is nothing short of a basket case. He’s all over the place mentally, acting as though killing the chasers is some sort of sport or comedy special. Listening to him makes it that much harder to really concentrate on our environment. I’m more concerned with navigating this town and getting Cassie and the others away from those people as fast and quietly as possible. Although, I’m not opposed to pointless banter, now is not the time I want to do that.  
 
    Wow, listening to those words rattle loosely about inside my skull makes me sound like Dad. It’s not a bad thing by any means. The more I take from the words of wisdom that he bestowed upon me over the years, the better off I’ve been. I’m still alive and breathing. Right now, that’s job one. 
 
    We continue on through the town. Shane has refrained from any more chatter that isn’t dire to what our current situation requires. I’m thankful for that. I’m not sure I could stand another word before I lose my mind. I think he picked up on my lack of enthusiasm, though. I’m not looking to chum it up with anyone right now. I am focused on what needs to happen. That is all.  
 
    Taking in the abandoned town brings a sense to me that makes me feel as though we are on another planet. It’s really strange to not see any sort of daily life happening. People shopping, or kids going to school. The humming of cars and trucks bustling up and down the streets and highways. The smell of exhaust. I never put too much thought into those small, trivial things. Not until their absence was really felt, and dare I say it, missed. Perhaps one day everything will get back to normal, whatever that may be. 
 
    “Whoa, hold up for a minute.” Shane’s hand springs up into the air. He slows his pace and stops. He takes a few steps to his left, and hugs the reddish brick wall of the building we’re traveling behind.  
 
    I follow suit. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He places his finger firmly to his lips to silence me. I find that ironic, given his random babbling from earlier. He points toward the street we’re coming up on. “Thought I heard something.” 
 
    I listen closely. It’s faint, and barely audible, which makes me think of one thing. Chasers. 
 
    “There may be some chasers close by. We need to be careful.” 
 
    Shane flips the knife around with the tip pointing toward me and the serrated blade facing the ground. He brings it up into a defensive position as he carefully steps to the corner of the building. 
 
    Slow and steady, he inches his way along the wall to the corner. He pauses, but only briefly. He braces himself, for whatever might be on the side, and takes in a sharp breath before glancing out into the street. 
 
    I grip the machete’s handle tighter. I take in a big gulp of air, and slowly vent it through my nose and mouth. Whether there is one or a hundred, I’ll plow through them if necessary. Whatever it takes. 
 
    “I count maybe six chasers total. Four in the street and two on the sidewalk close to... Oh crap.” Shane reels his head back in as panic sets on his flush face. His chest heaves slightly, breathing elevated as his body presses against the brick wall. The sudden movement makes me bring the machete up into the air. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    He glances past the corner as far as he can without giving away our position to the creatures. 
 
    “I think one of the chasers on the sidewalk may have seen me. He turned and glanced back this way, but it was hard to tell if he actually noticed me. He was missing one eye and the other look like chewed dog meat, so I don’t know.” 
 
    I grab Shane’s arm and move him down the wall past me. I hug the rigid surface of the brick wall with my left shoulder while keeping the machete up and ready to strike a lethal blow. I near the edge of the structure, and peer out far enough to get eyes on the chasers.  
 
    The ones in the street are ambling about. Their shoulders droop forward with their heads dangling toward the ground as if they have no purpose or will to move with haste. Each step they make looks laborious at best. 
 
    My gaze shifts to the left, past the dust-covered green sedan, to the two chasers meandering along the sidewalk. The one closest to us shuffles its tattered white shoes in our direction. It stops. It’s head tilts back slightly with its mangled nose trained in the air. It stays frozen in that position for a few seconds before lowering its head back down. I don’t think it can actually see or detect us as it doesn’t look directly at the corner of the building. I think it’s responding to some movement that it might have heard. 
 
    I lean against the wall, and shift my attention back to Shane who looks ready to throw down. His arms are up in the air in front of him. Wrinkles form above his brow as a serious, focused look washes over his face.  
 
    “I don’t think that one can see. If it had spotted you, it would’ve signaled in some way. It’s not advancing toward us,” I say. 
 
    Shane points the end of his blade across the street at the buildings that line the opposite side of the road. “I’m not sure running across the street would be a wise decision. I see no outlet over there, and I’m not sure exactly sure what’s inside those buildings.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. 
 
    Rushing into a building with no clue what is lurking inside is never a good idea. Especially when you run the risk of having a pack of chasers hot on your butt. It could prove to be fatal. 
 
    “Is there no other way we could go?” 
 
    Shane scratches at the scruff on his chin and the side of his face. He shifts his gaze to the right, and down the street. More buildings continue on along the long, desolate road. 
 
    “We could try to make our way down there, but I’m not sure where we would go after crossing behind that last building. Could be a ton more chasers over there.” 
 
    Crap. Not what I wanted to hear.  
 
    I’m not looking to add any more time to this venture. Cassie can’t afford it, and neither can my sister. The longer things take, the more I feel as though the people I care about are one step closer to being in the grave, or worse yet, turned by the creatures. I can’t have that happen. Not again.  
 
    Do whatever it takes to get to them. Just make it happen. 
 
    I glance back to Shane, and turn my hat backward on my head. There’s really only one way for us to tackle this. We’re going to have to go through them. I’m not sure if he’s going to be down to go along or not, but he really doesn’t have a choice. He made the choice to come, and if he wants to rescue his family, he’s going to have to do whatever is necessary to ensure that happens.  
 
    The chasers are in our way, and I plan on plowing the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “You want to do what again?” Shane lifts his right eyebrow slightly in the air. He exhales a deep sigh of uncertainty through his taut lips. He shakes his head and offers a single nod.  
 
    “We do this right, and we’ll be able to manage their numbers easier than if we were to run out there, and try to take them all on at once,” I reassure. “It’s not the best approach, but the only one we’ve got to work with.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s do this.” 
 
    I take the side of the machete, and gently rap it against the side of the brick building. I peer far enough around the corner to watch their response. I hope that we’ll be able to attract the two who are on the sidewalk, without snaring the other four’s attention. 
 
    At first, the chasers appear to be deaf to the noise. They continue their mindless stumbling about. I try again, but tap the blade a tad bit harder against the edge of the building. The one closest to us stops once more and turns back this way. There is no wondering if it heard a noise or not. It instantly heads this way. It’s not in a dead sprint, but more of a fast-paced stumbling walk due to its meager legs that are riddled with large gashes, and chunks of muscle, and flesh that look to have been torn free. 
 
    I step back from the corner, and ready myself with the machete. Shane stands just behind me and off to my right with his knife in the air. 
 
    The chaser’s shallow growls grow louder as it nears the corner. My heartrate increases with every yowl that escapes its lips. I remain in control, though, not letting loose the desire to savagely attack the creature. 
 
    The chaser stumbles into view and spots us. It’s once clunky movement and lack of violent behavior instantly shifts to a frenzied rage of hunger. Its blood-stained mouth widens, revealing the discolored and rotting teeth festering inside its gaping cavity. Dirt and grime coat the chaser’s face as it roars. 
 
    It reaches out for me, fingers fidgeting with the hopes of snaring my jacket. I bury the sharp edge of the machete in the front part of its decomposing skull. It doesn’t take much force to penetrate its head. The bone crunches, followed by a squishing sound. A steady stream of blood races down the middle of its face. 
 
    The chaser drops to its knees and ceases any further aggressive behavior. I tug at the blade, trying to remove it from the creature’s skull. More yowls clearly sound from the other, beckoning me to work faster. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like one at a time,” Shane nervously mentions. 
 
    “I never said it was foolproof. I was just hoping for the best case here.” I finally wiggle the blade free as another body breaks around the corner. Shane rams the tip of his blade into the side of its head. He presses his forearm into the chaser’s smirched rags and drives it back against the wall hard. The impact makes a dull thud. A final howl escapes its mouth as it slumps forward lifelessly. 
 
    The steady thump of feet pounding on pavement echoes down the alley—the combined growls of the infected drawing closer.  
 
    I brush past Shane, and dart for the corner of the building just as another chaser materializes. I swing the machete as hard as I can at the creature’s neck. The blade slices through its black flesh with ease and emerges out the other side. The head tilts to the right and tumbles down the right side of its body. 
 
    It stumbles a few more feet, with its arms wildly searching for anything to grab onto, before falling to the ground. Its head bounces past me with eyes wide and full of carnal rage. Its teeth chatter up and down as it continues on through the overgrown vegetation. 
 
    Three down. Three to go. 
 
    I step out onto the sidewalk, and confront the remaining chasers who are within arm’s reach. Their once dormant and vegetative state has given way to the ravenous fiends who have gnawed through the western world. I strike the creature closest to me at an angle. The blade cleaves a portion of its jaw free from its gaunt face. A thin strand of muscle keeps the dangling bone in place as the chaser stumbles off to the side. 
 
    The remaining two crash into me, knocking me down to the concrete hard. I hit with a dull thud, and the air rips from my lungs. The bulk of the automatic rifle burrows into my spine, causing me to grimace in pain. They converge on me with rapacious hands, frantically reaching for my body. 
 
    I thrust my legs at the chasers, trying to keep them at bay. Shane charges the creatures and collides with them. He knocks them off balance, and stumbles back into the street. 
 
    “You good?” He reaches down and offers me his hand. 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s finish these freaks off.” I take his hand, and he pulls me to my feet. The chasers regain their focus. Shane and I step away from one another. The creatures split apart, and pick their targets.  
 
    They growl and bear their teeth. I charge full steam ahead, and bury the dense blade of the machete into the chaser’s upper right shoulder, the nice meaty part between the collar bone and the bottom of its throat, as it tries to strike me with its right arm.  
 
    Blood rushes down its mangled flesh. 
 
    The sanguine fluid stains the front of its tattered blue sweatshirt. I slide the machete down and out of the chaser’s torso. I continue my assault, hacking away on the wounded area until the chaser falls to the cement, lifeless. 
 
    Shane spins the large knife about while holding the remaining chaser at bay. His palm is pressed into its chest. Its teeth chatter as voracious yowls spew from the creature’s gaping cavity. He plunges the tip of the blade into the bottom of its jaw. The gleaming silver of the steel vanishes into the chaser’s head. Blood rushes down past the hilt and onto Shane’s hand. He holds it fixed inside the chaser’s skull for a second longer before pulling it out. 
 
    A disgusted, yet satisfying, look washes over his face. He steps back and allows the dead weight of the chaser to crumble to the cement. Staring at him, I wonder briefly if that is how I look when I take one of the creatures’ lives. 
 
    Shane looks at me with exhausted, heavy eyes. His chest heaves from the excretion of our heated battle with the infected. He flicks his hand, trying to rid his flesh of the chaser’s bodily fluids. 
 
    “You know, before all of this started, I never imagined that I would be doing such things to people. But now, after I’ve killed as many of these things as I have, the shock of the act lessens with each time I do it. I’m not sure if that sounds depraved or creepy, but I’m numb to it all now.” Shane wipes the blood off on the sides of his pants, followed by his hand. The disgusted expression that sat on his face has all but vanished. 
 
    “It’s a matter of survival now,” I coldly reply. “I don’t view them as people anymore. They’re nothing more than mindless animals who have no thought or regard for life. At least, that’s how I look at it.” 
 
    Shane adjusts the strap of the shotgun that’s secured across his chest. He glances my way, and gives me a confirming nod. “Guess it’s best to look at it like that. Makes it bearable to do what is needed.” He takes stock of our handy work, glaring at the dispatched bodies who lay in pools of their own blood. “Probably need to get back on the move before more show up.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    Shane keeps the knife grasped firmly within his hand as we start across the street. We hop up on the sidewalk, and make our way down to the corner of the building. Both of our heads remain on a swivel as we keenly look out for any more chasers. 
 
    He slows his pace, and approaches the edge of the building with cautious footing. I stay close behind with the machete hovering in the air. He peers out and to the right. He doesn’t look back, but waves his hand, signaling to me that the coast is clear. 
 
    We continue on through the remainder of the small town. Shane sticks close to the buildings and any alleyways that will keep us out of sight of the chasers, and the people who took Cassie. 
 
    Through the silence of the town, and the crunching of the loose gravel under our boots, I continue to chew on what he said about the chasers, and Cindy. I think of Mom and Dad—their faces contorted in rage, eyes void of any love for their only son. I feel as though that’s the main reason why I have grown so numb to killing the vile creatures without thought or hesitation. Like a thief in the night stealing my most treasured possessions, this plague has robbed me of so much, and continues to try and pick my pocket at every turn.  
 
    I pray that Cindy is safe, and has not fully made the transition into one of those abominations. I’m not sure I’ll be able to withstand that devastating blow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The thought of everything that I have lost, my mom and dad, and what I stand to lose, Cassie and Cindy, tries its best to distract me, and send me into a tailspin of despair and anger. I’m trying to manage the anger, guilt, and sadness inside me as best as I can, though. With each day that passes, the fight to remain hopeful and steadfast in my mission doesn’t waiver, much. Not without this apocalypse trying, though. It’s persistent in its attacks, but staying on the move and not giving my mind enough time to dive into that horrid place has helped. As much as the rational side of my mind keeps whispering to me that my family is all but gone, I remain hopeful. At the end of the day, that’s all I have left. Hope. 
 
    Shane has remained silent since our skirmish with the infected. He’s been vigilant with our path that has taken us across the town through alleyways and weed covered plots of land. He’s kept us out of the open and mostly shielded from any chasers in the area. 
 
    Fortunately, the chasers have been few and far between, which made dispatching the creatures that much easier. We haven’t had to use our guns fortunately. Our sharp weapons have done the brunt of the killing. 
 
    Shane has proved to be more than capable of taking care of himself. Not that I had any doubts. Given the dead state of the country and all, coupled with the lack of authority to keep everything in check, any souls still pushing forward are more than likely tough enough to survive. His brief moment of vulnerability from earlier did take me by surprise, considering we really don’t know each other like that. But still, I get why it happened. You either let it out, and free yourself from the shackles of that guilt and anger, or you allow it to fester deep inside your soul until it rots you to your core.  
 
    My approach to dealing with my demons has been less than perfect, but at least I am, regardless if it’s good or bad. 
 
    “How much farther do we have.” I move up, just to the left of Shane, and walk by his side.  
 
    His gaze is long and deep. Eyes narrowed and peering dead ahead. “Shouldn’t be too much farther. I think it should-” Shane comes to a grinding halt without warning.  
 
    The sudden action sends me on edge. The machete springs up in the air instantly. My head surveys the area around us, seeking for the incoming threat. “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    A concerned look floods his face as he takes off. His eyes widen slightly, mouth agape, as he stands motionless and acting as if he is searching for something. I don’t hear anything that would cause such a sudden response. Still, I follow his lead. 
 
    Our feet hammer the pavement of the road we’re traveling along. I continue searching for what has him spooked, but see and hear nothing. 
 
    There is something on the side of the road, though. I see it now. Looks to be a discarded backpack. Black, with the fabric tattered and frayed. 
 
    Shane slows his pace. He stares at the backpack as if it looks familiar somehow. He looks up, and places the ridge of his palm just above his brow. He looks to his left at the buildings across the street, then to his right.  
 
    “Hey, what is it?” 
 
    A sad and worried look overtakes Shane. He places both hands on the back of his head as he continues to look aimlessly in every direction. “It’s my brother’s gear.” 
 
    I skim the area as well in search of his kin. Much like him, I see nothing. 
 
    “There are any number of reasons why he may have had to ditch it,” I reply. “I imagine he’s ok.” I try to allay his fear, to keep him from losing it, but I see the speckles of blood on the outside of the pack. Still, I try to ease his worries. I know all too well what happens when one drifts into the darkness of their mind. It’s not a good place to be. 
 
    “I bet those scumbags took or killed him,” Shane growls. His fingers continually reposition themselves over the handle of his knife. He paces back and forth as he mutters under his breath. “I should’ve gone with him. He shouldn’t have gone alone. Damn it.” 
 
    I try to defuse the situation as fast as I can. “Listen, I imagine your brother can handle himself. We don’t need to jump to any conclusions since we don’t know what exactly happened here.” My words have little to no effect on his boiling hysteria that is circling the drain of a meltdown. He growls and grits his teeth. His hands ball into tightly clenched fists that turn his knuckles a milky white. Some choice words escape from his lips. He’s not stupid, and I’m not naïve. By nature, now, I tend to think the worst and hope for the best. “Listen, I get what you’re dealing with, I really do, but you’re going to have to keep it together, at least until we have what we’re after. If you can’t do that, then you need to head back, and I’ll go at it alone.” 
 
    Shane squints his eyes and looks down on me as if I’ve said something that he doesn’t understand. I know that’s not the case, however. He’s just so consumed by the emotions flooding his body he’s struggling to reign them all in. 
 
    “I’m not going back without my sister and brother,” he snarls. 
 
    I hold up my hands in the air, and take a step back from Shane. I’m not foolish, and don’t want to get into a fight with him. That’s the last thing we need. Besides, people tend to lash out when they’re in such an emotional state.  
 
    “I agree. I’m not going back without my friend either, but the only way we’re going to accomplish that is if we’re thinking clearly and not acting on emotion.” 
 
    Man, if Lucas could hear me now. He’d probably be thinking, “Where have I heard that before?”  
 
    Shane breathes out the wad of emotion that has him shackled, and unable to think clearly. He offers me a subtle nod while adjusting the beanie on his head. He scoops up the backpack from the road. At least he appears to be more in control. 
 
    I give him some space, and allow him to vent what remainder of frustration is clinging inside of him. He paces about for a few moments. He exhales deep breaths as he places both hands on the back of his head. It doesn’t go away that fast, but it can be repressed until it can be properly dealt with at a later time. 
 
    Shane finally stops and removes the shotgun. He slips the straps of the pack over his shoulders. He fixes the weapon between the backpack and his person and gets back on the move. He doesn’t say anything, but he really doesn’t need to. 
 
    I fall in line behind him, following a good distance back. With his rigid and aggressive body language, he acts as though he wants that. I think now we have an understanding of how we need to proceed from here. At least, I hope we do. Lives depend on it. The girls and ours. 
 
    The full brunt of the sun’s exposure casts its warm glow over the town, causing my eyes to squint slightly from the strident rays. I grab the bill of my hat and bring it about face. I pull it down a bit farther to where it’s just a scant inch above my brow.  
 
    Thinking back, I don’t recall the last time there was this much sun. It feels like an eternity since I’ve seen it last. Perhaps it has been, and I haven’t even noticed. It’s still fairly early in the morning, though. Clouds could still come rolling in and blot its rays. 
 
    Having the sun out has been a nice change of pace. It’s not too cold, but it’s not too hot either. Just the right mixture at the moment. My body has been running like a flamethrower as of late, so it’s been bearable, and even pleasant.  
 
    Most times, I feel like if I was to jump into a mound of snow, I’d probably melt it instantly. Could be teenager hormones going rampant, or just me being pissed off at the world twenty-four/ seven. One is a lot, both is a recipe for disaster. Or so Dad would say, but much more colorfully.  
 
    Neither Mom or Dad was looking forward to me becoming a teenager, or so they jokingly told me when I was younger. I think they were afraid I’d be too much like them. They would tell me stories of the things they did when they were my age, and of how their parents would get so upset at them. Their parents warned them that when they had kids, they would be just as bad, if not worse than what they were. I enjoyed proving that wrong. Aside from the occasional whining and moaning about doing chores, I never really did too much to get my parents truly pissed off. I imagine those moments were coming. Guess it’ll never happen now. 
 
    Damn it, James. There you go again. Thinking of the past.  
 
    It always happens like that, though. Memories slip in through the tiniest of cracks and pull at my heartstrings. Most times, I try to shake it off. I don’t want it to weaken me, and turn my focused mind into a mushy pile of scathed feelings. But this time, instead of fighting it, I try something different. I allow it in, and embrace those good times. My heart has so much darkness filling it that I need to try and bring some of the humanity back in. I can still be tough, and hold myself to doing what is needed to survive, but I can’t lose feeling something more in this life. Friendship and love, for my extended family, and Cindy. 
 
    We continue along the road. Shane stops and sidesteps toward the field that is off to our right. I follow his lead, and do the same. We kneel down and enter the overgrown, tall, brown blades of grass.  
 
    “A truck is heading this way,” he says flatly. His head is trained toward the road. 
 
    “Is it them?” I inquire. My heart starts to beat faster from the thought. 
 
    “Not sure, but I don’t think we need to take the chance either way.” He points dead ahead through the thick foliage. “See that large building up ahead?” 
 
    I move up and hunch down to the right of him. I stay low to the ground and crane my neck. It’s hard to see clearly, but I see enough to know what he is referring to. 
 
    “Yeah. Is that where they’re keeping them?” 
 
    He lowers his arm. 
 
    “I think so. I know it’s in this general area from what my brother… Hold on.” Shane places his right arm over my shoulder and pushes me even farther toward the ground. The grumbling of an engine captures my ears, and sends my attention to the road. We peer through the grass, and find a truck heading this way. Can’t tell for sure, but it could be those people who took Cassie. I’d rather assume that it is than not. I really don’t want to risk it. 
 
    Whoever it is, doesn’t seem to be in a hurry. We still remain hidden, though. 
 
    It passes by us without stopping or slowing down. My head twists back over my shoulder as I push away Shane’s arm that is still draped over me. I lift up a bit, and crane my neck over the tall verdure. I notice two guys sitting in the bed of the truck with their backs against the cab. They look to be holding rifles, or at least I think that’s what I see in front of them. 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    Shane tugs at my arm.  
 
    I stoop down and point to the truck. “I think that was them. I saw a few guys in the back with what looked like rifles.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Shane says. “Means they won’t be there. One less thing we have to worry about.” 
 
    He’s right. I offer one last glance to the truck as it disappears behind a building within the downtown area. 
 
    With his knife still clutched tightly in his palm, Shane taps me on the arm to get my attention. I glance back to him just as he starts to stand up. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    We crossed through the field swiftly, using the tall blades of dead grass as cover. Our feet move with purpose, heads on a swivel as we approach the side of the large structure. Shane pauses, and takes a knee at the edge of the field where the tall weeds end, and the lot of the building begins. I lower down and take a deep breath next to him. 
 
    It’s getting warm, or at least to me it is. My jacket is thick, and contains my body heat well. With the exertion, all the moving around, and the sun beating down on us, I’m feeling a bit overheated. I swipe the sleeve of my coat across my brow, and wipe away the beads of sweat that race down from under my cap. I grab the zipper, and pull it down some, allowing the heat to escape, and the wind to seep in and cool me off. 
 
    Shane remains focused on the large, reddish-brown brick building before us. He glances to his left, past the rusted, stationary vehicles that litter the dirt covered lot.  
 
    I skim over the face of the building, looking for a way for us to get in. Or, at the very least, be able to look inside to see if this is in fact the right place. There doesn’t seem to be anything at ground level. I look further to my right, and spot a window just above a large delivery truck that is parked next to the building.  
 
    I nudge Shane with my elbow, then nod toward the window. “Up there. That may give us a vantage point to see what’s inside.” 
 
    Shane peers up to the window briefly. He glances back to his left and nods in agreement. “Sounds good. I’m not seeing anything else down this way. I don’t see any guards or chasers either. I think we’re safe to move.” 
 
    I sprint across the lot to the right, and duck behind a yellow car that has its tires missing. The windows have been busted out. Shards of glass crunch under my boots. I lift up and look through the missing driver side window at the building. Still, no movement. 
 
    Shane’s feet pound the dirt as he approaches me. He lowers down, and pauses briefly before we venture on to the next car. We move carefully among the few cars that are scattered about. There could be eyes watching the perimeter of the structure. So far, there is no visible movement.  
 
    We make for the side of the large truck, trampling over what little grass there is, and take cover along the driver’s side. With our backs pressed to the box-shaped vehicle, we slide toward the rear of the truck and pause. I toe the edge of the vehicle, and cautiously peer around the corner for any surprises that may be waiting for us. It’s clear. 
 
    I swing out, and step in front of the large, roll-up door. Shane moves to my side. We look toward the roof of the truck, and ponder how we’re going to get up there. A single silver handle is fixed off to either side of the door. Beyond that, I don’t see much that would aid in us being able to scale the large vehicle.  
 
    Shane looks to me, and raises his brow as if he’s waiting to hear what my idea is to scale the unruly vehicle. “I’m not seeing an easy way to get up there.” 
 
    I continue looking at the handle, and the thick black steel bumper. It doesn’t look like it’s going to be easy to scale the large, bulky vehicle, but that’s never stopped me before. I’ve climbed trees much larger than this truck and found ways up those dense trunks. It took some thought and ingenuity, but I made it happen. 
 
    “We’ll make it work.” 
 
    Shane walks away, leaving me with my mind deep in plotting out how I’m going to scale this vehicle. I reach for the handle, and pull myself onto the bumper. My head tilts back, and I glance up at the roof.  
 
    Crap. The machete.  
 
    I turn and release the blade. It falls to the dirt below, and hits with a dull clump. I stretch my arm upward, fingers wiggling for the edge of the truck’s roof. I’m still a good seven feet or so away from being able to reach. I crouch and jump upward, but don’t make it too far. I land back on the bumper, and nearly fall off. This isn’t going to work. I’m going to have to go at this a different way. 
 
    I jump to the ground and retrieve the machete. I’m not giving up. There is a way to do this. I take a few steps back and mull over the situation a bit more. I step to my left, and look at the driver’s door. There’s a steep foot side step mounted just below the door. My gaze drifts up to the large mirror fixed to the frame with a dense steel brace. Hmmm. 
 
    An idea gels inside my head. Where there’s a will, there is a way. I don’t want to try this on the driver’s side of the vehicle, though. I’ll be exposed and out in the open. The passenger side would be preferable. We’ll be better hidden between the truck and the exterior of the building. I turn on my heels to locate Shane and find him over by the edge of the building. His left shoulder hugs the brick façade as his head peers around the bend. 
 
    “Psst. Shane!” I call out. “I think I figured out a way for us to get up here.” 
 
    Shane glances back over his shoulder at me as I point to the passenger side of the truck. “You go ahead. I’m going to check this way to see if I can find a way in.” 
 
    Before I have a chance to protest, Shane vanishes around the corner. I growl under my breath, and shake my head. He better not mess this up. 
 
    I don’t waste any more time. I near the passenger side, and carefully look down the tight-fitting space in search of any dangers. Minus the absence of any sunlight striking the shadowy space, it appears to be clear of any threats.  
 
    If I was any bigger, this might pose a challenge. I fit with just enough room on either side of me. My body remains front and centered, and I don’t have to turn sideways to continue on.  
 
    I’m not overly keen on such tight quarters, but stay the uneasiness creeping up my spine. I hear a noise behind me that sounds like footsteps, which stops me cold. I turn about abruptly, and scrape my right arm along the rigid surface of the brick wall. The sleeve of my coat snags on the ends of the bricks, slightly fraying the fabric. 
 
    There’s nothing there.  
 
    “Shane. You there?” I whisper. 
 
    There’s no response. I wait for a moment more, and still get no reply. I bend down and peer under the belly of the truck. I spot nothing lingering under the shadowy depths of the steel undercarriage, or on the other side. Guess I was hearing things. Not finding a chaser crawling my way eases my ransacked mind. Being in such a fight or flight state constantly has me on edge, and at times hearing things that aren’t really there. 
 
    I lift back up, and continue on toward the cab. I keep the machete up and at the ready, just in case there is something close by. I grab the steel brace that the mirror is attached to, place my right boot onto the steel step, and hoist myself up.  
 
    The passenger side window is missing. I glance inside the dirt covered cab and spot a body in the seat close to me. A faint yelp escapes my lips, and I lift the machete in the air without thought, but stay the impulse to attack.  
 
    As far as I can tell, the man appears to be dead. He’s slouched over to the left with his head buried in the driver’s seat. Dried blood is splattered on the dash and floorboard. I can’t see his face clearly from the angle I am looking at him, but he doesn’t twitch or show any signs of life.  
 
    I stand there for a moment, and work out how I’m going to tackle this. I need both of my hands for climbing, so I need to do something with the machete. I don’t want to leave it on the ground, and I surely don’t want to toss it up on top of the roof. The noise that would cause would more than likely draw unwanted attention. That, and I run the risk of it not landing right and falling back down toward me. A gruesome thought. I ultimately decide to secure it between the rifle that is slung across my body and my back.  
 
    I test the strap first. It’s rather tight against me. It should hold long enough for me to get up there. I work it around, and manage to get the machete secured in place. It doesn’t feel as though there is much wiggle room for it to move. Now, back to the task at hand. 
 
    With both hands free, I glance up past the cab toward the roof. I spot a narrow lip that runs along the outer rim of the vehicle’s curved framed. I reach up, and test to see how much I can grip. The ends of my fingers slip into the narrow groove, and take hold. This may work. 
 
    My left arm is not as strong as my right, so it takes a bit more energy for me to pull my bulk up. I strain and grunt. My feet lift up more until I’m on the tips of my toes. My right hand releases from the mirror and shoots up to the narrow gap. I dig deep, and pull up with all my might. I struggle to lift myself up. A stinging bite festers in my arms, the strain on my fingers amplifying the longer I dangle from the edge of the truck. Doing such things as a simple pull up makes one realize either how fit or how out of shape you really are. I’m obviously more of the latter. Still, I fight through the stinging pain invading my muscles. 
 
    I fight my way up the side of the truck, through the narrow gap, and onto the roof of the cab. I lay flat on my back, looking up at the clear blue sky. A couple deep breaths is all I allow my body to take before I sit up, and get my feet under me. 
 
    I stoop back down, and inch my way toward the large windows. My eyes cut to the left, then the right, making sure there are no wandering gunmen meandering about the grounds. I don’t need to take too much time up here. I’m exposed with no cover to take refuge behind in case someone shows up unannounced. 
 
    My boots toe the edge of the truck. I remain aware of the gap between the truck and building. I don’t want to get careless, and fall to the ground. I stretch my neck, and glance inside the grime-coated windows. It’s hard to see anything clearly, but I do spot people walking about. I squint my eyes, and lower down some to look through a section of the windows that isn’t completely smudged and covered in filth. 
 
    They appear to be carrying rifles tossed over their shoulders. That doesn’t exactly mean this is the place. After all, most, if not all survivors, are more than likely packing some sort of firearm. I need to get a better look. I need to get inside. 
 
    Wait. What is that?  
 
    My eyes tilt down and notice what looks to be a steel walkway running along the wall near me. Another idea percolates in my head. I don’t dwell on the pros and cons. I don’t have much in the way of options here. 
 
    I reach up over my back and retrieve the machete. Holding the blade, I eye the tip, then the window seal. I can’t tell for sure if the window is locked or not. I’m hoping not. 
 
    My arm stretches with the machete’s tip targeting the bottom portion of the window. Fortunately, it’s relatively close. I go slow enough to keep my balance, but quick enough to not waste too much time. The end jabs the glass, then the brick building. I struggle to find that sweet spot in the middle. A few tries and the blade slips into the narrow groove. Now, I just hope its unlocked. 
 
    I softly but firmly work the machete up and down, applying just enough pressure to hopefully pop it free. It doesn’t budge.  
 
    Great.  
 
    There’s no telling how long this building has been neglected. Just from the ragged state the outside is in, I’m guessing a really long time. It’s probably stuck. 
 
    I’m disappointed, but not deterred. I maneuver the blade up and down a bit harder. The window finally moves slightly. Yes. I continue working the blade until the window opens far enough for me to get my fingers under. 
 
    There. That should do it.  
 
    I remove the machete and secure it behind me. I stretch out both arms and grab the bottom of the window. I push forward carefully. There is a bit of resistance, but the window begrudgingly swings out toward me.  
 
    The hinges squeak and pop. I freeze, and check to see if the noise caught anyone’s attention. I lower down some, and stare inside. Mounds of crates and boxes litter the space. I still look to be in the clear. I push the window inward further until there’s enough room for me to slip inside.  
 
    Ok. Here we go.  
 
    I make it a point to not look down. The gap isn’t all that much, but my own fear of falling still tries to mess with me. This isn’t as bad as the rickety rope bridge I traversed on the way to my parents’ cabin, or the plank of wood that I nearly died on back in the little town of Sweet Home, but its still something that could really mess up my day. 
 
    My leg stretches toward the bottom of the metal frame as my fingers reach for the side. They find their grip and hold on. I pull myself inside the building and quietly step down on the metal walkway before me.  
 
    I crouch down and remain still, searching for any curious stares that may have glanced up here. I spot some armed men walking among the crates and boxes. I count only a few at the moment, but there could be more, close by. 
 
    Good. No heads are fixed in my direction. I’m still in the clear. Time to move. I near the edge of the railing before me, and scan over the ground below. Boxes and crates of various sizes lay scattered about the area. Large, industrial type equipment rests along the walls and in the middle of the space. I glance to my right, and find more boxes before my view becomes obstructed by the walkway I’m on. 
 
    A single gunshot rings out, which causes me to freeze. The blast echoes throughout the large structure. I follow the weapon’s discharge toward the front of the building. 
 
    Two armed men dash through the maze of boxes toward the wall on the side I’m on. They yell at someone. 
 
    Hold on. Is that a girl’s voice? 
 
    I turn my head to the right slightly, and train my ear. It sounds like a girl giving them the riot act. I can’t make it out clearly, but it definitely sounds like I’m in the right place. Either way, I need to check it out. If Cassie is down there, I don’t want to waste any more time. 
 
    I remove the machete from behind me, and tell myself to do whatever is needed to get this done. Rescue Cassie and Jenny, if she’s here, and take out anyone who gets in my way. Nothing more. Nothing less. 
 
    I make my way across the metal walkway, and down the rusted steel steps. The soles of my boots play off each step as I quickly make for the floor. I scan the grounds, my ears alert for any subtle noises that may arise. I hit the landing without making any audible noise, and hear the sound of someone heading this way. 
 
    There. 
 
    I make for an opening between a couple of crates to my left that are double stacked and covered in cobwebs. I slip into the tight opening, and slide further in between the wall of wood and brick behind me. The cobwebs stick to my jacket like glue. My skin crawls with the thought of spiders slipping inside my clothes and touching my skin. A shiver slips over me. 
 
    Two guys approach, chattering to each other. I peer through the opening among the two stacks of crates concealing my presence, and listen in. 
 
    “Man, I tell you what. The girls our boss seems to come across are nothing more than high octane gas mixed with hellfire, and rolled into a tight skinny frame,” one of the men says. 
 
    Damn it. I can’t get a good visual of them. I can only see a dark brown coat with a hood, and some black scraggly hair. My head moves about, shifting in any direction or position that may offer me a better look at them. 
 
    “Well, you know better than to mess with the merchandise,” the other man responds. “If he finds out, he’ll kill you for sure. The girls are to be used for trade only. We aren’t supposed to touch them. They don’t fetch the same price if they’re damaged or used. That’s what makes them so valuable. How else are we going to get ammo, weapons, and fuel if the people we trade with don’t like what we have to offer?” 
 
    “We kill ’em, and take what we want. Plus, we’ll still have the girls.” He snickers at the statement. Bastards. “I’ll tell you what, that one we just came across earlier is a fine piece of work for sure. Toned and athletic. Blonde hair and blue eyes. My favorite.” 
 
    Cassie. Listening to the vile men talk about her in such a way boils my blood. I want nothing more than to rush out there right now, and hack their arms and legs from their bodies. Beat them into a pulpy, bloody mess that is filled with clothes and bones. I have to bite my lip, and clench my teeth to refrain from acting upon such primal instinct. It’s beyond hard, but I manage to keep my composure. 
 
    “Yeah, you like them wild for sure,” the other man jokes. “She nearly scratched off your face when we nabbed her from that Humvee. Too bad her friends got away. I would’ve liked to have those keys for that ride. That’s some military grade transport right there.”  
 
    The man, with his back to me and outfitted in the brown coat, takes a step back. I follow suit and move to the left as a bit more of his body comes into view.  
 
    He turns to the side and pats his pants in search of something. “You got any smokes?” 
 
    “Yeah. I got a few left,” the other man replies. “Next time we’re in a store and aren’t in a rush, we need to grab a few more cartons.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go outside, and have a smoke. I’m starting to get the shakes. Need my hands steady and my mind focused.” 
 
    The two men finally walk off. I give them a few moments to make sure they’re gone. Their disgusting banter fades to nothing more than a faint whisper.  
 
    I briefly rethink my plan of attack to include slaughtering all these a-holes where they stand, but I quickly table that thought. I don’t need to bite off more than I can chew. That’s not the goal. Saving Cassie and Jenny is. 
 
    I shimmy through the crack to the other side, and emerge in a small gap between another stack of crates. I keep to the wall and crates, and work my way to the left as stealthily as I can. I don’t pick up anymore chatter.  
 
    Through the openings of the boxes and the equipment, I spot a cage-like enclosure that is outfitted with what looks to be chicken wire. I spot two bodies on the ground, huddled together as they embrace one another. I move my head about, trying to get a clearer view of them.  
 
    I continue to thread my thin frame through the narrow, tight spaces and openings until I get to the left of the enclosure. I stay hidden among the shadows cast by the crates. I inch up a bit further and hold my position. I’m close enough to get a better visual of who is inside. 
 
    I have found Cassie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    Cassie turns her head to the left and looks out through the crates. The girl who is weeping on her shoulder pulls away, and wipes her swollen red eyes. 
 
    “Cassie,” I say in a low, whispered tone. She doesn’t respond. I don’t think she can hear me. “Psst. Cassie.” 
 
    She looks around in circles before glancing back to where I am. I wave my hand at her, so she can see me. 
 
    The rage and anger on her red, swollen face quickly morphs to relief and happiness. A warming smile breaks across her face. She whispers to the other girl who glances my way. She brushes aside the strands of her long black hair that hang in front of her face like a veil. She swipes away the tears that stream from her bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Cassie skootches to the wall and leans back against the brick facade. “James! Oh my gosh. You came!” she whispers with joyful glee to her voice.  
 
    “Of course, I did. I wasn’t going to leave without you.” I make sure to stay somewhat set back within the cover of the crates that are keeping my presence unknown.  
 
    She looks past me in search of something. “Where’s Lucas and Duke?”  
 
    “They’re safe. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    My gaze shifts from Cassie to the distraught girl who has her head buried between her legs. 
 
    “Is her name Jenny, by chance?” 
 
    Cassie peers over to her and nods. “It is. How did you know that?” 
 
    I catch wind of footsteps nearby. I quickly sink back into the darkness, and remain motionless until they pass. Cassie hangs her head lifelessly toward the concrete floor to not draw any unwanted attention. 
 
    The heavy-footed individual continues past us without stopping or breaking his stride. 
 
    “I’m with her brother. He brought me here,” I say. 
 
    Jenny lifts her head up from her legs, and her eyes widen. She tries to contain the relief that washes over her as she gets to her knees and comes near the wire. 
 
    “Donny is with you?” she asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not Donny. Shane. We’re not sure where Donny is.” 
 
    Jenny glances about wildly. Her head twists every which way possible in search of her sibling. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” I reply. I peer to the right, past the edge of the crate. “He didn’t stick with me. Not sure where he went off to.” 
 
    The chatter of two different voices looms close by, which draws Jenny and Cassie away from the wire. They maintain their deflated state of hopelessness perfectly. I drift back inside the crates once more as the men approach the front portion of the enclosure. 
 
    This time, I have a much better view. I can see them clearly, and I think I’m far enough back to where they can’t see me. 
 
    The gentleman in the front leans forward and grabs the chicken wire. The tips of his fingers wrap over the steel strands as he smiles at his captives. He removes the red ballcap from his head and wipes away the layer of filth that has accumulated on his brow. His lips part slowly. The tip of his tongue probes the narrow crevices between his crooked teeth. 
 
    The other two men stay silent behind him with their rifles pressed against their chests. 
 
    “How are you girls doing in here?” he inquires. “It got awfully silent over here. I thought I’d better come over, and check on you.” 
 
    Cassie stares at the man without diverting her gaze. Jenny refrains from making eye contact as she keeps her head tilted toward the ground. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Cassie bluntly retorts. Her voice is thick with contempt and hatred. 
 
    He nods, places the cap back onto his scalp, and smiles happily. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad you girls have finally gotten with the program here. Better to learn obedience now than with whoever you end up with. Not everybody left in this world is so sweet and charming as yours truly.”  
 
    Man, this guy is a piece of crap for sure. 
 
    Cassie’s face remains rigid and stern. Her lips are taut, and eyes narrowed at the man. I think from the stare she is giving him, she has offered her thoughts on the matter. 
 
    He checks his watch, and then nods. “Shouldn’t be too much longer here before we move out. We’ve got some road ahead of us so-” 
 
    The crackle of gunfire from outside the building catches his attention. Mine as well. He pushes back from the chicken wire and looks up into the air. His eyes move from side to side as he listens. He looks bewildered, and concerned. 
 
    A radio beeps, followed by the crackle of a voice coming online. I panic. I check my waist for the radio I had taken from them earlier, but quickly remember it’s in pieces on the floor back in the warehouse where Lucas is. 
 
    “Boss man, we’ve trouble out here,” a strained voice warns. 
 
    The man rips the radio from his waist. “What trouble is that?”  
 
    “We’ve got chasers inbound, Frank. They’re coming in through the fields and the road.” 
 
    “Okay. Handle it. You’ve got guns. They don’t.” He shakes his head as he secures the radio back on his belt, and glances back to Cassie. 
 
    “Sometimes, it is hard finding good help.” 
 
    A gut-wrenching scream of pain echoes throughout the building, followed by the continuous rambling of gunfire. That definitely came from inside the building. 
 
    Frank spins about on his heels and draws a concealed pistol from inside his black coat. He cocks the weapon and holds it in the air. 
 
    His men twist around with their rifles drawn and shouldered, searching for the source of the painful screech. 
 
    “Don’t stand there, go find out what it is.” Frank shoves the others forward, getting them moving. They dash away as more gunfire ensues. His radio goes off again, the voice more frantic than the last. 
 
    “Chasers have gotten inside. They’ve—ahhh!” 
 
    “Christ,” he growls. Frank doesn’t give the girls a second thought as he sprints away. Here’s my chance. Time to move. 
 
    I emerge out from the nook I was hiding in, and make my way carefully around to the front of the enclosure. Both Cassie and Jenny spring to their feet, and rush over to greet me. I locate the makeshift entrance, and discover a padlock is secured over the latch. I take a step back, and swing the machete at the lock. It takes me a couple of tries, but I finally manage to break it free. 
 
    Cassie spurs me to hurry with her hands moving rapidly. I go for the busted lock. The incoming yowls of a chaser rush toward me. I spin on my heels, and strike the creature across the top portion of its head. The blade digs in deep and knocks it off to the side. 
 
    Staying positioned with my back to the cage to keep an eye out for anymore chasers that may be inbound, I reach back, grab the lock, and slip it free of the latch. I discard the lock to my left, and pull open the wire gate. 
 
    Cassie rushes out, throws her arms around my neck, and squeezes tightly. She whispers in my ear, “Thank you, James.” 
 
    I hug her back, feeling the warmth of her body against mine. The clatter of a chaser rounding the corner of a crate pulls me out of the moment, and hurls me into action. 
 
    I push Cassie away, and thrust the blade forward. The tip tears through the red stained throat of the chaser and emerges out through the back of its neck. It gurgles on its own blood briefly before falling to the ground.  
 
    Cassie grabs the strap of the rifle around me and pulls up. I work it over my head, and give it to her. She shoulders the weapon and trains the barrel dead ahead. 
 
    “How are we supposed to get out of here?” she asks. 
 
    I point to the other side of the building. “There’s an open window at the top of that staircase. We can climb through it, and make our way down a truck that is parked next to the building.” 
 
    Jenny sinks into Cassie, and stays glued to her backside. The cacophony of gunfire causes her to flinch and shudder. 
 
    They head in the direction I pointed. I cover our retreat. Through the chaos and madness swallowing this place whole, I wonder where Shane is. I assume he is the reason for the chasers gaining access to the building. 
 
    Cassie moves swiftly from crate to crate, staying as far over toward the wall as she can. We stop briefly, and take cover from the chasers who are lingering inside the building among the stacks of crates. One passes by us and pauses. It’s scared and bloody head tilts back as its nose tests the air. 
 
    The painful groans of a man nearby catches the creature’s attention, and sends it on its way. That was close. 
 
    “All right, move,” I say. 
 
    The girls swiftly make for the staircase with me in tow. I glance back over my shoulder to cover our getaway. Something slams into me, knocking me hard to the ground. The machete breaks free of my grip. My back collides with the edge of a crate that burrows into my spine. A faint yelp escapes my lips as I grimace in pain. 
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me,” an angered voice snarls. Through the discomfort flooding my system, I glance up through tearful eyes, and spot a figure hovering above me. He reaches down and wraps his fingers in my jacket. He yanks me off the ground and shoves me back hard into the unforgiving crates. He rams his forearm just under my chin and leans hard against my throat. “And just who the hell are you?” 
 
    The side of his neck is bleeding badly. The flesh is mangled, teeth marks indented into his skin. He’s been bitten. Serves this asshole right. 
 
    “James!” Cassie races back down the stairs with the rifle laced across her chest. 
 
    “James, huh,” Frank says angrily. He turns his attention toward Cassie. He lifts his left arm in the air and fires his pistol. He chambers off a handful of rounds that pounds my skull like a sledgehammer. Cassie quickly retreats back up the stairs. 
 
    His gun finally clips empty. He glances at it and offers it a furrowed frown. He discards the weapon without care and turns to face me. 
 
    “Leave her alone, butthead,” I sputter while trying to breathe. 
 
    He offers me a sharp gaze, and draws back his free arm to punch me. I thrust my leg up and kick him in the balls. His eyes go up, and hands drop down to his private area. He stumbles back a few feet while cupping himself.  
 
    I gasp for air. My throat aches something awful. I rub the area as I try to swallow. It hurts. 
 
    Frank points at me with an unsteady hand. “You made the biggest mistake of your life, boy. I’m going to make sure those girls suffer at the hands of the worst people I can find.” 
 
    My gaze diverts to the ground and finds the machete. I don’t dwell on what I should do next. I just act on pure instinct, and my contempt for this depraved human being. 
 
    I kneel down, and grab the handle as Frank comes for me once more. I turn, and ram the blade through his midsection. The blade slides all the way through. He looks down in disbelief. I climb back to my feet. I brace my hand against his shoulder, and push him back. The machete slips out, coated in his blood. I was willing to leave without killing him, but he forced my hand. 
 
    His hands cradle his bleeding gut. He stumbles backward past the crates. Rapacious fingers grab the scruff of his coat from behind, and throw him onto the ground. 
 
    Frank screams and yells, fighting the voracious demon with every bit of energy he can muster. His legs kick in the air, arms swinging wildly as the unyielding chaser drops onto him none the less.  
 
    The creature forces its hands inside the wound in Frank’s stomach. Another arrives, then another to join in on the feast. I slip away from the gathering mass of dead and head for the stairs.  
 
    My legs are a bit wobbly from the skirmish. My back hurts, and my head is in a daze. Still, I maintain my hasty retreat through the crates and up the stairs. Cassie comes down, throws my arm over her shoulder. We step over a chaser that lies face down on the stairs before us. She aides me up the remaining steps toward the window.   
 
    “Are you ok?” she inquires. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. A little banged up but otherwise good.” 
 
    “Sorry I couldn’t help out. Had to deal with that chaser on the steps.” 
 
    Jenny is at the top, crouched down, and watching as she motions with her hands for us to move faster. 
 
    The gunfire slowly ebbs to nothing more than sporadic crackles that pop off intermittently. The insatiable grunts of feeding chasers below loom in the air. An occasional scream of agony breaks the silence. 
 
    We hit the landing, and make our way to the window. I remove my arm from around Cassie’s shoulder, and lean against the small piece of brick wall between the two sets of windows.  
 
    Cassie rests the palms of her hands on the window. She peers at the truck, then reaches out her hand to Jenny. “Come on. You go first.” 
 
    Jenny takes her hand, and approaches the opened window. She leans forward slightly and cranes her neck toward the outside as she looks at the truck. The grunting and feasting creatures below offer ample incentive for her to get moving.  
 
    She carefully steps up on the metal frame and leaps across the gap to the truck’s roof. Cassie tosses the rifle over her shoulders and secures it in place. She makes her way up on the frame, and immediately disappears from sight. The sound of her landing on the truck’s roof a second later indicates that she is safe. 
 
    “James, come on,” she calls out. 
 
    I push away from the wall, and face toward the window. I step up and out over to the truck. Cassie moves to her right, allowing me enough space to safely step onto the truck. 
 
    My balance is still a bit off, so she grabs my arm and holds tight. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asks with concern in her voice. 
 
    “My back hurts, and I’m a bit rattled, but I’ll be fine.” I wince. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    “Jenny?” Shane calls out from the ground by the driver’s side door. 
 
    Her face lights up. A smile of relief and joy overtake her to the point where she starts crying again. She carefully makes her way down the side of the truck to her brother’s open arms. 
 
    Shane embraces her and holds her tight. Watching the two of them warms my heart, and makes me yearn for the moment when I can embrace Cindy in such a manner.  
 
    Cassie climbs down the side of the truck, followed by me. She removes the rifle from around her and holds it tight. Shane releases his sister and glances over at me. “Did you see Donny in there by chance?” 
 
    Jenny shakes her head. “Did he come after me?” 
 
    Shane nods. “He did. I hung back with Mom and Grandpa while he came after you.” 
 
    Both Shane and Jenny finally cut their attention over to me. A hopeful gleam rests in their eyes. I lower my head, and shake it subtly. “I saw no sign of him, and whoever these people were, made no mention of having anyone else held against their will. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Shane fights back the tears as he grabs his sister tighter. I wish I could’ve found him as well.  
 
    Cassie turns and shoulders the automatic rifle. She pops off a single round that connects with an incoming chaser. Its head snaps back, and a red mist blossoms in the air. 
 
    More yowls from chasers creep closer to us. With discharging that weapon, they will surely come to investigate. 
 
    We make a mad dash for the field, and vanish within the overgrown verdure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    The walk back to Lucas and the others is uneventful. We keep to the alleyways and tight spaces that the town offers, just in case any of the group’s men survived the chasers’ siege. 
 
    Nothing but the rustling of weeds and the wind whipping about fills our ears. The occasional grunts and growls from chasers ambling up and down the streets catch our attention, and halt our movement. 
 
    Shane and Jenny have been in a tight embrace ever since we fled her captors. They haven’t said much to one another. It’s just been more of being in the moment with each other. Happy to be reunited once more. 
 
    “So, why didn’t Lucas and Duke come with you?” Cassie inquires. “Did something happen to them?” 
 
    I nod. “They’re both still alive, and not too severely injured.” 
 
    A worried look washes over Cassie’s face. “What exactly happened?” 
 
    “The people that took you opened fire on us. Lucas got tagged in the shoulder. We were forced to flee and came across Shane and his mother and grandfather. They brought us in and patched up Lucas. He was beyond out of it and needed to rest, so I let him be and made Duke stay with him. Glad I did too. It would’ve been too dangerous for Duke to come considering what all I had to do just to get inside the building.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad that the three of you are safe.” Cassie gives me a half smile. “I’d hate to have to kick your butt for dying or anything like that.” She elbows me in the side. 
 
    Although Cassie is smiling, and seemingly in good spirits, I can’t help but feel horrible about letting those bastards take her. Once more, I have let down those that I care about. I should’ve done more. In the end, I am beyond thankful that she wasn’t hurt.    
 
    I half smile back, then lower my head as if ashamed. 
 
    She touches my shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    My head remains lowered. “I’m sorry we couldn’t stop them from taking you. I feel horrible about the whole situation. We don’t know what we would’ve done if we had lost you.” 
 
    Cassie’s smile remains. “It’s ok, James. The only thing that matters now is that we’re all back together again.” 
 
    I lift my head, and half smile at her. I still feel horrible, but glad we have gotten that out of the way. My guilt of it all was eating me alive. 
 
    Duke bolts out from around the corner of the building that Lucas and Shane’s family is hiding in. His long pink tongue dangles from the left side of his snout as he races toward us. A yelp escapes Jenny’s mouth. She scrambles out of the way as he darts right past her. 
 
    I drop to my knees, and hold out my arms. “There’s my good boy.” 
 
    Duke smiles from ear to ear. He’s super happy to see us. He slows his pace and jumps up on me, nearly knocking me down to the pavement. He goes for my face, licking any part that he can find. 
 
    “Oh, Duke. I’m so happy to see you.” Cassie rubs his head and hugs his neck. He steps off me and jumps up to Cassie as she continues to love on him. I sit up and get my feet under me.  
 
    “I think he’s happy to see us,” I say. My fingers race down his back as he stares up at us. 
 
    “I think that’s an understatement for sure.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a figure coming out from the shadows of the structure. It’s Beverly. 
 
    She pauses at the sight of Shane and Jenny. Her furrowed frown and pensive stare quickly subside at the sight of her kids. Her lips quiver and eyes glass over.  
 
    Jenny breaks loose from Shane and dashes over to her mom. They hug one another, crying and sobbing. Beverly reaches out and motions for Shane to come to them. He hurries over and embraces them both. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go check on Lucas,” I say. 
 
    We head toward the trio. They break apart and go inside. We follow close behind, making our way up the stairs to the space where I left Lucas. 
 
    Beverly and her kids walk in first, followed by me, then Cassie. Lucas stands near the window that faces the street. He’s favoring his arm, but otherwise looks to be in semi-good spirits. As in, there isn’t an angered expression smeared on his face. 
 
    Cassie rushes over to him. She carefully gives him a hug and releases him. She examines his wound, leaning forward and staring at the bloody shirt. 
 
    “Oh no. Does it hurt much?” she asks worriedly. 
 
    “It’s not too bad now. Beverly found some pain killers in one of their packs. Gave me and her dad some.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad you’re ok.” 
 
    Lucas gives her another hug. “I’m glad you’re ok as well. We were worried about you.” 
 
    Cassie turns to the side and looks over to me. “James and Shane saved mine and his sister’s lives. If they wouldn’t have found us, there is no telling what would’ve happened.” 
 
    “We’re just glad you’re safe. That is all that matters,” Lucas retorts. 
 
    Cassie steps away and heads over to Beverly and the others. Lucas narrows his eyes at me. Wrinkles form in his brow as his lips purse. I figured he’d be pissed. It’ll be something that he’ll need to get over, though.  
 
    “Just let me say that I know you’re probably pissed-” 
 
    Lucas takes two gigantic steps and grabs me. He pulls me in and holds me tight. Not what I was expecting. He squeezes hard, which forces a grunt from my lips. 
 
    “That was an extremely reckless and stupid thing you did, James,” he bluntly says. “You could’ve got yourself or Shane killed.” 
 
    I go to respond, but Lucas continues. 
 
    “But it was also a brave and courageous act.” He finally releases me and takes a step back. He offers an approving smile, similar to what Dad used to do when he was proud of me. 
 
    A bit confused, I lift my right brow. Don’t get me wrong, I’m pleased with how this is going.  
 
    “Thanks, Lucas.” I lean forward, and gaze at his wound. “I’m surprised to see you up and about. I thought for sure you’d be dead to the world for a while.” 
 
    Lucas glances down to the wound briefly before looking back at me. “Yeah. I had a hard time getting comfortable. Beverly informed me that you, and apparently her son, had left. I couldn’t go back to sleep after that. I got maybe thirty minutes to an hour of sleep. The pain meds are really helping, though. Besides, this isn’t the worst injury I’ve ever had. I think I was more tired than anything.” 
 
    “I’m just glad to see you’re doing better.” 
 
    Beverly approaches me from behind. I step to the left, and stand next to Lucas. She offers me a warming smile, grabs my shoulders, and pulls me close to her. She hugs me tight. “Thank you, James, for bringing my daughter back to me.” She lets me go and steps back. 
 
    “I’m glad we found them. I’m sorry we couldn’t locate your other son,” I say. 
 
    She nods, her eyes glassy, probably from being happy and sad at the same time. “We’re not giving up hope. He still might be out there.” 
 
    That is true, however doubtful it may be, Donny could still be alive. “I hope you’re able to find him.” 
 
    Beverly glances back toward her father on the floor. He doesn’t look any better. His skin is overly pale and flushed. His chest barely moves as he breathes. 
 
    “I think we’re going to figure out our next move here, and search for him. I think my father is getting close to passing. I have done all I can for him. It’s just a matter of time now.” Beverly’s lips quiver from the words, but she keeps her composure. I envy her strength. I am grateful to have met these people. I just wish it could’ve been under better circumstances. 
 
    She excuses herself, and heads back over to her kids who are knelt down next to their grandfather. Both Lucas and I stand there silently, looking down upon them. Duke comes over and sits down in front of me as Cassie approaches us. 
 
    “You know, James, you are one brave kid.” Lucas pats me on the top of my left shoulder.  
 
    I simply nod. I wasn’t doing it to feel brave or whatever. I just didn’t want anything to happen to Cassie.  
 
    Like him, I consider us a family, and if Dad taught me anything, it is that you protect your own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    We gather up what small amount of gear we had with us, which isn’t much, and head out. Beverly and her family wish us the best with our journey. We do the same with them. 
 
    We leave the building, and head for the gas station to see if using the Humvee is still an option. I’m really hoping that those people didn’t mess it up. 
 
    Cassie takes point, and I bring up the rear with Duke and Lucas sandwiched in the middle. We backtrack the way we came through earlier, and come across the crashed truck. Lucky us, the gas cans are still there. I check both, tilting them from side to side. One is mostly full while the other is less than half, maybe. Between the two, we should hopefully be good.  
 
    I hand Lucas the machete, and grab both of the bulky containers. They’re stout, but I think I can manage. 
 
    “Do you need some help with that?” Lucas offers. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m good. Let’s just hurry up, and get over to the Humvee. I want to put as much distance between us and this town as we can.” 
 
    Cassie and Duke go ahead of us and check out the Humvee. I waddle across the street with the gas cans dangling from each hand. Their bottoms scrape along the pavement. My fingers on my right hand turn a whitish red as they fight to keep their grip on the mostly full container. My arm burns and aches, but I hold firm. I approach the driver’s side of the Humvee, and drop the cans. They hit the ground with a dense thud. The fuel contained in both sloshes about. I shake both hands, trying to relieve the burning festering in them. The right is worse. 
 
    Lucas heads toward the back and pops the rear hatch. Cassie opens the door near me, allowing Duke to poke his head out and lick me. 
 
    “Everything looks fine,” Cassie informs. 
 
    Thank goodness. 
 
    Lucas retrieves a funnel from the back, removes the cap, and slips the narrow yellow end into the fuel tank. I grab the can that isn’t as full, and pick it up. I lift the opening in the air, and tilt the end toward the large mouth of the filter. 
 
    My arms tremble from the weight, but I hold position. The fuel pours out into the funnel. A little bit splashes over the edges and drips down the side of the truck’s exterior. I try not to breathe in the fumes by turning my head to the left. 
 
    I empty the container of its contents. I retrieve the heavier of the two, and lift it up. This one takes a bit more strength and concentration to pour in. Lucas aides me as best he can with his good arm. Together, we get the container fixed at an angle that allows the diesel to gush out into the funnel. After a few moments of inhaling the fumes, and fighting the urge to move away, Lucas cuts it off. 
 
    “That should be good.” 
 
    Relieved, I lower the can to the ground. I secure the lid over the spout as Lucas places the gas cap onto the Humvee and twists it tight. It clicks three times, indicating that it’s in place. He closes the hatch and turns toward the back end. 
 
    “Bring that back here, and we’ll secure it in its holder. Might come in handy later.” 
 
    I screw the cap on the other can, and haul them to the rear of the Humvee. We place them in their holders, and latch them down. Lucas heads for the driver’s side. 
 
    “Are you good to drive?” I ask. 
 
    He glances at his shoulder and nods. “Yeah. I’ll be fine. It isn’t too much farther to Yreka. Maybe a couple of hours, barring any mishaps along the way.” 
 
    “That’s a big if,” I say. There seems to have been nothing but mishaps for as long as I can remember. 
 
    Lucas half smiles from my response. He tilts his head toward the vehicle. “Come on. Get in.” 
 
    We load up into the Humvee, and secure ourselves in the seats. I place the machete on the floorboard off to my left. It is still caked with blood. Cleaning off the evidence of what I had to do has been the least of my concerns. I try not to stare at it, and remember all that has transpired since I’ve gotten it. It’s a tool. A means to an end. 
 
    Lucas fires up the engine. It grumbles at first, but quickly comes to life. We smile, low joyous mutters escaping our lips. Lucas puts the Humvee into drive and gets us on our way. We hit the highway shortly thereafter, and make for Yreka. 
 
    I settle in the seat, and allow my body to finally relax. The days, who am I kidding, the past few months has been nothing short of a continuous nightmare that has been near to impossible to awake from. The thought of actually finding Cindy alive, and hopefully well, seems at times like a fool’s errand.  
 
    Despite any negative thoughts that continue to fester inside my brain, I maintain the idea that she will be in Yreka and will be ok. I know Scott said that she had been infected, but hadn’t turned. I pray that is still the case. 
 
    The road to Yreka is mostly free and clear of any cars. I’m happy that the sun is still out and shining bright. My mood feels slightly better with the sun’s warm glow coming in through the window. The darkness and gloom that has shadowed us for what feels like an eternity, has kept me shackled to my sadness and despair.  
 
    Mile after mile quickly ticks down, and the realization that I might be holding my sister soon brings a glimmer of hope to my soul, and a smile to my face. 
 
    The next hour and a half fades away with no interruptions to our journey. The infected have been sparse, with only a few pockets that had the creatures ambling along the sides of the road in the tall grass. They’d reach out their hands, and try to stop us, but were too slow to do so. Plus, I don’t think they’d be a good match against a vehicle such as this. Steel trumps flesh and bone one hundred percent of the time. Unless they all got in the road, then that might be a different story. 
 
    I lift my waist up off the seat, and remove the waded-up map from my back pocket. I unfold the creased and crumpled paper, and smooth it out on my legs. I locate Yreka. I don’t see any detail that shows on the map where exactly in Yreka this research hospital is located. I bring the map closer for a better look, and scrutinize every part of the city with the hopes that I may find something of use. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I sigh subtly, but loud enough to snare Lucas’s attention. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” A hint of pain that lingers on every word Lucas speaks.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?” I inquire. “Sounds like those pain meds are wearing off.” 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. He tries to remain strong, but the pain residing on his face tells the story that he doesn’t want to. “I’ll be all right until we stop. I have a couple of doses left, so I’m trying to use them sparingly. It’s manageable right now. So, what’s the deal?” 
 
    I point at the red circle that is around Yreka, then glance back over to him. “I know Scott said that the military took her to a research center-” 
 
    “I believe he said hospital,” Cassie quickly corrects. 
 
    “Hospital, whatever, but I can’t locate any such thing on this map. It’s just frustrating is all. To be so close, and not know where to go is aggravating.” 
 
    Cassie leans forward from the back seat and points out through the front windshield. 
 
    “Guess we don’t have to wait any longer.” 
 
    There it is in big bold red letters. 
 
    WELCOME TO YREKA 
 
    “THE GOLDEN CITY” 
 
    A hodge podge of other signs are clustered about at the bottom. 
 
    Perfect. I’m elated to be here, but also a bit worried that we won’t be able to find this place. I’m doubtful that the military is going to have signs like they did near Portland informing civilians where they are. They may not want a bunch of people in the way of whatever it is they’re doing. 
 
    “Short of just driving around, and burning fuel that we just don’t have, with the hopes that we may get lucky, is there anything else we can possibly do to try and track down this place?” My tone is a bit snarky. I’m feeling the stress of being this close and yet so far away. 
 
    I glance back to Cassie, who’s finger taps against her pink lips. She shrugs. My eyes cut over to Duke. I’m desperate here. He leans forward and tries to lick my face. Thanks, dude. 
 
    “What about the radio?” Lucas suggests. 
 
    “I broke it back at the warehouse that we were holed up in. I don’t think it’ll do us much good.” 
 
    Lucas shakes his head. “Not that one. The one in front of you and off to the left on the dash. We may be able to thumb through the channels, and find one that the military might be using. It’s worth a shot at least.” 
 
    Might as well. 
 
    I retrieve the handset from the dash, and place it against my ear. Staring at the array of buttons, I’m lost as to what to switch on and adjust. After a few seconds of mulling it over, I start to tweak buttons until I find something that sounds like I’m making some headway. The panel lights up with a multitude of lights. 
 
    Knob after knob I twist and adjust until I get the hint of a voice breaking in over the garbled hiss of static.  
 
    I go to speak into the receiver, and freeze. “What do I say?” 
 
    Cassie offers a thought. “If they’re a research hospital, I’d imagine they might be treating some wounded in conjunction with any infected. We could put out a distress call since Lucas is injured. He probably needs to be properly looked at anyway.” 
 
    I press on the handset, and speak to whoever will listen. “If anyone is listening, we are in need of medical attention. We have an injured person in our party that has been shot. He is in pain, and we need assistance. Please, if anyone is out there, let us know, over.” 
 
    My finger releases the button. The crackle of static fills the silent cab of the Humvee. The longest minute of my life ticks by like molasses. Are they going to respond to an unfamiliar voice considering the state of things? More so, is anyone even there to receive our distress call? I decide to give it another try regardless. I lift the radio to my lips. 
 
    “This is a secured military channel that is not to be used by civilians. Cease any further use of this line immediately,” a stern and deep voice barks. 
 
    The line goes silent. 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    I haven’t come this far and trudged through so much death to be turned away by some stern sounding military grunt. 
 
    With the receiver still clutched in my hand, I open my mouth. Lucas shushes me. 
 
    “Why did you just shush me?” I ask bewildered. 
 
    “Listen.” 
 
    Through the humming of the tires grinding over the pavement, I hear the subtle thumping of something close by. What is that? I continue listening as it grows louder and louder. It becomes more defined with each moment that goes by. 
 
    “Is that a helicopter or something?” I inquire puzzled. 
 
    Lucas nods. “I think it is.” 
 
    The helicopter’s blades whir tirelessly close by. A few seconds later, the airborne chopper buzzes overhead. Its blades beat the air above us as I look out my window. It seems to be flying low.  
 
    Lucas hunches down while trying to keep his eyes on the road. The nimble aircraft maneuvers toward a large building. “That’s a military chopper. I’d bet my bottom dollar that’s where they’re located.” 
 
    “Does that mean you think they’re there?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucas says. “It’s an old saying. Means I’m pretty certain.” 
 
    Up ahead a wide paved road looks to lead toward the building that the chopper just landed on.  
 
    I point out the road with my hand. “There.” 
 
    Lucas hangs a right and heads down the road. We dodge a handful of abandoned cars that are riddled with bullet holes and missing windows. Countless bodies lay motionless in the dirt and grass to either side of us.  
 
    We slow down and drive around the cars with care. As we push closer toward the massive structure, I notice a large roadblock up ahead. Concrete barriers and vehicles have been positioned in a circle that encompasses the outermost perimeter of the hospital’s grounds. A handful of military guards train their weapons in our direction from the safety of the dense blockade.  
 
    Lucas approaches with caution.  
 
    The radio clicks back on and the voice from earlier breaks in over the static. “Discontinue your current heading and turn around, or we will be forced to open fire.” 
 
    Lucas comes to a halt. We’re close enough now that I can see the armed military men taking cover behind the barricade.  
 
    “Listen, my sister was supposedly brought to this facility from the safe zone in Portland that got overrun with chasers. Her name is Cindy, and I’m desperately trying to find her. She’s all the family I have left. If she is in there, I beg of you to please let us through. We have been through hell and back to make it this far, and I’m not turning around now.” 
 
    The radio falls silent once more. I fear I have either pissed them off royally, and they’re giving the order to riddle us with hot lead, or their digesting my plea for their help. 
 
    A few more moments pass by in silence. Then a different voice comes through over the radio. It’s much older and gruff, but the stern undertone remains. “Head to the lower level parking garage. Section C. Jacobson will be waiting for you, and will take you to your sister.” 
 
    The radio goes silent. I sit there, almost in a daze as I’m overcome with a sense of joy that Cindy is actually here. A smile breaks across my face, and I shed a tear of joy from the good news. 
 
    The guards in front of us start to move one of the vehicles out of the way, and wave at us to proceed. 
 
    In that moment, all of the pain that I have endured over the past couple of months seems to release from my shoulders. The blackness that consumes my heart lessens. Perhaps this is the turning point for me. To rid myself of the guilt, and to finally feel something more than rage and anger. 
 
    Although I am afraid for Cindy, and the affliction of the virus that has taken hold of her, I am still relieved to finally be with her, and to tell her how much I have missed her. 
 
    Don’t worry, sis, big brother is almost here. 
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    The past three months has been an amazing time for me. The Dead State Series has been doing stupendous. The reactions from readers has warmed my heart and made me so happy. For those who have finished the first two installments, I hope you have thoroughly enjoyed accompanying James and Duke through their undead world with the hopes of finding a better tomorrow. I also hope that you’ve had a chance to check out Catalyst to find out how the end of everything kicked off. 
 
    Even with all of the excitement happening in the writing world, June was also a great month because of another reason.  
 
    My son loves ships.  
 
    He has always talked about the Titanic and large ships in general. He would sit on his floor in his room and watch YouTube videos all day about various ships and such. 
 
    Well, last year, I made the decision to doing something amazing for him, and me as well. I booked us a cruise. He about died when I told him. Lol. He was so excited. His face lit up so bright. It made me feel so good to see him so happy. 
 
    We set sail a few weeks ago and cruised about the Gulf of Mexico. The weather was hot and humid, but the experience and memories we made and shared was the best part of everything. 
 
    His favorite part of the entire trip was the meals on the ship. Royal Caribbean sure pulled out all of the stops when it came to eating. We ate so much delicious food that my son was in heaven for a week. Lol I don’t think I had ever seen him happier that I did on that cruise. 
 
    Below is a photo of us enjoying ourselves during one of our feasts!    
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    Besides the food, he loved visiting another country and being able to tell his friends what all he did for his summer vacation. In the end, seeing him happy is what made the trip amazing for me. 
 
    One thing that I did find myself doing, was thinking about what it would be like to be in the middle of the ocean on a cruise ship and have a zombie outbreak happen. Just because I was on vacation, doesn’t mean I wasn’t still on the lookout for possible book ideas. 
 
    Well, that’s it for now. Thanks once again for reading my author notes and the Dead State series.  
 
    Until next time. 
 
    Stay safe… 
 
    … and watch your six.
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    Outside of the fantastical world of sci-fi, Derek serves as the Vice President at Woodforest National Bank. During his free time, he enjoys reading, exercising, and watching apocalyptic movies and TV shows like Mad Max and The Walking Dead. Above all, he is a family man who cherishes nothing more than quality time spent with his loved ones.  
 
    To find out more about Derek Shupert and his forthcoming publications, visit his official website at www.derekshupert.com. 
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