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  Chapter 1

  
  




Her feet pounded a harsh beat on the pavement, and sweat poured down her face, soaking her hair and t-shirt. Her lungs burned like they’d been dipped in a vat of acid, each breath more agonizing than the last. 

Chas glanced over her shoulder. 

The zombies were gaining on her.

Faster, go faster!

She pumped her arms and legs, ignoring the fatigue that threatened to sap the last of her strength. Her backpack, filled with guns and ammo, dug deep trenches into her shoulder muscles. It slowed her down, but she couldn’t give up. She refused to surrender her precious cargo. Through tight lips, she wheezed the mantra Alvarez had taught her during their training weeks before. “Pain is your friend. It means you’re still alive. Pain is your friend.”

Chas rounded the corner of a building, and her boots skidded on a loose patch of gravel. She almost fell, cutting her palms on the rough brick exterior of the wall next to her. Regaining her balance, she plunged ahead, aware that she’d lost even more ground. 

Not far ahead, waited her group, gathered in the center of an open parking lot. They were loitering around the supply trucks, loading their finds for the day. Their demeanor was casual, and she spotted them talking and laughing, tossing around jokes and banter like nothing was wrong. 

Oblivious to the danger heading their way. 

Unaware of the horde of zombies on Chas’ heels. 

Zombies she’d led straight to them.

Chas sucked in a deep breath and shouted as loudly as she could. “Get in the truck! Get in!”

A few heads turned her way.

Inquiring.

Quizzical.

Chas waved her arms above her head. “Zombies! Get in the truck.”

Behind her, the first of the infected sprinted around the corner of the building. Its snarls were loud in the quiet afternoon air and echoed all around her. More followed the first, adding their growls to the melody until it formed a symphony of terror. They spilled into the street like maggots, running after her with every ounce of single-minded determination they possessed. 

Alarm rippled through the group waiting for Chas, and they milled about like ants, loading the last supplies. They finished long before she reached them and scrambled for safety inside the cabs.

Vanessa and Dean jumped onto the back of the nearest truck. Its sides had been reinforced with a steel frame to keep the occupants safe, and they both knelt down with their hands outstretched to Chas.

“Come on, Chas. Run!” Vanessa shouted.

“What do you think I’m doing?” Chas huffed but decided to save her breath when a look over her shoulder showed her how close to death she really was. The zombies were mere feet away, so close she could smell their rotten stench. “Oh, man.”

The truck with her friends in it started its engine, and the exhaust puffed out a cloud of white smoke. Horror filled Chas at the thought of being left behind, and she poured the last of her energy into closing the gap. Just before she reached them, the truck began moving. “Wait for me!”

Chas pushed her body to the limits and reached out both hands to the waiting Dean and Vanessa. Their fingertips touched, but the vehicle was speeding up, and she was sure she’d never make it. 

At the last second, Dean held onto the steel frame, leaned forward, and grabbed her hand. “Jump!”

Chas pushed off, and Dean hauled her to safety with moments to spare. He slammed shut the back gate and locked it in place before turning to her with his signature goofy grin. “That was close.”

Chas shot him a look between tendrils of sweaty hair, gasping for breath. “You’re telling me.”

Vanessa punched her on the shoulder. “Where were you? We’ve been waiting for you for over an hour, and then you show up with a horde of zombies on your heels. What were you thinking?”

Chas sucked in a few lungfuls of oxygen, splayed out on her back like a starfish. She shifted upright and shrugged off her bulky backpack. “I know, and I’m sorry, but look what I found.”

She showed them her bounty of guns and ammo, earning admiring looks from Dean. Vanessa was not so easily mollified. “That still doesn’t excuse you going off on your own. You know the rules. When Grumps hears of this, you’ll be in for a world of trouble.”

Chas sobered at the words, her grin falling away. “Grumps doesn’t need to know, does he?”

Vanessa folded her arms across her chest. “Yes, he does.”

“Are you going to tell him?” Chas asked, faking a wounded expression. 

Vanessa shook her head. “No, but I don’t have to. Who do you think is driving this truck?”

Chas craned her head to look through the back window into the cab and blanched. “Lieutenant Stokes.”

“Did you really think he wouldn’t notice you were gone? That man has got the eyes of a hawk,” Vanessa said. 

Chas groaned and slumped against the side of the truck. “I was hoping he’d be too busy with other stuff to care.”

“Yeah, right. He’s a stickler for the rules. You know that. And he’ll make sure Grumps finds out about it too.”

“Ugh, kill me now,” Chas mumbled. Lieutenant Stokes wasn’t a bad guy, and she respected him for his knowledge and skill, but he was too strict for her tastes. A real drill sergeant, at times. Plus, he had no trouble dealing out punishment for misbehavior either. “No supper for me tonight.”

Dean laughed. “I think you just like getting into trouble.”

She scoffed. “I do not.”

Vanessa regarded her with a frown. “Just keep one thing in mind, Chas. If you keep flouting his authority, he’ll ban you from these runs altogether. He might even stop you from taking part in the coming battle.”

Chas paled at the thought. Vanessa was referring to the rescue of the safe zone and its survivors. Her mom, Lala, everyone.  It was set to happen as soon as they heard back from Alvarez and Julia. Hopefully, soon. In the meantime, Grumps was sending out groups to look for supplies. Food, medicine, guns, and ammo. “He wouldn’t dare.”

“He would. Besides, you’re still injured, Chas. Shouldn’t you be taking it easy? It’s only been a week,” Vanessa said. “You were in a car crash, for goodness sake.”

Chas shrugged. “It wasn’t that bad. A few cuts and bruises. My leg feels fine too. The coyote bite healed nicely.”

It was a lie, of course. Her leg still ached at times, and Chas knew she was pushing her body to the limits. She just couldn’t stand the thought of sitting around doing nothing all day. Not when everyone else was out saving the world.

“Chas, please,” Vanessa said with a sigh.

“Fine, fine. I’ll do what Lieutenant Stokes says and play nice from now on. Happy?” Chas said.

“That depends on whether you stick to it,” Vanessa said.

“How come you’re lecturing me when you’re the queen of rebelliousness?” Chas asked.

“That was then, Chas. This is now. Our families depend on us. Humanity depends on us. It’s not just about you or me anymore,” Vanessa answered with a sharp note in her voice.

Chas didn’t answer straight away, but she knew her friend was right. She was being selfish by looking for adventure when more pressing matters were at hand. “I’m sorry, okay? I promise I’ll behave. You know I want to save the camp as much as you do.”

“I know, I just think your thirst for action is getting the best of you,” Vanessa said. 

Chas didn’t reply, leaning back with her eyes closed instead. It was true. She loved the rush of adrenalin through her veins. The highs, and even the lows. It made her feel alive. Different from the innocent little kid she used to be. The one who got excited by Ferris wheels and cotton candy. She’d come a long way since then, and she was no longer the same person.

Her thoughts flew to Julia, Sanchez, and Alvarez. She wondered where they were and what they were doing. Had they found Major Brown and his nephew? Had they reached Washington and secured help for the camp? So much depended on them, but even more, they were her friends, and she was worried about them.

“I wonder how Alvarez and the others are doing?” Dean asked, echoing Chas’ thoughts.

“Yeah, me too,” Vanessa said.

“I just hope they’re safe,” Chas added.

“We’re all worried. We need them,” Vanessa said with a grim expression. “If they can’t find help, we don’t stand a chance.”








  
  
  Chapter 2 - Julia

  
  




“Where did they all come from?” Julia cried over the constant fire from Sanchez’ rifle. She added her own shots to the fray, concentrating on saving her ammunition and getting only headshots. It was a lot harder than it looked. The infected were running toward them at full speed, and their heads were the size of grapefruit bobbing on stormy waters at this distance.

“I don’t know, but we’d better get moving fast, or we’re all zombie chow,” Sanchez replied, dropping three more infected with swift precision. They’d taken up their positions at the back of their vehicle facing in the direction they’d come. From down the road, a massive crowd of zombies was sprinting their way, desperate for food.

Julia marveled at Sanchez’ marksmanship before looking over her shoulder. “How’s that wheel coming along, Alvarez?”

Their tire had popped when they hit a shard of metal, leaving them stranded in the middle of the road. It wouldn’t have been an issue if they weren’t being chased by a horde of infected.

Alvarez’ grunt was followed by a muffled reply, lost beneath the barrage of noise. 

“What?” Julia shouted.

His disgruntled face popped into view for a brief second, smeared with oil. “Two minutes, that’s all I need. Two minutes.”

Julia aimed at a runner, squeezed the trigger and swore when she missed. “We don’t have two more minutes.”

“Make it happen, okay?” he shouted back. “Just make it happen.”

Julia closed her eyes for a brief second as she tried to think of a plan. Two minutes. That was all Alvarez needed. An idea jumped to mind, and she slung her rifle across her back and reached into the back of the cab for a canvas bag. “Hold them off, Sanchez.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Sanchez said with a lopsided grin, as cool as a cucumber even under extreme duress.

Julia shook her head as she ran straight toward the oncoming horde. Nothing ever seemed to bother Sanchez. Nothing. “If I get out of this alive, I swear, I’ll find out what that woman is scared of. We all have fears, even if it’s just one, and she’s no exception.”

With that vow made, Julia reached the back of an abandoned school bus and clambered onto the roof. She reached into her bag and pulled out a flare. Moving fast, she removed the end and ignited the flare by striking it against the rough part of the cap.

It burst to life, shooting molten bits of material into the wind. One smoldering piece landed on her exposed forearm. She yelped as it burned into her skin and dropped the flare. It rolled toward the edge of the roof, and she scrambled after it in a mad dash before it got lost. Her fingers closed around it just as it tumbled off into the air. “Gotcha!”

Julia lifted the flare high into the air and screamed at the oncoming horde. “Over here, you rotters. Come and get me!”

Drawn by the light and her screams, their attention shifted to the bus. They flowed around it like water breaking around a rock. The roof she stood on shook beneath her feet as they clamored for her flesh, their gaping mouths eager to dig in.

Julia cursed as she tried to steady herself on the rocking surface, hoping she hadn’t made the worst mistake of her life. She tossed the flare into their midst and lit another. “Stay with me. Stay.”

The zombies obeyed, focusing on her with single-minded intensity. This granted Alvarez and Sanchez a brief reprieve, but Julia’s position was worsening fast. Two of the undead had clambered onto the nose of the bus and were crawling towards her onto the roof. She threw the second flare at them, and the front zombie’s hair caught alight. It went up in a ball of flame that burned brightly against the sky. 

Grabbing the rifle from her back, Julia took aim and shot the first zombie between the eyes. The second followed soon after, dropping to the ground to disappear into the throng. More were climbing up, however, following in their brethren’s footsteps. “A little help over here, please!”

Sanchez responded by taking out two more infected, and seconds later, Alvarez was racing toward the back carrying the jack and tire iron he’d used to change the burst wheel. He tossed the stuff into the back and slammed the door shut. “Get in, Sanchez. Hurry!”

Sanchez ran toward the passenger side while Alvarez took the driver seat. He paused and shouted a quick command. “Get ready, Julia. You’ll have to jump.”

“Got it,” Julia replied, getting ready to make her escape.

A few of the zombies that surrounded her had noticed Alvarez and Sanchez. In a steady trickle, they began moving toward them. Julia wasn’t too worried, however. Their double-cab truck was more than capable of handling a few zombies with its fat tires, reinforced grill, and high clearance.

Alvarez ignited the engine with a roar and slammed it into reverse. The truck bounced toward her across the uneven ground, smashing into several zombies along the way. They crunched beneath its wheels in a nauseating display of gore, and blood spattered the tar. It stopped several feet away from the bus, unable to get any closer due to a car wreck wedged between it and the bus.

Julia eyed the gap with trepidation, her heart banging in her throat. Beneath her feet, the undead rasped their hunger through decaying throats. Behind her, more were crawling onto the hood of the bus, drawing closer by the second. 

I’d better not fall. If I do… Julia couldn’t finish the thought.

“Come on! You can make it,” Sanchez screamed with half her body hanging out of her open window. She quickly ducked back inside when several infected lunged for her, but it was enough to get Julia moving.

She took a few steps back, ran forward, and launched herself across the gap. For a breathless second, she thought she wouldn’t make it, dangling in the air like a delicious titbit for the undead horde to feast on. She landed on the edge of the truck’s roof, her left leg dangling below. 

Julia screamed when a zombie grabbed her foot and pulled. She scrabbled at the smooth metal looking for something to hold on to while her other foot kicked out into thin air. Panic set in as she slid lower…and lower.

One inch.

Two inches.

Three.

Suddenly, her free leg connected with something solid, and she managed to launch herself upward with a strong kick. The fingers clutching her boot fell away, and she was free as Alvarez drove off, putting distance between them and the horde.

A few miles further, he pulled over, and she climbed into the backseat with a grunt of relief. “Man, that was close.”

“Too close,” Alvarez agreed.

“Yeah, this whole trip has been nothing but a disaster. It’s been a week, and we’re nowhere near Washington,” Julia said, reaching for a bottle of water and disinfectant.

“Cheer up,” Sanchez said. “It could be worse.”

“How? First, the truck broke down, then we had to take a huge detour because of the blocked highway, and now the tire burst. What more could go wrong?” Julia asked.

“Easy. We could be dead already,” Sanchez said with a perfectly straight face. 

Julia sighed. “I know, but I’m worried about all the people in the safe zone. The barricade won’t last forever, and neither will their food.”

“Have faith, chica. Everything will be fine,” Sanchez said.

“I hope you’re right, Sanchez,” Julia said as she lay back in her seat, thinking of Chas and her friends. “I really hope so.”
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When they got back to the base, Chas climbed out of the truck with supreme reluctance. Not even the guns she’d found would be enough to mollify Lieutenant Stokes, and she knew it. Dean and Vanessa threw her sympathetic looks before running off, leaving her to face the music alone. 

“Some friends they are,” she muttered, though she couldn’t blame them. She’d do the same if she were in their shoes. Lieutenant Stokes was a force to be reckoned with, her grandfather’s right-hand man, and in overall command of both the supply runs and their fighting forces.

Dragging her feet, she walked over to the waiting Stokes, and his expression was every bit as thunderous as she’d imagined it would be. “I’m glad to see you decided to grace us with your presence, Chasity.”

“It’s Chas,” she replied, hating the sound of her full name on his lips. “And I almost didn’t make it, thanks to you.”

He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You put the entire mission at risk when you decided to go off on your own. You can be grateful I didn’t leave your butt behind to become zombie chow.”

Chas bristled and opened her mouth, but Vanessa’s stern warnings jumped to mind, and she closed her lips again. Instead, she stared at her boots, focusing on the bits of mud that clung to the worn toes.

Lieutenant Stokes sighed. “Chas, I don’t want to be the bad guy here. God knows, I respect your grandfather too much for that. He knows how to handle a large group of people, how to ration and stockpile, plan and defend. It’s the only reason I defer to his authority and why I don’t pull rank on him as an enlisted officer.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry,” Chas mumbled.

“Are you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Look, I know you’ve been through a lot. More than most kids your age could be expected to go through.”

“But, that’s just it. I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve killed zombies, defended the safe zone from them, escaped from the same safe zone while it was surrounded by them, made it all the way here, warned Grumps, and I’m still here. We did that. My friends and I.”

“I realize that, and you’re right. You’re not kids anymore. But you’re not adults, either, and like it or not, you still have a lot to learn. That’s where I come in.”

“But why?” Chas burst out. “I can look after myself.”

“Everybody needs someone, Chasity.”

“It’s Chas.”

“You have to understand, this is not just about you. I have to consider the safety and welfare of everyone, not just one stubborn teen who thinks she knows better.”

Chas bit on her lower lip. Stokes was right. She knew it. So was Vanessa. But, she couldn’t help feeling the way she did. Ignored, marginalized…tolerated. “I’m sorry, Sir. It won’t happen again.”

Stokes stared at her for a few seconds before his face hardened. “Sorry isn’t good enough. You need to learn discipline. Five laps around the park, a hundred sit-ups, and no supper.”

Her head jerked up, and she stared at him. “What? You’re kidding. I said, I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “If only I believed you.”

Lieutenant Stokes turned his back and walked away, leaving Chas alone in the gathering dusk. A rumble ran across the heavens, and a cool breeze stirred the leaves on the branches. It was about to rain. “Great. Now I’m going to get wet too.”

With a hanging head, she made her way to the enclosed park where the inhabitants of the base got their exercise. It was placed across from the church where Grumps originally settled his followers. After securing the neighboring buildings and barricading the streets, he’d expanded the base to include almost the entire block including the park.

Ever since they’d arrived, it had been a mad rush to secure more weapons, ammunition, food, and medical supplies. While she, Vanessa, and Dean often went out on supply runs, Emily spent most of her time in the infirmary learning to treat patients. Chas had a good idea she’d become a doctor or scientist one day. 

As for Vanessa and Dean, their relationship was growing stronger by the day, and they’d both settled into Lieutenant Stokes’ command with relative ease. That left Chas, feeling more and more like an outsider. Without really acknowledging it, she was growing more resentful by the day. I’m the outsider now. The one who doesn’t fit anywhere.

They just didn’t get it. She’d done so much, and come so far, why should she listen to some trumped up soldier just because he was older than her? Older didn’t always mean wiser. 

“Well, let’s get this over with,” Chas grumbled as she pushed her aching muscles into a jog. She was still sore from her run earlier, and her leg burned where the coyote had chomped her. “Thanks a lot, Lieutenant Stokes.”
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Chas ignored the guards posted on the walls as she jogged. They’d witnessed the encounter with Stokes and were no doubt laughing their heads off at her humiliating defeat. Instead, she focused on putting one foot ahead of the other until she caught her second wind. She’d done three laps when she was joined by a familiar face. 

Anke. 

The girl had recovered well from her injuries in the car crash, a sprained wrist, bruised ribs, and six stitches to close a gash on her head. They’d become friends since then, and often trained together. At least, she doesn’t ignore me like the rest do.

Anke settled in beside her, and together they ran the final two laps. It started raining half-way through, and the soft drizzle soaked them both to the skin. After Chas did the required sit-ups, they sought shelter beneath a tree.

“How’s it going?” Anke asked.

Chas shrugged. “So, so.”

“Want an apple?” Anke said, producing the fruit from her pocket. “I heard about your punishment. No supper, huh?”

Chas accepted the apple with a grateful smile. “You know Stokes.”

“He’s a tough one,” Anke agreed. 

A few minutes passed in silence while Chas ate the fruit, musing that neither Vanessa nor Emily was here to support her. She tossed the apple core away. “Thanks, that was kind of you.”

“What are friends for?” 

“We are friends, aren’t we?” Chas mused. “Even though we barely know each other.”

“The apocalypse makes for strange bedfellows,” Anke agreed. “Especially, when you have no one else.”

“I never asked before, but what happened to you?” Chas asked.

Anke shrugged. “My parents got sick after going to a friend’s barbeque. The tainted meat, you know?”

Chas nodded.

“They started acting real weird. The strangest moment for me was when my dad grabbed raw steak from the freezer and ate it.” Anke shuddered. “He looked like a monster with the blood dribbling down his chin.”

“That must have been awful for you,” Chas said.

“Yeah, but the worst was when my mom attacked my brother. She took a chunk out of his arm. I shoved her away and ran with him to my room, locking us in.”

“What happened then?”

“We sat there for a day. By that time, my brother was also sick. Then the soldiers arrived, and you know what they did to infected.”

Chas didn’t have to ask. She knew. She’d seen it happen when the soldiers killed Andrew’s infected parents and him by mistake. “Even your brother? They killed him?”

“He’s gone.” Anke looked away. “I swore to protect him, Chas, and I failed. When he was born, I was so proud to be a big sister, and now he’s gone. They’re all gone.”

“I’m sorry,” Chas said, feeling the inadequacy of her words. She still had her family. Grumps, Lala, Vivienne. They were all still alive.

“It’s okay. I ran away from the soldiers that day and survived on my own until I found you.” Anke smiled. “At least, I’ve got you now.”

“Of course, you do. Friends,” Chas said.

“Friends,” Anke echoed.

A rumble of thunder passed overhead, and the rain fell harder, pattering on the ground until it drowned out all other sounds.

“I guess we should go in,” Chas said with a shiver. “We’ll get sick if we don’t dry off.”

It was the kind of thing her grandmother would say, and suddenly, she missed Lala more than ever. I wish she were here with me, safe and sound. All of them. Mom, Vanessa’s foster mom…everyone. 

 “Do you feel like going on an adventure?” Anke asked out of the blue.

“Huh?” Chas stared at her like she’d grown a second head.

“Yeah, an adventure.” Anke nodded her head eagerly. “Something fun.”

“What do you mean exactly?” Chas asked with caution, trying to ignore the frisson of excitement that unfurled in her belly.

“I thought we could check out the safe zone,” Anke said.

“We?”

“Yeah, you and me. We make a good team. Besides, you’re the only one I know of that can hotwire a car.”

“I nearly got us killed last time. I was lucky I got that car going at all,” Chas protested.

“So? You did it, didn’t you? This time there won’t be any zombies chasing us,” Anke replied.

“When?”

“Tonight, when everyone’s gone to bed. They don’t watch the vehicles,” Anke said. “Plus, I know a way out. I’ve already arranged it. We won’t get caught.”

“You want to sneak out in the middle of the night, steal a car, and visit the safe zone? Just like that?” Chas asked with disbelief. “You’re crazy.”

“Why?” Anke asked. “Don’t you want to know if you’re family is safe?”

“We can’t get in. The zombies⁠—”

“Yes, I know about the zombies, but we can at least make sure they haven’t broken through the barrier.”

“But, we know they haven’t. We’d have heard if they had, so why go on this…this adventure of yours?” Chas said.

Anke shrugged. “I’m bored, and it could be fun.”

“Fun? You’d go to all that risk for fun?” Chas said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m out.”

“Please, Chas. Just think about it. Maybe we see something the adults missed. Something that can save the people in the safe zone. I mean, it’s not so safe anymore, is it?”

“No, but Grumps and the others are working on a plan,” Chas said.

“Are they? Really?”

“What are you saying? That they’d abandon those people?” Chas said with growing anger. “My grandfather would never do that. Never!”

“That’s not what I meant. I just think they’re waiting for Alvarez and his party to return with help, but what if they don’t? Or what if they’re too late? It’s been a week already.”

Chas stared at Anke, a million things running through her mind. Many of the things Anke had said, she’d thought of already. What if Alvarez and Julia didn’t make it back on time. Or at all. Did Grumps have a plan B? “I’m sure my grandfather and Stokes will think of something.”

“Maybe, but we’re smart too. I’m sure we can figure something out. We just need to look at the terrain, that’s all,” Anke urged. 

“What if they do catch us?” Chas said. “They’ll ground us. Lock us up.”

“If we’re careful, we’ll be back before dawn. Aren’t you tired of doing nothing but stupid supply runs while the adults get to do all the good stuff?” Anke said, folding her arms and lifting her chin in the air. “I looked after myself for weeks after my parents died. I was alone all that time, fighting zombies, scrounging for food, looking after myself. I don’t need these people to tell me what to do, and neither do you. We’re survivors. Fighters.”

“I know, but it’s too dangerous. Anything could go wrong,” Chas said.

“That’s part of the adventure, isn’t it?”

Chas gazed out into the park, the trees blurred by the falling rain. The sun had set, and night had fallen, thick and heavy. The seed of doubt she’d carried all along now blossomed beneath Anke’s words. What if help didn’t arrive in time? What if the safe zone fell and everyone died when they could’ve come up with a plan. Her and Anke. All it would take is a quick look, right?

“Come on, Chas. You know you want to,” Anke said. “What if you and your friends never snuck out of the safe zone? You took a risk then. A big one that worked out.”

Chas slowly shook her head, fighting against the temptation to give in. “No, I won’t. I’m sorry.”

“Fine, have it your way. I’ll find some other way to save them. To save everyone,” Anke said, stomping off into the night.

Chas stood stock still for several minutes after Anke left, chewing over the conversation they’d had. Was she making a mistake? Was she being a coward? “No. I’m being responsible, that’s all. Like Stokes wanted.”

With determined strides, Chas made her way to Grumps’ room. She needed reassurance from him. To hear from his own lips that he had a plan. She crossed the street and bypassed the church, entering a neighboring building where her grandfather had set up his quarters. She stopped at her room first, stripping off her wet clothes and towel-drying her hair.

Neither Vanessa or Emily was to be seen, and she guessed they were having supper. Her stomach growled at the thought, but at least, she’d had the apple. It was better than nothing. “Hope they’re enjoying their full bellies.”

Chas found Grumps inside his office, pouring over a map. He looked up when she entered and frowned. “There you are.”

She approached the desk slowly, wondering at his foul mood. “Hi, Grumps. I wanted to ask you something.”

“Yes?”

“What happens if Julia and Alvarez don’t come back in time?”

“What do you mean?” Grumps asked with a frown.

“It’s been days, and we haven’t heard anything from them.”

“Delays are to be expected. Besides, we knew we’d lose communication the moment they got out of range of our radios.”

“Yeah, but do you have a plan for in case they don’t come back? To save Lala and Mom?”

Grumps looked down at his desk. “We’re working on it. I’m sending out recon teams every single day to look for a way out.”

“Could I go on one of those recons?” Chas asked. “Maybe all you need is a fresh perspective.”

“Absolutely not,” Grumps replied in abrupt tones.

Chas sucked in a breath. “Why not?”

“Lieutenant Stokes told me what happened today. I’m very disappointed in you, Chasity Martin.”

Chas’ heart sank into her boots. She knew she was in real trouble when he used her full name like that. “I’m sorry about that, Grumps.” 

“I’m suspending you from all further supply runs until further notice,” Grumps said.

“What? You can’t do that,” Chas protested, her mouth turning dry with horror.

His eyebrows lifted. “I can, and I will. You will not leave this base without my express permission.”

“That’s unfair. What about Vanessa, and Dean?” Hot blood stained her cheeks as anger flooded her veins. He can’t do this to me!

“They, unlike you, have proven themselves to be responsible young people. They can be relied upon. They follow orders. They are willing to learn. Are you?”

“Of course, I am. I won’t disobey again. I’m sorry,” Chas cried, desperate to turn his decision around. “Please, Grumps. Don’t ground me.”

“I’m sorry, Chasity, but you’ve left me no choice. Until you’ve proven to me that I can trust you, you are to remain here. Understood?” Grumps’ voice carried a note of finality, and she knew she’d lost the battle.

“I understand,” she muttered, before fleeing from the room. Her flying feet carried her to her bed where she lay sobbing at the unfairness of it all. 

After a time, tears gave way to rage, and she pummeled the cushions in frustrated anger. How dared he ground her? After everything she’d done. It wasn’t fair. 

Chas sat upright, wiping the tears from her face. Anke was right. They were survivors. Fighters. And they didn’t deserve to sit on the sidelines. “It’s time to take matters into my own hands.”

She searched the corridors until she found Anke who eyed her with wary caution. “I’m in. I’ll go with you.”

“Really?” Anke’s face lightened up with a broad grin.

“Yes. Grumps grounded me. I’ve got nothing more to lose,” Chas said.

“What about your friends?”

“Forget them. They’re responsible young people now. They won’t understand,” Chas said, mimicking Grumps.

“Okay. Meet me at the parking lot around midnight. Armed, of course,” Anke said.

“I’ll be there,” Chas replied. Her empty stomach twinged as she turned away. “Oh, bring something to eat, will you? I’m starving.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Anke replied with a laugh.

As Chas walked back to her room, she did so with a lighter step. Sure, a little voice in the back of her head was telling her she was wrong. Wrong to sneak out, wrong to belittle her friends, and wrong to disobey Grumps, but she squashed it before it got too loud. “I’m doing the right thing. I’m saving my family, or at least trying to.”








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Chas was sitting on her bed when her friends returned from supper. Vanessa was somewhat sympathetic upon hearing that Chas had been grounded, but Emily pointed out that she should’ve known better. “We warned you, Chas. Both of us did. Neither Grumps nor Stokes are to be trifled with.”

“It’s not just about you,” Vanessa agreed. “It’s a team effort. Everything we’ve accomplished so far, we’ve done together.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Chas grumbled.

“It’s true. I started out in the infirmary washing patients and emptying chamber pots,” Emily said with a wrinkle of her freckled nose. “Now, I’m dressing wounds and checking vitals. You just have to show them what you can do, Chas, and running off on your own isn’t the way to do it.”

“They already know what I can do,” Chas said. “Haven’t I done enough?”

“They weren’t there to see that, and over here, it’s the community that counts. You have to do what’s best for everybody,” Vanessa insisted. “I mean…I know you might not want to hear this, but…”

“Spit it out,” Chas said, slumping back against her cushions.

“I’ve been promoted to squad leader. I’ve got my own team to command now,” Vanessa said.

Emily squealed with joy, while Chas’ jaw dropped to the floor. “Seriously?”

Vanessa nodded. “Are you angry with me, Chas?”

“Angry? No, of course not. Congratulations. You’ve earned it,” Chas said, but her smile was stiff as she tried to find even a spark of genuine happiness within herself. She failed. Instead, the sour tang of jealousy burned the back of her throat. It’s not fair. I deserve it more than she does. I’m the leader here, not Vanessa.

Her tummy growled as she sat listening to them talking and laughing about their great new lives, feeling more like an outsider than ever before. They were both so happy while she was utterly miserable.

“Did you sneak me anything to eat?” she asked at last, interrupting the two’s happy chatter. 

Vanessa’s smile fell away. “I’m so sorry, Chas. We should’ve gotten you something, but I clean forgot.”

“Me too,” Emily cried. “Sorry.” 

“Forget about it,” Chas muttered. 

“You can have my bacon tomorrow,” Vanessa said in a placating voice. 

“And my toast,” Emily offered with a guilty look.

Chas stared at them, surprised at how hurt she felt. It wasn’t about the food. It was the fact that they hadn’t even considered her. In the old days, if one got detention at school, the others would volunteer for it too. At least, Emily did. Vanessa would simply do something bad until she was punished as well. Now, it seemed like they couldn’t be bothered. 

Are we even friends anymore? Chas wondered. 

It was an ugly thought, but she couldn’t help but feel that she was becoming the third wheel. The loser. The forgotten one. 

“It’s fine, guys. Don’t worry about it. I’m going to bed now. I’ve got a long day ahead of me. Night,” Chas said with another forced smile, before turning her back on them. 

“Goodnight,” they chorused, soon returning to their conversation.

She pulled the covers over her head and listened to them while praying they would shut up and go to sleep. At last, they crawled into their beds. She waited until close to eleven before taking her chance to escape from the room.

She’d stuffed all her things into a bag earlier and now made her way to the bathrooms down the hall to get ready. Her bare feet made no sound on the thick carpets, and she kept her breathing slow and steady.

Inside one of the stalls, Chas got dressed and pulled her hair into a tight knot. Her gun and knife went onto her belt, and she wore a jacket to ward off the cold. After stuffing her pajamas into the bag, she checked the rest of the contents. It contained the bare essentials. A bottle of water, gauze, bandages, a flashlight, and a box of matches. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Grumps and Lieutenant Stokes had confiscated all the fancy stuff they’d brought along from the camp including the night vision goggles.

“They’d have sure come in handy now,” Chas grumbled as she slipped out of the bathroom.

The corridors were dark and silent. Everyone was asleep as she made her way toward the parking lot in full stealth mode. At this point, she no longer cared what anyone thought. Or even if she was caught. I’m not a kid anymore, and I won’t let them treat me like one. 

Chas reached the exit without mishap and opened the door with slow movements, careful not to let it creak. A gust of wind sent raindrops flying into her face, and a shiver crawled down her spine. She zipped her jacket up to her chin and tucked her hands into its pockets while searching for her friend. “Anke?”

“Over here,” came a low whisper.

She spotted Anke hunkered down next to a single-cab truck. It was an old model with a dark blue paint job. An excellent choice as it would be easier to start and the color would blend into the night. 

She hurried over, and they climbed inside, closing the doors with soft clicks. Outside, the rain continued to fall, blurring the view through the windows. The wind screamed around the corners, drowning out all other sounds.

“Are you sure we can do this?” Chas asked. “The guards might not watch the vehicles, but they do watch the perimeter. How will we get through the barricades?”

“I’ve got a friend who’s on guard tonight. He’ll let us through, no questions asked.”

“How come?”

“He thinks we’re going on a mission. He’s not very bright, and he knows you’re our leader’s granddaughter,” Anke said.

“So, you used my name to arrange this?” Chas asked, amazed at Anke’s daring.

“Yup. Besides, this is excellent weather for an adventure,” Anke said. “All the other guards will be huddled inside. If we stick to the plan, we’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Here goes nothing,” Chas said, pulling out her knife. Remembering her near disaster while trying to hotwire a car before, she reached for the steering column with trepidation. Then a thought occurred to her. “Wait a minute.”

She reached up and lowered the visor, and a set of keys tumbled out. “Why hotwire it, when we’ve got the keys?”

“How did you know it’d be there?” Anke asked.

“I didn’t, but it’d be the easiest way to store the keys. It makes for a faster getaway in the event of an emergency,” Chas said. “It’s the kind of thing Grumps would do.”

“Smart,” Anke said with a nod. “Now, let’s get out of here. Can you drive?”

Chas nodded. “A bit, but not very well.”

“Let me do it then,” Anke said, and they exchanged places. “My dad was giving me lessons before all this happened. I’d have gone for my license next year.”

“You’re fifteen?” Chas asked.

“Almost sixteen,” Anke answered as she pulled out of the lot. “So, you can relax. I’m practically an adult.”

Chas snorted. “I don’t think Grumps or Stokes would see it that way.”

Anke shrugged. “Probably not, but this is the zombie apocalypse, and we’ve had to grow up pretty fast. If they can’t see that, tough for them.”

Chas pushed aside the last of her reservations as Anke passed through the barricade without a hitch. The guard even waved at them as they passed and a sense of freedom washed over her. “Woohoo!”








  
  
  Chapter 6 - Julia

  
  




“I wonder what Chas is up to?” Julia mused as she picked through the canned goods on the shelf.

“No good, probably,” Alvarez answered in a low rumble.

Sanchez chuckled at his words. “My kind of girl.”

Alvarez snorted. “Your kind of girl would have to be crazy. Just like you. You take insane chances, you know that? One of these days you’ll get killed. Or bitten.”

Sanchez shrugged. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

Julia glanced from one to the other. “You’re both nuts when it comes to the zombies. I just hope none of that rubbed off on Chas. That girl has a good head on her shoulders, and I’d like it to stay that way.”

“She also has a knack for getting into trouble and ignoring her elders,” Alvarez said.

“So, she has an independent streak. That’s a good thing,” Julia said.

“Not in the army,” Alvarez answered. 

“Being in the army isn’t the only viable career in the world, you know?” Julia said with a raised eyebrow.

“Maybe not, but it’s the best.” Alvarez puffed out his chest and raised a haughty chin.

“Spoken like a true soldier,” Sanchez crowed, throwing a packet of napkins at Alvarez.

He tossed the packet back before shouldering his bag. “I’ve got a full load. See you outside.”

“I’m right behind you,” Sanchez added, hefting her full backpack with both hands. “Julia?”

“I’m almost done. Give me two minutes,” Julia said, tossing two more cans into her bag.

“Hurry,” Sanchez said as she exited the small supermarket. “We’ve got a long way to go still, and this has not been an easy trip.”

The door swung shut behind her, and Julia was left alone in the deserted store. Not that she minded. After the near disaster of earlier when they’d burst a tire, she needed a few moments of silence. The entire trip had been stressful. Plagued with one setback after the other. “I’m beginning to think this mission is cursed.”

Satisfied that she had enough food to last them a couple of days, Julia moved to the next aisle searching for powdered sports drinks. She found a few sachets and checked the flavor. Orange. Her favorite.

As she was about to leave, a low click caused her to freeze. The sound was followed by  a slow creak and heavy breathing, harsh rasping breaths that sawed in and out of the lungs. Her right hand crept toward her gun while she searched for the source of the noise. They’d cleared the store when they came in earlier…didn’t they?

Through the racks, her eyes caught movement right next to the door that led to what she’d presumed was a storage room. She’d checked the door herself, and it had been locked. It couldn’t be a zombie then. It had to be a living person. 

Placing her pack on the floor, she gripped the gun with both hands and stepped into the open. “Stop right there.”

The stranger froze for a second before slowly turning to face Julia. A single shaft of light illuminated the person’s face, and Julia gasped. It was a girl, a teen. Around sixteen or seventeen. Her eyes were blank, and her skin was a pasty white. She was chewing on a piece of raw meat, and the bloody juices ran down her chin to stain her t-shirt.

Julia swallowed and stepped beck, her sensitive nose picking up on the stench of rot. Her eyes honed in on the meat, noting the wriggling forms of maggots. They crawled between the girl’s fingers and fell from her lips onto her chest. She didn’t seem to notice…or care.

Julia fought against the urge to vomit, and managed to ask in a calm voice. “Hello? Are you okay?”

The girl didn’t answer. She simply continued to chew and swallow the putrid meat like it was a gourmet meal. Her empty gaze jumped around, settled on Julia’s face for a moment, before moving on again.

Is she infected? In the last stages maybe? Julia wondered, taking another step back for safety. The end stages were characterized by aggression, extreme hunger, and lack of rational thought, but you were still you. Mostly.

“Are you okay? Do you need help?” Julia asked again, more forcefully this time.

The girl jumped and looked straight at Julia, seeming to focus. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“I’m Ju—”

“Get out! This is my home. Mine,” the girl screamed, baring her teeth.

“Okay, calm down. I’m leaving,” Julia said, reaching down for her bag. She swung it onto one shoulder and backed away on cautious feet. The girl watched her retreat with hostile eyes, but didn’t move to attack.

Julia studied her as she retreated, noting the filthy, bloodstained bandage on one hand. Probably a bite wound. She’ll turn soon. Maybe in an hour. Two, at most.

This raised a problematic question for Julia. Did she leave the girl to turn and become a zombie? A danger to others. Or, did she kill her now? They couldn’t wait for her to turn. If she was going to kill her, she had to do it now, while the girl was still alive. Human.

Julia hesitated, her finger hovering over the trigger. I should do it. It might save a life later on. But…how can I? I’m not a murderer. 

The girl stared at her, and her lips moved. “Please, go. This is my home.”

“Are you infected?” Julia asked, hoping it wasn’t so. That the girl was simply traumatized even though all the signs of infection were there. 

The girl didn’t answer.

“Did you get bitten? On your hand?”

“Maybe.”

“Who did it?” Julia asked.

The girl raised her wounded arm and stared at it. “He didn’t mean to. My brother. He couldn’t help himself. It’s just a small bite. It will be alright.”

Julia’s heart sank. “Where’s your brother?”

“In the back. I locked him up. This is our home now.” She smiled at Julia with rust-colored teeth. 

“Your home? Oh, sweetie,” Julia said, saddened beyond belief as she looked around the dingy supermarket, its shelves covered in dust and the fridges filled with rotting meat. There was no power, no water. Nothing but death.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of him. He needs me. He’s only eight,” the girl said, taking another bite from her…meal. 

Julia sighed. She had a duty. A duty to this poor girl to prevent further suffering and a duty to others. To save lives. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

With a swift move, she raised the gun and pulled the trigger. The girl slumped to the ground, the rotten meat falling from her hand to the floor. A thin trickle of blood ran down her face and dripped onto the tiles. 

Vicious growls followed the gunshot, sawing through Julian’s eardrums. Suddenly, Alvarez was there by her side. He stared at the girl. “What happened? Where’d she come from?”

“The storeroom,” Julia whispered. In low tones, she told him what happened.

He shot her a sympathetic look. “You did the right thing, Julia. Now, go to the truck. I’ll take care of the brother.”

“Are you sure? I can do it,” Julia said.

“I know you can, but you don’t have to,” Alvarez said with grim determination.

“Thanks.” Julia walked out of the store with her backpack, flinching when Alvarez’s gun went off. The growls stopped, silenced forever.

Sanchez didn’t ask questions. She just shouldered her gun and settled into her seat with a muttered, “It’s a crazy world out there.”

Julia agreed. Crazy…and horrific.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Several miles into the trip, Chas was beginning to regret her decision to go on this adventure of theirs. First off, the rain kept pouring nonstop, and she doubted they’d be able to see anything at all, let alone come up with a plan. Secondly, she felt guilty for cutting out her friends. They might not be on the same page at the moment, but they were still her best friends. Thirdly, there was Grumps and Lieutenant Stokes. If they found out about this trip, there’d be hell to pay.

“Having second thoughts?” Anke asked, throwing Chas a quick look. “Don’t. I have a plan.”

“Plan?” 

“Yeah, I didn’t want to mention this earlier, but I know of another way into the safe zone,” Anke said.

“How? It’s on top of a mountain, and the only entrance is blocked by the barrier they threw up and a sea of zombies,” Chas said with a frown. “As for the river, it was dangerous enough for my friends and I to escape that way. Evacuating hundreds of people through there would be impossible. The zombies would swarm the water, and people would get hurt or killed.”

“I know. I’ve seen the layout. But…I also know of another way in. A mine shaft,” Anke said with a secretive smile. 

“A mine shaft? Wouldn’t someone have known of it if it was there?” Chas asked.

“It’s very old, and it’s been empty for years. The entrances have all been blocked off by rocks and rubble. The headgear is still on top of the mountain, but abandoned.”

“How do you know about it?” Chas asked.

“My grandfather used to work there when he was young, and he showed me once or twice. There’s a shaft that leads right to the top of the mountain,” Anke said.

“Wow, a mine shaft,” Chas marveled. “And that’s where we’re going now?”

“Yup. I want to see if the opening is still there, and if it can be cleared to grant access to the mine,” Anke said. “I wouldn’t recommend us going in, though. It would be too dangerous.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Chas said, picturing a dilapidated old mine with crumbling walls and rusted picks lying around. Maybe even a few boxes of dynamite.

“Your grandfather would need to send in a crew to clear the entrance and the exit on top of the mountain. They’d also have to reinforce the walls and roof so it doesn’t cave in,” Anke said.

A thought occurred to Chas, and she turned to Anke. “Why didn’t you tell someone about it? They’ve been trying to come up with a plan for days now. They could’ve started working on it already.”

“I didn’t think about it until yesterday, okay? I clean forgot about the mine until I saw some kids watching an old cartoon on television. You know, the ones where they chase each other on rails inside skips? That reminded me of the time my grandfather took me there.”

“Okay, so why not tell them yesterday? Why sneak around like this? It’s not like we can clear the mine ourselves, can we?” Chas asked.

“Because, I’m not sure I can find the place again, and I wanted to check first,” Anke said, her shoulders hunching as she gripped the wheel. “Trust me, I feel bad enough about it already. Imagine if I got everybody’s hopes up for nothing.”

Chas stared at her for a few seconds before sitting back in her seat again. Anke’s reasons for not sharing the information didn’t quite make sense to her. Even if she couldn’t remember where the mine was, surely someone else did? They could look at old maps, couldn’t they? Go to the library for records. Grumps would know. He’s lived here his entire life.

She sneaked a look at Anke, wondering what the girl was up to. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure she’d made the right decision coming out here with a relative stranger. How long have I known her? A few days, that’s all.

At the same time, Chas was also curious about the mine. If it really existed like Anke said, it would be the perfect way to evacuate the people on top of the mountain. I’ll just keep an eye on her and be careful until I know what’s up.

 Chas made a point for the rest of their journey to map the route Anke took. She carefully memorized every turn until she knew she’d be able to find her way there again. Without Anke, if need be. At one point, her eyes fell on Anke’s backpack. It was much bulkier than hers, and she cast around for a reason to look inside it. “Hey, did you bring any food? I’m still starving.”

“Oh, right. I almost forgot. There’s a peanut butter sandwich in there. I snuck into the kitchens before we came here. It’s right at the top of my pack, wrapped in a cloth.”

“Thanks. You’re a lifesaver,” Chas said, reaching for the bag.

Anke’s teeth gleamed against her tanned skin as she smiled. “Enjoy.”

Chas opened the backpack and pulled out the sandwich. At the same time, she looked inside and spotted a length of rope coiled at the bottom, a flashlight, a knife, and bottled water. As she zipped up the flap, another item caught her eye. Cable ties. Why would she need cable ties and rope?

Without batting an eyelid, Chas placed Anke’s bag back where it used to be and unwrapped the sandwich. “Mm, this looks good.”

She chewed with relish, savoring every bite as her empty stomach growled with pleasure. It was important not to alert Anke in any way, and she made a point of acting like normal. “I sure wish this rain would let up a bit.”

“Yeah, it’s a nuisance. It’s making it hard for me to see,” Anke said, pointing at the road ahead. They’d left Red Rock behind them, and were traveling along the single tarred road leading to the safe zone. At one point, it split off with the way to the right leading to a bridge that spanned the river while the left continued to the mountain. “Tell me if you spot the turn ahead. We need to take a left.”

“Will do,” Chas said, focusing on the way ahead. It was as Anke said. Difficult to see through the rain.

After a few minutes, she saw it though, and Anke safely turned left, easing the truck through the tumultuous weather. They’d driven for another twenty minutes when the rain eased off, and the dark clouds opened to reveal the moon and stars. It probably wouldn’t last, but for now, the better visibility was a Godsend.

“Where to now?” Chas asked. “The zombies aren’t far ahead, and I wouldn’t give much for our chances should they see us.”

“I know. They’d cover this truck like ants and have us for breakfast,” Anke said with a shudder. “I’m looking for a turn-off into the woods. It used to be tarred, but now it’s mostly dirt. It cuts through the woods and leads to the back of the mountains where the entrance to the mine is.”

“Okay, let me help,” Chas said, leaning forward and squinting into the night. The truck’s headlights weren’t the best, and their yellow glow barely illuminated the grey trunks of the trees beside the road.

To the right, the road sloped down into a valley filled with red rocks and shrubs. Shrubs now trampled to dust by the thousands of zombie feet that flocked toward the safe zone in search of food. 

To the left, the ground rose upward as it lifted into the foothills off the mountain, the entire area covered in a thick forest of pine and other hardy species. It provided shelter to many types of animals, chief among them the deer that flourished within its confines. 

The zombies didn’t like it much, however. With their poor agility and natural inclination to seek out the easy route, the rough terrain of the forest was not ideal. They much preferred the downward trend and flat area of the valley, which was one of the reasons they ended up at the safe zone in the first place. The promise of food was what kept them there, waiting. Always waiting. An ocean of undead.

It wasn’t long before the girls spotted the track, a rough road that led off into the trees. It was made of dirt, though patches of tar still clung to it in places. A remnant of the past. Days when the mine still flourished before the ore ran out and finances dried up.

Anke navigated the road with old familiarity, even when there was a sudden hairpin turn followed by a deep ditch. She never flinched once and never seemed surprised. 

Chas watched her the entire time without making it too obvious. It was clear to her that Anke had driven this way many times before. As they drew to a stop in front of the old mine, she knew one thing for sure. Anke had lied to her. She’d been there many times before, and not just with her grandfather. She knew exactly how to get there. So, the real question is, why? Why did she lie? And what’s inside that mine?
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“I think you should wait here in the truck,” Anke said, reaching for her bag. She opened the door and stepped out after removing her flashlight. “I’ll be right back.”

“Why can’t I come with you?” Chas asked, her brow furrowing.

“It could be dangerous,” Anke said, not meeting Chas’ gaze.

“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be going alone. I can watch your back.”

“Let me make sure it’s safe first,” Anke said. “There’s a good chance the entrance is blocked anyway. I’ll call you if it’s okay to go in.”

“I didn’t come all this way just to sit inside the truck,” Chas insisted. Without waiting for Anke’s reply, she grabbed her own bag and jumped out. After removing her flashlight, she swung her pack to her shoulders and settled it in place. “I’m ready.”

Anke flashed her a strange look. “Fine. Have it your way.”

She set off for the mine’s entrance, the light from her flashlight bobbing as she made her way over the uneven ground. The terrain rose steeply upward, flanked on both sides by the forest until it opened into a wide clearing at the foot of the mountain.

Chas followed closely, stepping carefully to prevent from falling and breaking an ankle. She watched Anke the entire time, noting the ease with which the girl moved. It reinforced her belief that Anke had been there before. Often and recently.

She soon forgot about Anke, however, when they neared the gaping hole in the side of the rock. It loomed ahead, a pit of darkness that could hide any multitude of dangers. Above their heads soared the mountain, a sharp and jagged cliff that deterred all but the most determined climbers. It certainly wasn’t meant for beginners and had claimed its share of victims over the years.

The night air was silent all around them. The only sounds were caused by the drip of water from the leaves and the breeze sighing through the treetops. A rustle in the undergrowth caused Chas to jump, but nothing happened, and she relaxed. Probably just an animal out foraging.

“It’s right ahead,” Anke said as she crossed the open clearing, though it was hardly necessary. 

The entrance to the mine was huge, a big square cut into the rock. Wooden beams framed the opening, probably used for support. An abandoned skip lay to the side, quietly rusting into the earth over the years. Soon, nothing would remain but its bare metal frame until that disappeared as well.

Planks crossed the opening, nailed into place when the mine closed. The miners had made an effort to close it up as it represented a safety hazard to curious people and wildlife. Over the years, the wood had rotted away though, falling to the ground or hanging lopsidedly with one end on the floor until most of the opening showed. 

Chas stared into its depths with curious eyes, wondering what it contained. Anke looked over her shoulder at Chas. “Wait here while I check inside.”

“Why?”

“Please, Chas. I don’t want anything to happen to you,” Anke said with a pleading note in her voice.

Chas hesitated then nodded. “Alright, but hurry. This place gives me the creeps.”

“You have no idea,” Anke said before ducking inside the mine.

Chas stared after her, perplexed. “What did she mean by that?”

But Anke was gone, and she settled down to wait in the near darkness lit only by a feeble moon and a couple of stars. Chas shivered as a cold wind swirled around the edges of her collar, and a patter of raindrops wet her face.

She shifted from one foot to the other, staring out into the forest. She’d meant what she’d said. It was as creepy as hell out there, and she couldn’t wait for Anke to return. After several minutes, she grew impatient and edged closer to the entrance of the mine. 

As expected, it was pitch black inside. So dark it seemed to swallow the beam from her flashlight whole. Like a greedy monster from the deep. The rain started falling again, softly at first but growing stronger by the minute.

Chas bit her lip, undecided, but another icy swirl of the wind decided her mind for her, and she ducked into the entrance. It was a relief to be out of the wet, and her curiosity soon got the better of her. Before she knew it, she was walking deeper into the mine, shining her light on anything of interest. 

The ground rose steeply before leveling out once more, and a row of ancient light bulbs and wiring stretched overhead. Now useless. Abandoned picks, shovels, and a pair of boots lay discarded.

It was as silent as the grave until a sharp cry sounded from ahead. “Jonathan, no!”

A low growl answered the cry.

“Jonathan, please. I’m trying to help you.”

More harsh growls.

“Anke? What’s going on?” Without waiting for an answer, Chas plunged ahead into the darkness, her heart beating fast. She stumbled when she encountered a struggling duo, Anke fighting with a zombie boy. He was shorter than her, probably younger too. Maybe twelve or thirteen, though it was hard to tell for sure.

The boy was tied up with a rope around his arms, and his mouth was covered with a piece of cloth. This didn’t stop him from trying to bite her, and he threw himself at her repeatedly.

Chas drew her gun from its holster and aimed at his head, determined to shoot him, but Anke noticed and yelled, “No, Chas. Don’t hurt him. He’s my brother.”

Chas paused. “Your brother?”

Anke managed a quick nod before he attacked her again. This time, she grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him to the ground before jumping onto his back. While he was pinned to the earth, she tied his hands together with the cable ties she’d hidden in her bag.

Chas stared at the spectacle with an open mouth. “What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m making sure he can’t hurt us,” Anke replied with a grunt as she secured the plastic ties around his wrists and checked the cloth tied around his face.

“I can see that,” Chas replied, her cheeks burning with hot blood at Anke’s words. “What I mean is, why? He’s a zombie.”

“He’s still my little brother, and I swore to protect him,” Anke said, still sitting on top of the squirming Jonathan.

“Are you crazy? He’s not him anymore, Anke. I know how you feel, but⁠—”

“No! You don’t know how I feel, Chas, so don’t pretend that you do. He’s the only family I have left. After…” Anke swallowed hard as tears welled up in her eyes. “After my parents turned, they were killed by a couple of soldiers, and I knew…I knew they’d kill Jonathan too, and I couldn’t let them…I…”

Chas’ eyes narrowed as a suspicion set in. “What did you do, Anke?”

Anke lifted her chin. “What I had to.”

“You killed the soldiers?”

“I did.”

Chas shook her head, horrified. “You murdered two people to save a thing that isn’t even human anymore? A monster?”

“Don’t talk about him like that,” Anke cried, her hands curling into fists.

“Look at him,” Chas said, staring at the boy’s grey, decaying skin. He smelled too. Badly. “He’s dead. You have to let him go.”

“I made a promise, and I’m keeping it,” Anke insisted.

“How? How are you going to protect him?”

“By taking him somewhere safe before I tell everyone about the mine. If they see him, they’ll kill him,” Anke said with a slow shake of her head. “I need him to be safe.”

Understanding dawned, and Chas’ lips formed a silent oh. “That’s why you wanted to come here tonight.”

“Exactly.” Anke looked up at Chas. “Try to understand. He’s the only family I have left.”

“He’s a zombie, Anke.”

“He’s more than that. He’s a person. A human being,”

 “He’ll try to hurt you. Eat you,” Chas said with a shake of her head.

“Not if I’m careful.”

“You’re not thinking straight,” Chas said. “You have to kill him.”

“No.” Anke jumped to her feet, facing Chas. “I won’t.”

“Then let me do it before he hurts someone else,” Chas offered.

“I said, no!” Anke cried out. 

She lunged forward and hit Chas in her stomach. Chas grunted as all the air left her lungs in a whoosh. She stumbled backward, lost her footing, and fell into a heap of scrap metal. A sharp pain stabbed into her side, momentarily paralyzing her. “What did you do?”

“What I had to,” Anke said, rising from her position on the ground, her face pale and set.

With trembling fingers, Chas prodded the area sending fresh waves of agony rolling across her body. She was shocked to find a chunk of twisted metal protruding from the soft flesh beneath her ribs, and she knew it was bad. Hot blood flowed from the wound, coating her fingers with the thick fluid. “Help me, please.”

Anke stared at her, not answering. Instead, she picked up Chas’ gun from where it had fallen and tucked it into her belt. Next, she helped her brother to his feet, ignoring his efforts to bite her. Without his hands and mouth to help him, there wasn’t much he could do and howled with futile rage as his sister led him away.

“I’ll come back for you, or I’ll send someone,” Anke said. “I promise.”

“You’re leaving me here? Alone?” Chas asked, her heart falling into an abyss. She pressed her hands tighter against the wound, bunching the fabric of her shirt to slow the bleeding.

“I told you to stay in the truck, Chas. If you had listened, I could have tied him up in the woods somewhere, and we could’ve gone home with nobody the wiser.” Anke stamped her foot with sudden rage. “Why didn’t you stay put like I told you? Why?”

“I…” Chas stared at Anke, at a loss for words.

“You should’ve listened,” Anke repeated before nudging her brother ahead of her. “Just…stay here. I’ll send someone.”

“Please, don’t leave me. I’ll die,” Chas said.

“I said, I’ll send help, okay? But my brother comes first,” Anke replied with a shake of her head. “I can’t allow anything to happen to him. Sorry.”

“At least give me the gun,” Chas whispered as a wave of dizziness washed over her. “Please.”

Anke paused. “Fine… I’ll leave it by the entrance.”

Anke and her brother continued their shambling, shuffling dance across the floor while Chas stared after them, unable to believe her so-called friend would leave her bleeding out in the middle of nowhere. 

“I trusted you,” Chas called out. “I thought you were my friend.”

Anke didn’t answer, and the words echoed hollowly around her.

Darkness descended as Anke faded from view, leaving Chas alone in an alien world broken only by the yellow beam of her flashlight. Fear set in. Fear that quickly turned into panic. The mineshaft closed in around her, its walls squeezing the breath from her lungs. It was like a tomb. Her tomb. “I have to get out. Now.”








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




Chas struggled upright, fighting to get her legs underneath her. Once she was on her knees, she lifted up her shirt and shone the flashlight onto her side. A piece of metal was lodged in the flesh, the point sticking out of the front.

With careful fingers, she tested the extent of her wounds. An entrance in the back, bigger than the front. A piece of steel the thickness of her thumb. She had to get it out. 

Or did she? 

Her brow furrowed as she tried to remember some of the things Emily had taught her. Nights spent listening to her friend carry on about first-aid. 

It depended on so many things. Did the metal pierce anything vital? Would she bleed to death if she removed it? What about dirt and rust? If she left it in, she’d get an infection for sure. Not that she had anything to clean it with either. 

That wasn’t her only problem either. If a zombie found her now, she was a sitting duck. “I need my gun.”

That meant walking back to the entrance. Maybe, Anke would be there too. She could reason with her, plead for help. It was a long shot, but the only one Chas had, and she forced herself to her feet.

It hurt.

More than anything had ever hurt before in her life. Not the time the coyote bit her, or the impact of the car crash. Not the time she’d sliced open her hand on a tin can, or even the moment she broke her arm when she fell off a swing. 

This was different.

Intense.

Chas sucked in a breath as she clung to the damp, earthen wall of the mineshaft. Step by step, she walked back the way she came using the wall for support. Her flashlight shone ahead, but its light was dim, and for a single moment, she imagined it was tied to her life force. That it would die when she did.

“Well, I’m not going to die today,” Chas said, fixing her gaze ahead. Anger and betrayal fizzed through her veins, lending her strength. At that moment, she hated Anke with every fiber of her being. “I thought you were my friend.”

No, you had friends. Real friends which you left behind. They would never have done this to you. You should’ve listened to them, not a stranger you barely knew, a voice whispered in the back of her head.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s my own fault,” Chas grumbled, but the voice was right and couldn’t be ignored. “I’ll make it right. I’ll fix it.”

Chas bit on her lower lip as she half-walked, half-slid down the steep slope that led to the entrance. It took every bit of willpower she had not to collapse into a little heap and cry her eyes out. Right then, she longed for the comforting arms of Lala and her mother, Vivienne. 

They were stuck in the so-called safe zone, however, betrayed by the very man who was supposed to protect the civilians under his wing. She could only hope they were still alive. That the zombie hordes hadn’t found a way inside yet, and that they had enough food and water to last a while longer.

If only Anke had spoken up sooner. Grumps could be here already with a team of experts, opening the mine and evacuating the citizens on top of the mountain. Julia and Alvarez wouldn’t have needed to go on a suicide mission. 

Now, it was up to Chas to get help, to make it back home in one piece and rally the troops. “I’ll make it, Lala. I promise.”

A faint light shone ahead. It was the entrance, and her pace quickened. She reached the opening and scanned the ground for any signs of the gun. There was nothing. Frantic, she searched every nook and cranny for the gleam of steel, but there was no weapon. Anke had lied to her.

“No,” Chas cried as a wave of dizziness overcame her. She needed that gun for protection from zombies. Without it, she was too weak to fight them off. “The truck. Maybe she left the truck and went into the woods with Jonathan. She wouldn’t leave me here to die, would she?”

Chas didn’t want to consider the answer. She knew what it was, but hope pushed her onward. Leaving the relative shelter of the mine, she hobbled downhill, nearly tripping on the loose stones and gravel.

Finally, she reached the spot where the truck had been parked. It was gone. Anke had left her to die.

For a few precious moments, Chas stood swaying in the night, allowing the rain to soak her to the skin. She wanted to give up. Wanted to lie down in the mud and surrender. She was hurt and tired, weak, and demoralized. “Anke! How could you do that? How could you leave me?”

Her knees buckled, but out of nowhere, Alvarez’ words came back to her, echoing in his gruff voice. “Pain is your friend. It means you’re still alive. Pain is your friend.”

He wouldn’t have wanted her to give up. Never. “I still have my backpack. Water, bandages, a knife. I can do this. I can’t let Anke win.”

With pained steps, Chas turned and made her way back to the mine, each step harder than the last. She reached the entrance, and its cold depths welcomed her back. She didn’t stay by the opening. It was too exposed. Instead, she forged ahead until she was right back where she started from.

She slipped her backpack from her shoulders and foraged around for wood. There was lots of it in the form of the abandoned picks and shovels. Their handles had long since begun to rot, at times even crumbling to the touch.

After forming a mound in a sheltered corner, she removed the matches from her pack to start a fire. She needed warmth, or she wouldn’t last the night. It took several tries before a flame took, and she coaxed it to life with trembling hands. At last, she had a solid fire burning merrily in the depths of the old mine, a welcome sight to her tired eyes. 

She unpacked her bag, placing the items down in the order she’d need them. The bottle of water, the gauze, and the bandages. “Now comes the hard part.”

Chas lifted up her shirt and studied the piece of steel that had pierced her. With the knife, she cut away the sodden part of her shirt and wrapped it around her hand. She gripped the jagged back end and stuffed the collar of her jacket into her mouth. Breathing fast, she squeezed her eyes shut and pulled as hard as she could.

White-hot agony shot through her side, burning its way along her nerve endings until she thought her eyes would pop out and her veins would burst. Chas screamed around the material clenched between her teeth until her throat was raw. The metal slipped free with a squelching sound, and hot blood gushed out onto her fingers.

Working fast, she grabbed the water and flushed out the wound as best she could before stuffing a wad of gauze into each hole. Next, she wrapped it all up with the two bandages she’d brought along and more dressing. It wasn’t much in the line of first-aid, and she was sure to get an infection, but it would have to do until she got back home.

Home.

It was such a strange thing to call that hotchpotch of buildings filled with survivors. It barely kept them going. But, it was where her friends and family were, most of them anyway, and that’s what made it home. 

Chas wiped away the worst of the blood before swallowing half of the remaining water. She needed to stay hydrated, and she also needed to rest if she hoped to make it back to base on foot in the morning.

She curled up in front of the fire with her jacket draped over her, praying for sleep. It was a long time coming, but at last, darkness stole over her mind, carrying her into blessed numbness.








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




Chas’s eyes fluttered open, her mind dim and foggy. Every fiber of her being screamed at her to wake up. Wake up before she was found, helpless and vulnerable. Found? Found by what? 

Zombies.

She blinked, slowly registering her surroundings. Her body lay on the ground, cushioned by a thick jacket. A bed of coals glowed in front of her, a small relief from the otherwise pitch-black surroundings. Walls of earth rose on either side and formed the ceiling, closing her in with their cold embrace. She gasped as her memories returned and with it, the fiery agony in her side. “Anke. She did this.”

With a grunt of pain, she struggled upright, the fire beneath her ribs growing into a raging furnace. Dried blood stained her hands and formed half moons around the cuticles. Her blood. 

Chas tested the dressings on her wound, front and back. The gauze had held. The bandages were dry. It was a blessing for she couldn’t stand to lose more blood, not with the journey that lay ahead of her.

Already, she felt dizzy and disoriented while her mouth was as dry as dust. Her head swam when she looked around, searching for any signs of the undead. If one of them found her now, she’d be a goner, unarmed and injured as she was.

But the mine was quiet, abandoned. Even so, she was in more trouble than ever before in her life. Serious trouble. More than that, she had to get back to Grumps in time to tell him about the mine. Before it was too late.

Finally, she gathered the strength to stand. Mud smeared her clothes, and she hoped it had stopped raining outside. With trembling hands, she packed her things and slipped on her jacket with the bag over the top. A few swallows of water was all she took. The rest, a quarter bottle, would have to last for as long as possible. At least, she still carried her knife and removed it from its sheath, ready to stab anything that came near her.

With that, she set off, retracing her steps from the night before. At the entrance of the mine, she paused to search for the gun, hoping she’d simply missed it. She hadn’t. It still wasn’t there. 

“Damn that Anke. If I get my hands on her, I’ll make her suffer,” Chas muttered, but it was a hollow threat. She was too weak to hurt a fly. She slumped against the wall, breathing hard to regain her strength. The short walk had tired her already.

With an effort, she got back to her feet and pushed on, one hand pressed to her middle, the other clutching her knife. The sun was up but hidden behind a bank of gray clouds. She picked her way across the clearing, and her foot slid sideways on a loose rock, jolting her torso. “Ouch.”

An answering groan emerged from woods, and Chas froze. Zombie! She’d just announced her location to everything within hearing distance. Perfect.

A shambling figure thrust its way through the trees and headed straight for her. It was an ugly one. Strips of flesh had peeled from its face. Its eyes were blackened pits, and its teeth rotted from exposure. A man? Woman? It was impossible to tell.

It groaned, shuffling closer as it reached out with both hands. At least, the thing was slow. Chas gritted her teeth and readied herself for a fight. There was no way she could run away in her condition.

She stepped forward and grabbed the thing’s wrist to pull it off balance. Decayed skin sloughed off his flesh, and thick slime coated her fingers. She gagged as bitter bile pushed up her throat. “Wow, that’s nasty!”

Not daring to let go, she yanked its arm again and stepped to the side. Once the zombie fell, she stabbed it in the eye with the knife, allowing the blade to sink to the hilt. She let go and danced back, hoping it was dead. When it didn’t move, she prodded it with her foot and sighed with relief. Reaching down, she pulled her knife free and wiped it clean on a patch of grass. She did the same with her hands, trying not to throw up the entire time.

The fight had exhausted her, and she longed to rest, but there was no time for that. She had to keep moving, had to fight against the pain and fatigue that threatened to undo the last of her willpower. 

“Pain is your friend. It means you’re still alive. Pain is your friend,” she muttered. As she forced one foot in front of the other, those words became her mantra. “Pain is your friend. It means you’re still alive. Pain is your friend.”

The words swam through her head over and over again. Like a tape recorder that got stuck. She stopped twice more to drink water, just a sip or two. Her thirst was a raging beast that wouldn’t leave her in peace.

The gauze padding her wounds grew wet, and blood trickled down her side in a warm stream. Chas gritted her teeth as yet another wave of dizziness caused her to stumble. If another zombie found her now, she was dead.

“Come on. You can do it. One step, two steps…that’s it,” Chas coaxed, staring at her feet as if she could move them through sheer willpower.

The road was rough, scarred and pitted. A pothole appeared out of nowhere, and she stepped right into it. Her ankle twisted, and she fell to her knees, lungs heaving as her wound exploded in agony. A scream escaped her lips, but she muffled the rest of her sobs. She couldn’t afford to draw more infected.

Chas closed her eyes, breathing through the pain until it settled into a dull throb. Only then did she find the strength to move on. The sun moved overhead as she walked, still hidden by the threatening clouds. The hours passed faster than she hoped they would. Night was on its way, and she had nowhere to shelter from the weather or the infected.

The light grew fainter as she walked, fading to a charcoal grey. The woods pressed in around her, the trees looming over her as if to beat her into submission. Chas started at every twig that snapped or leaf that moved, believing it was a zombie.

Despair weighed on her shoulders. “I can’t go on like this.”

Chas was about to give up when her next steps took her around a bend in the road. Her eyes fixed on the square shape parked by the side of the way, and she froze in shock. Her breathing quickened as hope filled her chest. The truck! It was the truck!

Chas pushed herself into a stumbling run, scared beyond belief that the vehicle might drive off without her. It didn’t, but she soon slowed to a walk as her senses prickled, warning her of danger. 

The truck appeared abandoned. At least, she couldn’t see anyone inside at that distance. As she drew closer, however, she saw blood smeared on the windows. Lots of blood.

The hair on the back of her neck rose, and she looked around, searching for the telltale shuffle of a zombie. With her heart banging in her throat, she walked a few more steps. Suddenly, the crackling of undergrowth warned her, and she whirled around in time to see Jonathan charging through the bushes.

She barely had time to raise her hands before he was on her, snapping at her face like a rabid dog. The cloth covering his mouth before was gone, as was the rope holding his arms to his side. One hand seemed unharmed, but the other was severed at the wrist. 

It was a horrid sight, but what made it even worse, was the slick blood that covered his arms. It made it difficult to hold him back, and Chas found herself fighting a losing battle against the crazed boy.

He was as strong as she was, and didn’t feel pain or exhaustion like she did. She felt her muscles weaken by the second, the knife useless to her. His teeth crept closer and closer to her cheek, and she imagined the pain as he tore into her flesh.

Suddenly, his head snapped to the side as a gunshot echoed through the air. He slumped to the ground, no longer a threat, but simply a corpse.

Chas stood unmoving, staring at his body. She couldn’t comprehend what had happened even when Anke stepped into view holding her gun. 

“Chas, are you okay?”

“Huh?” 

“Chas,” Anke said, louder this time. “Did he bite you?”

“No, I’m fine.” Chas blinked as her shocked brain slowly began firing on all cylinders again, a jumble of thoughts and questions tumbling through her consciousness. “What happened? How did he…how did you…?” Chas noticed the blood that stained Anke’s collar, and she gasped. “Did he get you?”

Anke nodded, her eyes bright with unshed tears. She peeled away her shirt to reveal a gruesome bite on the flesh between her neck and shoulder. “He broke loose while I was driving. He…he…cut off his own hand, Chas. He just kept pulling and pulling until the plastic cut right through the joint.”

Chas shook her head, amazed. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll forgive me, Chas. I left you behind, hurt and alone. I shouldn’t have done that. And all for him, a monster.”

Anke burst into tears, and Chas sighed. How could she not forgive the girl despite what she’d done? The soldiers, Chas, all for an undead brother. “I get why you did it, Anke. It was wrong, but I kind of understand.”

Anke sobbed harder, dropping down until she was on her knees, still holding the gun. “I killed him, Chas. I killed my little brother, but I couldn’t let him hurt you too.”

“You did the right thing. That wasn’t your brother anymore. Your brother’s in heaven with your mom and dad.”

“You really believe that?” Anke asked with a hopeful expression. 

“Of course, don’t you?”

“Maybe. I hope so.” Anke sniffed and wiped her eyes with one hand. “I’d like to think that.”

Chas reached out a hand, helping Anke to her feet. “Then believe it, but right now, I need your help. I need to get to a doctor, and you need to tell Grumps about the mine before…”

“Before I turn,” Anke said. “It’s okay. I know what’s going to happen, but I still have time. I’ll get you home, Chas.”

Chas slumped with relief. “Thank you.”

“First, I need to clean up this contaminated blood. We can’t risk you getting infected,” Anke said. She removed a bottle of disinfectant, water, and clean cloths from the back of the truck. It was standard issue for all vehicles with the virus being so easily transmitted. Working fast, Anke disinfected the cab and washed their hands and faces.

With Anke’s help, Chas climbed into the passenger’s side with a clean cloth wrapped around her waist and a bottle of water in her hands. It was a supreme relief to be able to relax into the seat and quench her thirst while Anke drove them both back to base.

“I’m really sorry, Chas,” Anke whispered along the way.

“I know, and I forgive you.”

“Really?”

“What are friends for?”

Chas reached out to squeeze Anke’s hand, sadder than she’d thought it was possible to be over the girl’s imminent death. Just an hour ago, I would’ve been happy to see her become a zombie, but now…now I’m sorry.

“It’ll be okay, Anke. Soon, you’ll be with Jonathan again. And your parents,” Chas said. It was a hollow statement, but it seemed to comfort Anke who smiled back at her with genuine warmth. 

“Maybe, it’s better this way. I could never stand to be alone, anyway,” Anke said. “I always hated it.”

“Maybe,” Chas agreed, but her heart disagreed. To her, nothing was more precious than life, and seeing Anke go like this was more than she could bear.

They reached the base soon after that, and Chas was gratified to see Grumps running toward her followed closely by Vanessa, Emily, and Dean. They surrounded her with love, worry, anger, and more love as they rushed her to the infirmary until Chas had room for only one more thought. It felt good to be home, and even better to be back with her family. Wherever that might be.
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The calm, quiet atmosphere of the infirmary was a relief after the crush of people that greeted them at the gates. A nurse, the same one who had examined Chas when she was first released into the community, greeted her at the door.

“Nurse Inge. I’m glad to see you again,” Chas said.

Inge pursed her lips. “Not under these circumstances, dear. What on earth have you done to yourself?”

“It’s a long story,” Chas replied.

“One we will all be very interested in hearing, I’m sure,” Grumps replied with a frown. He clearly hadn’t forgiven her yet. Not by a long shot.

Inge looked from Chas to Anke. “Both of you? I barely discharged you, and now you’re back?”

Anke managed a wan smile. “You know me. Always more trouble than I’m worth.”

Inge shook her head. “What happened?”

“I…I got bitten,” Anke admitted, revealing the bite mark on her shoulder.

Grumps, Emily, Vanessa, and Dean all stepped back, clearing a space around her. It was an automatic reaction, but Chas immediately remembered how she’d spoken about being alone. It’s true. She really is on her own now.

“I’m sorry, Anke,” Inge said with a genuine look of sorrow. “You understand we’ll have to put you in quarantine?”

“I know. It’s okay.”

“Liam will take care of you for the moment, dear,” Inge continued, waving a young male nurse over. “I’ll stop by as soon as I can.”

Chas watched as Anke was led away, her shoulders hunched. She looked so frail all of a sudden. Not her usual brazen self, at all. She disappeared behind the door guarded by Peterson, the soldier responsible for putting infected patients down, and Chas shuddered at the thought. 

Inge led Chas to a nearby bed and closed the curtains for privacy. “You can speak to your friends once I’m done examining you.”

She removed the soiled dressings and continued to poke and prod for the next few minutes. “What happened?”

Chas briefly explained, and Inge frowned. “You’ll need a tetanus shot straight away. We’ll also have to perform a few scans, and you might need surgery. The wound is definitely infected.”

“Great,” Chas said, too tired to argue.

She winced when Inge gave her a few shots, not bothering to ask what they were all for. One of them must have been for pain, though, because the throbbing agony receded like magic. It left her feeling drowsy, and she yawned while the nurse put a clean dressing on.

Afterward, she was wheeled away for the required scans, and the news that came back was positive. The steel shard had missed any vital organs, going straight through the flesh. The wound had to be cleaned, however, and a strong course of antibiotics was needed to curb the infection. She’d lost a lot of blood as well and would need plenty of fluids.

“I’ll arrange everything for later this afternoon,” Inge said. “You really did a number on yourself this time.”

“Can’t you do it now?” Chas asked, eager to get it over with.

“The doctor is busy at the moment. In the meantime, you can talk to your friends for a few minutes.” Inge laid her back in a hospital bed and applied a drip to her arm. Afterward, she let Grumps and the rest inside and filled them in on Chas’ injuries. “You can see her for a short while only. She needs to rest.”

Grumps pinned Chas down with a sour look after Inge left. “You’ve got some explaining to do, young lady.”

“I know, and before you say anything further, I’m really sorry. I owe you all an apology for running off like that and making you worry.”

“What happened?” Emily asked, her nose pinched with worry.

Chas took a deep breath before telling them the entire story up until the moment she got back. “That’s it. The whole lot.”

“Poor Anke,” Emily said.

“Poor Anke? Look what she did to Chas!” Vanessa burst out.

“She didn’t mean to,” Emily protested. “Besides, it’s our fault this happened.”

“How’s it our fault?” Vanessa asked, her cheeks flushed with anger.

“We made Chas feel like an outsider. If we hadn’t, she wouldn’t have turned to Anke in the first place,” Emily said.

“She’s right,” Dean said.

“Now you’re agreeing with Emily?” Vanessa said, turning on him.

Chas sighed. “Please, guys. Don’t fight. Anke is sorry for what she did, and she’s paying the ultimate price. Isn’t that enough?”

Silence.

“Besides, it’s my fault. I was the one who wanted to show off and feel important again. I’m the one who pulled away from you, my true friends. I should’ve listened to you,” Chas continued.

Grumps nodded. “I’m glad you’re finally accepting responsibility for your actions. This is the first time I’ve seen you act like your old self in days.”

“Thanks, Grumps, and I really am sorry,” Chas whispered.

He reached out to squeeze her hand. “That’s alright. I forgive you. Now you focus on getting better, okay?”

Chas nodded. “What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going to talk to Anke about the mine, and then I’ve got plans to make. Whatever you two might’ve done, this is still the best news I’ve heard in ages. We might have a real shot at evacuating those people now.”

“I guess I’m out of it?” Chas asked.

“Looking like that, yes. Be happy, though. We finally have a way forward,” Grumps said. He kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you later. And no more shenanigans, okay?”

Chas grinned. “Deal.”

He hustled her friends away, and Chas was left alone with her regrets, much like Anke. But unlike Anke, she still had a life left to live. 




***




The following morning, Chas woke up feeling groggy and nauseous. The doctor had cleaned her wound the previous night, and it hurt a lot more than the initial injury had. Even now, the area felt hot, and her skin was pulled tight from the stitches. Afterward, they’d dosed her with painkillers until she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, only to wake up after dawn.

Inge showed up not long after to change her dressing and check her stats. “Looking good, dear.”

Chas managed a wan smile. “How’s Anke doing?”

Inge shook her head. “Not so well, I’m afraid. She’s nearing the final stages of infection.”

“Can I see her?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, dear,” Inge said. “It will only upset you.”

“Please? Just for a short while,” Chas pleaded. “She lost her brother yesterday, and she’s going to die. I’m her only friend.”

Inge thought about it for a moment before giving in. “Since she has no one else, I’ll allow it this once.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll ask Liam to take you in a wheelchair. You shouldn’t be walking around yet. Wait here,” Nurse Inge said before hurrying off.

Minutes later, a young man showed up at her bedside, the same one who’d escorted Anke to the quarantine rooms. He nodded at her, and a hank of dark brown hair flopped over his equally dark eyes. “Hi, I’m Liam.”

“Chas, short for Chasity,” she replied, thinking that he looked far too young to be a qualified nurse. He had to be around Dean’s age. Maybe a year older. “Have you been a nurse for long?”

“Not really. I volunteered to help out when I arrived here,” he answered with a warm smile. “I like helping people, I guess.”

“That’s nice.”

He covered her legs with a blanket before looking her in the eyes, his gaze sympathetic. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I’m sure. Thanks,” Chas replied.

“Alright, but if she makes a move, I’m pulling you out. They get very aggressive in the last stages, and a single bite will doom you,” Liam said.

“I understand. Thanks,” Chas replied.

At the main door, Peterson gave her the once over before letting them in. She wondered what was going through his mind. Despite his dour expression, she couldn’t imagine he enjoyed his work. 

They stopped in front of Anke’s door, and Chas stared at the painted wood with a sense of trepidation. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she knew she had to do it. She had to give what comfort she could to the girl who was, however briefly, her friend.

Liam went in first before wheeling her inside, and Chas swallowed when he closed the door behind them with a soft click. “Anke?”

Anke sat on her bed in the corner with her knees drawn up to her chin. She looked up when she heard Chas speak, her eyes glazed and uncomprehending. After a moment, they cleared. “Chas. What are you doing here?”

“I came to check on you.”

Anke laughed, but it held a bitter note. “Well, you came, and you saw. Happy?”

Chas sucked in a breath. “It’s not like that.”

“If you say so.” 

“Are you okay?” Chas asked, noting the purple shadows beneath Anke’s eyes. “Have you slept at all?”

“Not much. The doctors wanted to sedate me, but I’d rather be myself until the end,” Anke replied. Her eyes flickered from her to Liam and back again.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Chas asked.

“There’s nothing to talk about. I’m going to become a zombie. End of story,” Anke said.

Chas bit her lip. “I’m so—”

“Sorry? Yeah, you and me both,” Anke interrupted. 

“I mean it, Anke. You’re my friend, and I don’t want to see you die,” Chas said, desperate to get through to the girl.

Anke hesitated. “Friend? You really mean that?”

“Of course, I do.”

“Aren’t you afraid of me?”

Chas shrugged. “A little. I mean, you did leave me to die, you know?”

This time, Anke’s laugh was genuine. “That’s fair, I guess. Plus, my brother tried to eat you.”

“You stopped him, though. You saved my life.”

“I did. I killed Jonathan.”

“You killed a shell. He was already gone.”

“I suppose.” Anke sighed and reached out a trembling hand. “Thanks for coming here. I appreciate it. You’re a good person.”

“I’m here for you. Whatever you need,” Chas said, squeezing Anke’s hand. They sat like that for a few minutes before Anke’s eyes glazed over again.

“Who are you? What do you want?” She pulled away from Chas and scurried back into her corner, her expression wild. “Go away!”

Chas glanced at Liam, noting how tensed he looked. “Is she okay? What’s happening to her?”

“She’s moving into the final stage. We’d better go now,” he said, opening the door behind him.

“So soon? Can’t we stay just a little longer?” Chas looked back at her friend. “Anke? It’s me, Chas. Don’t you remember?”

Anke stared at her, her mouth working in a strange fashion. “Hungry. I’m hungry.”

Suddenly, she launched herself at Chas, hands outstretched, but Liam was already moving. He pulled the wheelchair out and slammed the door shut in one swift move. Anke’s body thudded against the barrier, and she shrieked over and over again.

Horrified, Chas huddled into a ball and pressed her hands to her ears, trying to shut out her friend’s screams as Liam wheeled her away. The visit had not gone as planned. Not at all. Instead of giving the dying Anke comfort, Chas was left feeling sick to her stomach. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Liam said, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s the disease.”

Chas hardly heard him. The only thing she heard was the wild, echoing howls of a person gone mad. A person who didn’t deserve to die like that, whatever her faults might be.

As they left the quarantine area, Liam murmured a few words to Peterson. “It won’t be long now.”

Peterson nodded, his face a shade paler than usual. “I won’t let her suffer.”

Chas shot the older man a grateful look. So he did care, after all. “Thank you.”

Inge awaited her at her bedside. “Oh, my dear. It didn’t go well?”

Chas burst into tears, unable to help herself. “No…she…I…”

Inge sighed. “I was afraid of that. Come, you need to rest before you make yourself ill.”

Chas climbed into her bed, still sobbing as Inge injected her with a mystery substance. Whatever it was, it numbed everything until all she wanted to do was sleep. 

Liam tucked the blanket around her, his expression pained. “It will be okay. You’ll see.”

“I hope so,” Chas replied.

“Would you like me to sit here until you fall asleep?” he asked.

“Please. I don’t think I can be alone right now.” 

He gripped her hand in his, and sat down next to the bed on a stool. “Sleep now.”

Chas nodded. Her last memory of him before she slipped away, was the kindness in his warm, brown eyes. 








  
  
  Chapter 12 - Julia

  
  




Julia lay on the backseat of the truck catching a well-deserved nap. They’d been driving all night since their last pitstop, taking turns at the wheel. Because they were so far behind schedule already, Alvarez had decided to do one big push to get them to Washington.

Despite her cramped position, she’d managed to catch about two hours of sleep by the time they reached the capital. She was awoken by Sanchez, who shook her shoulder and said, “We’re here.”

Julia opened her eyes and yawned. “Really? We made it?”

“We made it, but you’re gonna want to see this,” Sanchez replied with a grim note in her voice.

“Is it bad,” Julia asked, shifting to an upright position while rubbing her eyes. She was still half asleep, and her movements were sluggish. 

“See for yourself,” Sanchez said.

Julia leaned forward between the gap in the front seats and stared at the scene before her. Alvarez hadn’t gone straight into the city. Instead, he’d driven around until he could find a good vantage point, topping out on a rise that offered a good view.

Julia gasped, one hand fluttering to her chest. “Is that Washington?”

“Yup. What’s left of it anyway,” Alvarez said.

Smoke rose above the city in a thick cloud, forming a charcoal blanket across the rooftops. In the early morning light, the orange glow of numerous fires were clear to the eye. One skyscraper, in particular, formed a pillar of flame that reached to the heavens while belching out more pollution.

“Is that a plane?” Julia asked, pointing to a strange structure that stuck out of the side of the burning skyscraper, its tail, and one wing visible through the smoke.

“Looks like it,” Alvarez said.

Julia looked from him to Sanchez. “What now? Do we go in?”

“What’s the point? There is nothing left,” Sanchez said.

“She’s right,” Alvarez agreed.

“But…what about the safe zone? We need to take back help…soldiers,” Julia protested, unwilling to admit what the others already knew. It was a futile endeavor.

“The mission is over. We’ve failed,” Alvarez said with a note of finality. The decision was made. “It’s just us now. We have to return and do what we can, even if it’s not enough to save everyone.”

“No! Can’t we take a closer look? Maybe there’s something left. Someone,” Julia insisted. 

Without answering, Alvarez handed her his binoculars. “Look at the streets.”

Julia took the proffered binoculars and pressed them to her eyes. She instantly wished she hadn’t. The powerful lenses brought the destruction of the once magnificent city right up close until she felt like she could reach out and touch it.

The streets teamed with infected. She could tell it was zombies by the way they moved. Not a single living soul was in sight. Car wrecks, rubble, and bodies littered the streets. Storefronts were smashed, and glass fragments created a carpet of glittering diamonds in the pale light of morning. A cat ducked into an alleyway, chased by a knot of hungry infected. She hoped it got away.

Slowly, Julia lowered the binoculars, swallowing hard on the painful lump in her throat. “There has to be survivors. Government. Soldiers.” Her words were hollow, though, and without any real hope.

Alvarez nodded. “It’s possible. Even likely. But, we wouldn’t last five minutes in there.”

Sanchez shook her head. “It’s over, Julia. Admit it.”

“I guess so.” With a heavy heart, Julia sat back in her seat as Alvarez fired up the engine again and drove away. All their hopes had been pinned on this place with its promise of salvation. She now realized how naive they’d been. We should’ve known.

She thought about her family. Her parents lived close to the center of the city with her little sister. I’ll never see them again. They’re gone. This whole time, I’d hoped the army would keep them safe while I performed my duties. I was wrong. I should’ve gone to them while I still could. Now, it’s too late.

Unable to help herself, she scooted over to the window and looked again. She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she was looking for life. For hope. Any signs of living human beings.

Alvarez and Sanchez left her to it. They knew about her family. Heck, they had family of their own too. All gone now. Their fates unknown but almost one hundred percent certain. It would take a miracle for anyone to survive the chaos going on below them.

As the truck took a turn that would lead them back to Red Rock, Julia spotted movement. A different kind of movement from the jerky figures of zombies milling about. “Wait. I see something.”

Alvarez stopped abruptly. “What is it?”

“It’s…it’s a convoy. I can see several humvees,  a couple of Jeeps, personnel carriers, even a light tank.” Julia jumped up and down in her seat as excitement set in. “There are civilian vehicles in the center too. A whole bunch of them.”

“They must be evacuating survivors,” Alvarez said. “Which way are they going? We can intercept them outside the city.”

With Julia pointing the way, Alvarez took a route that would lead them right to the convoy as they exited Washington. After twenty minutes of frantic maneuvering, they reached a crossroad and halted. 

“They’ll be here any minute,” Julia said, unable to keep her voice steady. Was this the answer to their prayers? Maybe not, but she sure hoped so.

Within minutes, the low rumble of numerous engines vibrated through the air. It added to the intensity of Julia’s emotions until she felt like she’d burst out of her skin. The first vehicle, a Jeep, topped over the rise, and Alvarez climbed out. “Wait here.”

Julia wanted to protest, but she understood. He ranked above her, and his army uniform was in better shape than hers. It’d be better for him to approach whoever was in charge of this outfit.

The Jeep slowed to a stop, and the passenger opened to let out a man dressed in army uniform. Several gun barrels were visible, each of them trained on them. She watched as Alvarez and the stranger met in the middle, and a long conversation ensued.

Finally, just when Julia thought she’d explode with impatience, Alvarez returned and climbed back behind the wheel. Without saying a word, he started the engine and continued driving. Behind them, the Jeep followed. So did the rest of the convoy.

Julia fidgeted with the binoculars on her lap until she couldn’t handle it anymore. “And? What did he say? What happened? Where are they headed?”

“They’re following us to Red Rock,” Alvarez said.

“It was that easy? How did you convince them?” Sanchez asked with a look of astonishment on her dusky features.

“It didn’t take much. They’ve got nowhere else to go,” Alvarez said.

“Nowhere else to go? What about the government? Other military bases?” Julia asked.

“There are none. It’s all gone. Fallen. We’re on our own now.” Alvarez didn’t meet her gaze in the rearview mirror, fixing his eyes on the road instead. She noted the way his fingers clenched around the wheel, however. The way his knuckles turned white, and she knew this was it.

“So, it’s over? No more government? No more army?” Julia asked as her body turned numb with shock.

“No more America,” Sanchez said, her face pale and set.

“That’s right. We’re on our own now. It’s up to us to rebuild this country, to take it back from the zombies,” Alvarez said. “And we will do it. We have to.”

“I guess you’re right,” Julia said, but the reality had yet to sink in. It was all too much for her brain to comprehend.

“Oh, and one more thing. They’ve got Major Brown with them.”

“What? Major Brown? That cockroach. If I see him, I’ll strangle him with my bare hands!” Julia exclaimed.

“Relax. They’re not that fond of him either. To them, he’s a nobody. A troublemaker, at best.” Alvarez laughed. “It seemed he thought he could waltz in and take over. But to the army, he’s just another politician. Not even his position in the National Guard can change that.”

“Huh. He’s a lot more than that.”

“I know, and I’ll make sure they learn of his crimes in due time, but for now, we need to focus on getting back. For all we know, Red Rock might be the last big hold-out for survivors in the entire country.”

“Yeah, we’d better hurry too. Who knows how bad things are in the safe zone. They must be running low on supplies by now,” Sanchez added.

Everything they said was true, but Julia couldn’t let go of the fact that Major Brown was still alive. Of all the rotten luck. I’d hoped a zombie got him along the way. As if this day couldn’t get any worse.








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




“I win. Again!” Chas cried with a triumphant smile as she tossed down her last Uno card.

“No fair,” Vanessa said, throwing her handful of cards onto the bed.

“Cheater,” Emily grumbled as she gathered up everyone’s hands and reshuffled the deck. “That’s the fourth time in a row.”

“It’s not my fault you suck at this,” Chas said, leaning back against her cushions. 

It was the time of day she liked the best. The hours between the end of the day’s work and supper. The only time her friends were allowed to visit her. They’d troop into the infirmary with a game to play, a few jokes, warm smiles, and best of all, snacks. Right under Nurse Inge’s watchful eye too. Today, they’d smuggled her three chocolate chip cookies, and she couldn’t wait to eat them later when she was alone.

Not that there was an end to the day’s work anymore. Since the discovery of the mine shaft, Lieutenant Stokes and Grumps were up at all hours, leading teams inside to clear the way and service the enormous emergency generators. Without electricity, they’d never be able to get the lifts going, and without those, nobody could be evacuated from the top of the mountain. Dean was with just such a team at the moment. Even Emily had volunteered to help, leaving the relative safety of the infirmary behind for once.

“How are the evacuation plans coming along?” Chas asked.

“Grumps said we shouldn’t bother you with such details,” Emily said with a raised eyebrow. “It might tire you too much.”

Chas snorted. “Yeah, right. It’s been three days, and I’m doing fine. Spit it out.”

Vanessa rolled her eyes. “It’s going great. The entrance has been cleared, and the generators are working.”

“I sense a but coming.”

“They don’t have enough fuel to run the generators, so Stokes has taken a scavenging team out to find more.”

Chas frowned. “Where? Aren’t all the places nearby tapped out already?”

“Not all of them. There’s a gas station a few miles outside of Red Rock. If the underground tanks are still full, we’ll have enough to proceed with the evacuation,” Vanessa said.

“That’s if they can clear the top entrance and get the headgear going again,” Emily chimed in.

“How on earth are they going to manage that?” Chas asked.

Emily leaned forward and spoke in a stage whisper. “There’s talk of a team going into the safe zone.”

“How?”

“Same way we got out. The river,” Emily answered. “They’ll jump in upstream, swim across, and get out at the embankment where we got in.”

Chas shuddered, remembering the icy black water and numbing cold. “Good luck to them. Who’s going?”

“Lieutenant Stokes and a few others,” Emily answered, still leaning forward.

“Why are you whispering? It’s not like it’s a big secret, you know?” Vanessa interrupted.

Emily’s cheeks flushed. “I don’t want to jinx it, that’s all. A lot depends on them getting into the base.”

Chas nodded. “Well, I hope they succeed. There’s nothing that could make me get into that river again.”

“Me neither,” Emily agreed. “I almost became zombie chow.”

“Almost.”

Vanessa glanced at her watch. “I wonder where Dean is? They should’ve been back by now.”

“They’re probably on their way. There have been delays every day so far,” Emily said.

“Delays? Like what?” Chas asked.

“Nothing serious,” Emily said. “The usual. Vehicles breaking down, ammo running out. Nothing to worry you. Dean will be fine.”

“Mm,” Chas said, not believing a word. Emily was hiding something from her, and so was Vanessa.

They played another two rounds of cards before Dean stormed in. Smears of mud and dirt covered his clothes. Or was that mud? To Chas’ eyes, it looked more like blood, but she decided to keep quiet. He gave her a messy hug, leaving crumbs of sand all over her bed covers despite her protests. “How is my favorite patient doing?”

“Fine, thanks. At least, until Nurse Inge sees this mess. She’ll take away my jello if I’m not careful.”

“You get jello? Why don’t I get jello?” he grumbled. 

“It’s the only thing I can eat around here,” Chas said. “The rest of the stuff they feed me in here is revolting, so don’t ruin it for me.”

“At least we still have food to eat,” Emily said. “We might soon be put onto short rations to save supplies. With the people from the safe zone, our numbers will triple, if not more.”

“Do we even have enough space for them all?” Chas asked.

“We’re working on that too,” Dean said, sitting down on the nearest chair with a sigh. “These past few days have been crazy with us running around doing a million things.”

Vanessa nodded. “It’s hectic. We’re all putting in extra hours clearing buildings, extending our walls, working in the mine, and scavenging for supplies.”

“And here I am, eating my head off while doing nothing to contribute,” Chas said, feeling a stab of guilt when she noticed the dark shadows beneath her friends’ eyes. They all looked exhausted. 

“Don’t worry. When you’re up and about again, you’ll be put to work too. None of us are sitting this one out,” Dean said, rubbing a hand across his eyes.

“But only when you’re healed, Chas,” Emily said. “Don’t get any ideas, okay?”

“I won’t, I promise,” Chas said.

“I mean it. It’s dangerous out⁠—”

“Dangerous? What aren’t you lot telling me?” Chas said, leaning forward with eager anticipation.

“Emily, come on,” Vanessa. “We agreed not to tell her.”

“Tell me what?” Chas asked. “You might as well. It’s too late to hold back now.”

Vanessa sighed. “All the activity is drawing infected from the surrounding areas. They’re filtering in from everywhere.”

“Yeah, we’ve even had small groups break off from the horde surrounding the safe zone and making their way to the mine’s entrance,” Dean said.

“Is that why you’ve got blood on your clothes?” Chas asked.

“Blood?” Emily jerked around and stared at him with horrified eyes. “You can’t be in here like that. You need to decontaminate first. This infirmary is full of sick people. What if you infect someone?”

“Oh, come on. It’s just a little bit, and I sprayed it with disinfectant earlier. That would’ve killed the germs, wouldn’t it?” Dean protested.

“It doesn’t matter. You know the rules. Off to the showers and laundry with you,” Emily said while fussing over Chas’ bed. She vigorously wiped and sprayed every surface around them with disinfectant and even stripped off the top sheet.

“I’m afraid Emily is right, Dean. Off with you,” Vanessa said. There was a twinkle in her eyes when she said it, however, which belied the stern tone in her voice. “I’ll go with you. See you later, Chas.”

Chas watched Vanessa and Dean leave with regret, more than just a little miffed at Emily for cutting the visit short. “Thanks a lot, Emily.”

Emily glanced at her before ducking her head. “I’m sorry, but it needs to be done. What kind of friend would I be if I let you get infected?”

It was true.

“You’re right. I’m sorry, Emily,” Chas said. She watched as Emily changed the top sheet for a fresh one. She topped up the glass of water on the bedside table before taking her leave. “Bye, Chas. See you soon. I’ll take this dirty sheet for a wash.”

“Okay. See ya.” Chas watched Emily walk away with regret. She was doing what she thought was best, and there was no changing her. “Nor should she change. She’s perfect the way she is. A good friend who worries about me. I couldn’t ask for better.”

Chas stashed her cookies away in her bedside drawer for later before lying back with a sigh of boredom. Being in the infirmary was the worst. She was of no use to anyone. Nor did she really know what was going on. Plus, she could only see her friends for short visits. The whole situation sucked.

If it weren’t for Liam keeping her company, she’d long since have screamed her head off. He’d been spending a lot of time with her since the disastrous visit with Anke. At that moment, she spotted his dark head and smiling face walking toward her. “Speak of the devil.”

“All alone again, I see,” Liam said.

Chas smiled, happy to see him. “Don’t you have other patients to worry about?” 

“Not right now, I don’t. Care for a game of Uno?”

“Sure, why not? It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Chas said.

He shuffled the deck and dealt their cards, his movements swift and practiced. She liked watching his hands. They were so deft, so graceful. Like a pianist’s hands. “Do you play the piano?”

He glanced at her. “No, but I do play the guitar.”

“Really? You should teach me one day,” Chas said.

“Maybe, I will. When all of this is over,” he said, winking at her.

Chas blinked, taken aback at the warmth that unfurled in her stomach. “Erm, do you think this will all blow over in the future?”

“The zombies?” he asked. “I don’t know. But, I do know we won’t give up, and that we’ll rebuild one day. It might not be the same as before, but we’ll still be here. Surviving. Living.”

“That’s deep,” Chas said.

Liam chuckled. “I guess so. I’ve had a lot of time to think about these things.”

“You’ve been alone all this time?”

“Yup. Mostly.”

“But…what happened to your family?” Chas asked.

Liam’s smile fell away, and he quickly gathered up the cards he’d dealt. “They’re dead. All of them.”

“What happened?”

“I’d rather not talk about it. I have to go. Sorry.” Liam stood up abruptly, placing the Uno deck back in its spot. “We can play later after I’ve done my rounds.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,” Chas said, regretting her bluntness immediately.

Liam didn’t answer. Instead, he walked away with stiff shoulders, leaving Chas to kick herself for her thoughtlessness. “Why did I do that? Why?”








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  




Liam returned the following day, bearing a tray with breakfast on it. He pulled aside her curtains, letting in the light. “Rise and shine. Time to eat.”

Chas yawned and sat upright, her belly rumbling at the sight of the food. More than that, she was happy to see Liam again, and he was smiling too. She’d spent a long, restless night worrying about him, afraid she’d never see him again. I hope he’s forgiven me. 

“Hungry?” he asked.

“I’m starving,” Chas replied, throwing him a tentative smile.

“Good thing I dished extra then,” he said, placing the tray before her, complete with cutlery, a napkin, and salt.

“What’s the occasion?” Chas asked. “I’m not used to getting the royal treatment.”

“Oh? That’s too bad. Maybe I should do it more often then,” Liam quipped. 

Chas stared at him, taken aback by his manner. Was he flirting with her? That seemed odd, especially after their fight the previous night. Then she caught the delicious scent of fried eggs in her nostrils, and her eyes widened. “Eggs? We’ve got eggs? Since when?”

He shrugged. “One of the scavenging teams went out to the surrounding farms yesterday. They came back with cages full of chickens, a couple of goats, and even a few milk cows. Cook decided to go all out and even made toast. There’s no butter, but with cows, we’ll soon have some. Even cream.”

“Oh, that would be heaven. Real butter,” Chas said, her mouth watering at the thought.

“Well,” Liam prompted. “Don’t let your food get cold.”

Chas pushed her messy hair out of her eyes and grabbed a slice of toast, topping it with a fried egg. It went down at the speed of lightning. She quickly ate the rest as well, stuffing it into her mouth until Liam handed her a cup of foaming milk.

“Slow down before you choke,” he said with a chuckle.

Chas suddenly became aware of the picture she must present and blushed bright red. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners?”

“I don’t blame you,” Liam said. “I looked like a chipmunk at breakfast this morning. I think we all did, even the most proper of grannies.”

Chas ducked her head, still mortified, but quickly forgot about her embarrassment when she took a sip. The milk was still warm and melted in her mouth with creamy goodness. It brought back many fond memories of breakfast with Lala and Grumps. Vivienne too when she wasn’t working night shift. “Wow. That’s the best thing I’ve tasted in weeks.”

“Like milk, do you?” Liam asked, dragging a chair closer. “It’s a bit rich for my tastes.”

“No way. I love the stuff,” Chas said, smoothing a satisfied hand over her full belly. “That was awesome.”

“If I knew it was that easy to impress you, I’d have gone looking for a cow ages ago,” Liam teased, removing her empty plate. “Time to check your blood pressure.”

Once again, Chas was surprised to feel a ball of flame unfurl in her stomach, warming up her insides and cheeks until she felt like a glow-worm. She became super aware of his touch as he took her pulse and changed her dressings. What’s wrong with me?

He finished his exam and smiled. “Looking good. You’re healing fast.”

Chas stared at him, unable to reply as she got lost in his gaze. After a few seconds, she became aware of what a fool she must look and managed a muttered, “Uh, great. Thanks.”

Liam’s smile fell away, and he sighed. “I hoped you wouldn’t still be mad at me.”

“Mad at you?” Chas asked, now thoroughly confused. “Why would I be mad at you?” 

“Because of last night,” he answered. “I didn’t mean to storm away like that. I just…I didn’t want to think about my family.”

“Oh, no. I’m not mad at you,” Chas cried, relieved beyond measure.

“You’re not?”

“Of course not. That was my fault,” Chas said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Liam sighed. “I haven’t really dealt with it, you know? It’s still raw, and most of the time I pretend it never happened.”

Chas bit her lip. “It must be awful. If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here for you.”

“Thanks. Maybe…maybe one day,” he said, backing away. “Until then, are you up for a walk?”

“Am I ever!” Chas said, throwing back her blankets with eager abandon.

“Woah, slow down. Nurse Inge said it’s time for you to get back on your feet, but you’ve got to be careful with those stitches. No sudden moves, okay?”

Chas nodded, willing to agree to anything that got her out of the boring hospital bed. “Whatever. As long as I can get some fresh air.”

Liam waited outside the curtains while she slipped on a pair of tracksuit pants, a top, and a pair of shoes. The doctor had removed the drip the day before, so she was unfettered, free to walk as she wished. 

Together, they left the infirmary and headed toward the park. The halls were busy, filled with bustling people, and Chas was glad when they left the building. The crush of bodies was replaced by open air, and she stretched out her arms. “That’s better.”

“Yeah, it’s been pretty rough in there,” Liam said, sucking in a deep breath of air.

The rain of the past few days had receded, and the sky was crystal clear. White clouds dotted the blue expanse, and the sun shone down on them with benign benevolence. It was neither too hot nor too cold. Just right.

Chas tipped her head back, enjoying the golden warmth on her skin. “Can you fill me in? My friends told me a little of what’s going on, but not all. Just what they think is good for me.”

“They can’t know you very well if they think you’d be content with just the good news,” Liam mused. “You’d want to know it all.”

“It’s not that. They’re just worried about me. I mean, I did run away in the middle of the night with Anke, and look how that turned out,” Chas said feeling the grief she felt for Anke well up inside. The pain was still fresh. “If we hadn’t gone, she’d still be alive.”

“Hey,” Liam said, coming to a stop. He reached out a hand and gripped her fingers. “You can’t blame yourself for that. It wasn’t your fault.”

“But, if I’d said no…”

“She’d still have gone, and she didn’t die for nothing. She got infected trying to save her brother, whom she loved very much. She made her choice.”

Chas sucked in a deep breath. “I guess so.”

“I’m not saying what she did to you in the beginning was right, but she made up for it in the end. Killing her own brother like that must’ve been hard for her, but she did it for you. She saved your life.”

After a moment, Liam resumed walking again, and Chas fell in beside him. Liam’s words made sense to her. It also gave Anke’s death meaning, which was something Chas dearly wanted. The last thing she wanted to remember was Anke’s final moments when she lost her humanity. Rather remember the good parts. The best of her. She deserves that much.

They’d been walking for several seconds before Chas realized something that took her thoughts in a completely different direction. Liam was still holding her hand. It was a tentative touch, and yet, it was there. 

He’s holding my hand! I can’t believe it. Chas wasn’t sure what to do, so she did nothing. Instead, she followed where he led without saying a word, her insides quivering with excitement. What did this mean? Did he like her? Or was he just being nice?

They walked across the park before Liam pointed to a bench. “Let’s sit there for a few seconds. I don’t want to push you too hard.”

“I’m okay,” Chas replied, disappointed when he finally let go of her hand.

“I know, but you’d say that even if you weren’t,” he pointed out. “You’re pretty stubborn, you know that?”

“I know. Lala says so all the time. She says I got it from my mother.”

“Lala?”

“My grandmother. She’s stuck in the safe zone with my mom,” Chas explained.

“You escaped, didn’t you? You and your friends,” Liam said.

“Yeah, we did.”

“You’re arrival caused quite a ruckus at the time. Nobody could believe you got out.”

“It wasn’t easy.”

“Tell me about it,” he said. “It must be quite a story.”

Chas told him about that night, the sneaking out, drugging the guards earlier…everything. She even told him about Sandy, the coyote bite, and the car crash.

He chuckled. “Wow, you hotwired a car only to crash it minutes later.”

“I’m not much of a driver,” Chas admitted with a laugh.

“Well, it is quite a story. Now I know why you’re not content with just sitting around waiting for things to happen. It explains a lot,” Liam said.

Chas frowned. “You make me sound like a real troublemaker.”

“Aren’t you?” 

“Hey! Not really.”

Liam snorted. “Please. Save it for someone who’s less gullible than I am.”

They burst out laughing, and Chas reflected that she hadn’t felt this relaxed in ages. All thanks to Liam. She dreaded her return to the infirmary, but Liam made no move to leave. 

In the end, they spent another half hour sitting on the bench talking nonsense. She could’ve stayed like that forever if it wasn’t for the sound of her name being called in frantic tones. “Chas? Where are you? Chas!”

Chas twisted around in her seat and shaded her eyes. “Emily? What does she want with me?”

“Whatever it is, it sounds urgent,” Liam said, standing up.

Chas stood up as well, facing Emily who flew across the grounds at full speed. She halted in front of them, her face red with exertion. Damp curls clung to her forehead as she gasped, “Here you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“What’s wrong?” Chas asked, her hands starting to shake with fear. Whatever Emily had to say, it couldn’t be good.

“It’s Julia and Alvarez. Sanchez too.” Emily paused to take a deep breath, her lungs heaving after her headlong rush.

“Did something happen to them?”

Emily shook her head. 

“Tell me,” Chas pleaded, certain she was going to have a heart attack.

“They’re back,” Emily said at last. “They came back.”

“What?” Joy flooded Chas’ veins. “They’re here? Now?”

Emily nodded. “And they brought a whole platoon of soldiers too.”

“That’s great news,” Chas said, grinning from ear to ear.

“That’s not all.” When Emily straightened up, her expression was grim. “Major Brown and his nephew are with them too.”

“Major Brown?” Chas began shaking again. Her knees gave out and she collapsed onto the bench. “He’s back? I can’t believe it. I’d hoped he was gone for good.”

“You and me both, but cheer up. At least, the others made it back safe and sound,” Emily said, sitting down next to her. “Besides, forget Major Brown. Julia’s asking for you. Don’t you want to see her?”

“Of course, I want to see her,” Chas cried, jumping to her feet. “Where is she?”

“Woah, there. Hold your horses,” Liam said. “I’m still responsible for you, and you’re in no shape to go running around.”

“What do you mean? I have to go to her,” Chas said.

“The only place you’re going is straight back to bed. You’ve been out long enough already,” Liam insisted, taking her elbow with a firm hand. “She can visit you there.”

“What? No!” Chas cried. “I don’t want to wait until tonight’s visiting hours.”

“You won’t have to, I promise. I’ll speak to Nurse Inge. She’ll make an exception for you,” Liam said with calm resolve as he steered her back to the infirmary.

“Are you sure?” Chas asked, relaxing a little. Much as she hated to admit it, she was feeling tired, and her stitches were burning. Suddenly, her hospital bed looked very appealing.

“I’ll take care of it. Trust me,” Liam said. “Emily can fetch her while I get you back inside. Deal?”

Chas looked at Emily, who nodded. “I’ll bring her to you, don’t worry.”

“In that case…deal.”

Despite her injuries, Chas walked with a lighter step as she followed Liam. Emily was right. Forget Major Brown. Julia and the others were back. That was all that mattered.








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




When Julia walked into the infirmary, Chas nearly jumped out of bed again, but Liam restrained her at the last moment. 

“Slow down, hot sauce. You can wait a few more seconds,” he admonished.

“Hot sauce?” she said, eyeing him with raised eyebrows.

He shot her a rueful smile. “Well, you’re kinda like chili sauce. Almost too hot to handle with a tendency to surprise a person, but…”

“But?” she said.

“Worth the trouble,” he answered with a wink. “In every way.”

Chas blushed, not knowing what to say. She was rescued from a reply by Julia who appeared at her bedside with a thunderous look on her face.

“I leave you alone for a couple of days, and this is what happens? Really?” Julia exclaimed, her hands planted on her hips. 

“Yeah, well. You know me. I can’t sit still,” Chas said, relieved when Liam made a discreet exit. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

“I do know you, and I expected more from you. Running away in the middle of the night, stealing cars, nearly getting killed? You can stop me at any moment, you know,” Julia said. “I thought I taught you better than that. Alvarez too.”

Chas sank lower into her cushions. “I didn’t mean to do any of those things.”

“I know, but you did them anyway,” Julia said. “At some point, you have to grow up, young lady.”

“I know, and I’m sorry,” Chas replied, surprised to find herself blinking back hot tears. 

“You’ve been saying that a lot, haven’t you?” Julia asked with a sigh, her look softening somewhat.

“I’m sorry? Yes, more than I’d like to,” Chas admitted, swallowing hard on the lump in her throat.

“Well, as long as you’ve learned your lesson,” Julia said. “Have you?”

“Yes, I have. I promise, but enough o me,” Chas said, desperate to change the subject. It was bad enough being in everyone’s bad books. Not Julia’s too. “How did the mission go? I heard you found Major Brown.”

Julia’s lips twisted into a grimace. “We did. Quite by accident.”

“Tell me about it,” Chas said.

With a sigh, Julia settled down and told her story, from the moment they left until they got back. “There you have it. Our magical trip to Washington.”

“It’s all gone? The capital, the government. What about the president?” Chas asked, unable to believe her ears.

“No one knows for sure.” Julia sat down on the edge of the bed. “Captain Williams says that the last he heard, Air Force One crashed somewhere in the Rockies. No word has been heard from them since. I can’t imagine anyone survived.”

“Probably not,” Chas agreed. “And the army?”

“There are pockets left, along with groups of survivors, of course. Supposedly, there’s a large safe zone in the North that’s still standing and going strong,” Julia said. “As for the rest…well. We’re it.”

“What will happen now? To Grumps, I mean?” Chas asked. “Is this Captain Williams taking over?”

“He’s taking over the troops, yes. He outranks Lieutenant Stokes and the rest of us, including Major Brown who’s National Guard, not army,” Julia replied.

“That sucks,” Chas cried. “Grumps started this community. He shouldn’t be forced to step down just because of some army man showing up on the scene demanding to be the boss.”

“It’s not like that, I promise. Major William is a very reasonable man. While he’s taking charge of the soldiers, your grandfather will remain the leader of this community. They talked it over this morning, and everyone agreed.” Julia smiled and squeezed Chas’ hand. “So, you can relax. Grumps isn’t going anywhere.”

Chas blew out a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to hear that. Grumps worked hard for these people. He deserves his position.”

“No one will deny that, sweetie. He’s a real hero,” Julia said. “He stepped up when nobody else either could or would. You can be proud.”

“Oh, I am. But what about you? And Alvarez? Sanchez? Do you work for this Williams now?” Chas asked.

Julia laughed. “Technically, yes. However, in light of the circumstances, we’ve all been given a choice. We can join Major William’s forces, or we can join the civilian guard and work for Grumps. The rest of the National Guard too. It’s up to us to decide our fates now. We can even become ordinary civilians if we want.”

“And? What did you decide?” Chas demanded, hoping that Julia would stay with her and Grumps. While Julia might think this Major William was the bee’s knees, she was sure he’d abandon them at some point. He’d run off for a bigger cause, and that meant, she’d lose Julia. Alvarez and Sanchez too.

“We haven’t decided yet. It’s a big decision,” Julia said.

Chas nodded. “It is, but I hope you stay. We need you here. I need you.”

Julia bit her lip. “We’ll see, sweetie. For now, we have bigger fish to fry.”

Chas grew somber. “That’s true. It must be awful up on that mountain. I hope they still have food and water. I’m so worried about Lala and my mom. It’s driving me nuts.”

“Yeah, it’s a good thing we found Captain Williams. With his forces, we can clear the mine shaft much faster, as well as any zombies wandering about. He’s also securing the route back to base, and helping to stock up on supplies and vehicles.”

“What about Lieutenant Stokes? Is he still going into the safe zone with a team to clear the top entrance?” Chas asked.

Julia shook her head. “No. Now that we’re here, that’s our job. Alvarez, Sanchez, and I are going in tonight. I’ll be sure to look for your grandmother and mom if I have time.”

Chas beamed from ear to ear. She trusted Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez completely. She knew they’d get in, and she knew they’d clear the mine shaft at the top, no matter what obstacles they encountered. Failure was not part of their makeup. “What about the horde of zombies at the safe zone? Just about every infected in a fifty-mile radius ended up there. Once the people are gone, won’t they come here and attack us?”

Chas shuddered at the thought, imagining an ocean of infected rolling over their little community like a tidal wave of death. Could they withstand such an attack? She didn’t think so.

“It’s a possibility, which is why Stokes is remaining here to ready the base for the influx of survivors and to secure it against any possible attacks,” Julia replied. “You don’t need to worry so much, Chas. It’ll all work out, I promise. Besides, we have something in mind for the zombies at the safe zone.”

“Yeah, what is it?”

“We’re going to draw them into the mine once the survivors are gone and blow it up. They’ll be buried underneath tons of rubble. Gone forever.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Chas asked with a frown. “Who’s blowing the mine? You?”

“No, it’ll be with a remote detonator,” Julia answered. “So, you see? Nothing to worry about.”

Chas thought about it. It was a good plan, though much could go wrong. Still, Julia seemed very confident in its chances of success, and that was good enough for her. Then she thought about the reason they were all here in this situation in the first place, and her hands curled into fists. “What about Major Brown? Where’s he in all of this?” 

“Major Brown and his nephew have volunteered to drive one of the evacuation trucks,” Julia answered.

“What?” Chas cried, stupefied. “He should be in jail for what he did!”

“I know, sweetie. If it’s any consolation, they’ll be tried for their crimes after the evacuation, and they will be punished.”

“Then why are they allowed to help? Why aren’t they in a cell somewhere, rotting. It’s what they deserve.”

“I agree, but we don’t have much of a choice, Chas. We need all the help we can get if we want to pull this evacuation off without loss of life.”

“If that’s true, why can’t I help?” Chas asked. “I’ve healed enough to drive a car, or shoot a gun, at least.”

Julia shook her head. “I’m sorry, Chas. You know your grandfather won’t allow that. Not after your little trip the other night.”

“It’s not fair,” Chas burst out. “I made a stupid mistake, but I can still help. Why can Major Brown and his sniveling nephew drive a truck after everything they’ve done, but I can’t? Can we even trust them? What if they run away again?”

“Things don’t always work out like we want them too, sweetie. It’s been decided.”

“If it wasn’t for Anke and me, you wouldn’t even know about the mine. Please talk to Grumps. Convince him to let me help,” Chas pleaded.

“I can’t,” Julia said, standing up from the bed.

“Why not? I thought I was your friend?” Chas said, her fists knotting into her sheets as her frustration grew. Why wouldn’t anyone give her a chance? She could be useful. She knew it.

“You are my friend. Which is why I’m saying no. You’re injured, Chas. What if something happens and you need to run? Or fight? I can’t risk it.”

“There won’t be any risk if I’m inside a truck all the time,” Chas insisted.

“Can you even drive?” Julia asked with a pointed look. 

“A little.”

“A little isn’t good enough. We need experienced drivers for this,” Julia answered.

“I could ride shotgun and provide extra protection,” Chas protested.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“How is that too dangerous? I’m inside a metal box?” Chas cried.

“Because I don’t trust you, okay?” Julia said, throwing her hands in the air. “There. I said it.” 

Chas gasped, hurt burning through her core like molten lava. “What do you mean, you don’t trust me?”

“I don’t think you’ll stay inside the truck. You’re too impulsive, Chas. You’ll lose your head and do something stupid, just like the other night.”

“I promise, I won’t,” Chas said. “I swear it.”

Julia raised a hand. “It’s final, Chas. You’re sitting this one out. After the evacuation, we’ll talk again, but for now—”

“I’m stuck here, like a prisoner,” Chas finished, the taste of bitterness tainting her tongue.

“Please, don’t be mad at me. I’m just looking out for you,” Julia said, reaching a hand out to Chas. “I’ve already lost my whole family. I couldn’t stand losing you too.”

Chas turned her face away. “Don’t bother. You’ve already said enough.”

“Chas, please. I—”

“Go away!” Chas screamed as raw sobs threatened to burst free from her chest. She didn’t want Julia to see her cry.

Julia sighed. “Alright, I’ll go, but try to understand. Please?”

Chas didn’t reply. She turned onto her side, presenting her back to Julia. After a few seconds, the hollow echo of footsteps signaled Julia’s departure, and she was alone. Tears dripped onto the pillow beneath her, and humiliation burned through her veins. Why did everything have to be so hard all the time? Why?








  
  
  Chapter 16 - Julia

  
  




Julia went over her equipment one last time, making sure everything was in place. Once they took the jump, there was no turning back. “Right, let’s see. A flashlight, a knife, a handgun, extra ammunition, a first-aid kit, several protein bars, bottled water, a set of dry clothes, a towel, my boots, a radio, wire cutters, and a length of cord. Check.”

She closed up the waterproof bag and inspected all the seams for leakage. Nothing. The bag was good to go. After the brief inspection, she stood up and slung the pack onto her back. Two straps clipped together over her chest, ensuring there was no chance of losing it.

A cold breeze stirred the leaves on the trees around them, and Julia shivered. The swimsuit she wore offered zero protection against the chill of the night, and neither did the tiny shorts she wore. Goosebumps rose on her skin, and she rubbed her arms to generate some body heat. This had better be a quick swim.

Sanchez flashed her a look. “Worried?”

“Not about the mission,” Julia answered, shaking out her arms and legs.

“Is it Chas?” Alvarez asked.

Julia nodded. “She hates me now.”

Alvarez shrugged. “She’s just a kid. She’ll get over it.”

Sanchez snorted. “Clearly, neither of you know teens very well. Besides, she’s not a kid anymore. Not after all this.”

Julia eyed Sanchez. “Do you think I was wrong? I’m just looking out for her.”

“Coddling the girl does her no favors. You could have let her do something. Anything, no matter how small. Then she wouldn’t feel so out of things.”

“She’ll have plenty of opportunities in the future,” Julia protested. “It’s not like the zombies are going anywhere.”

“These are her folks we are rescuing. Her mother and grandmother. Of course, she wants to be there when they’re rescued,” Sanchez said. 

“Maybe you’re right.” Julia bit her lip, wondering if she’d make a huge mistake. I could’ve spoken to Grumps and convinced him to give her a small role, but what if something happens to her? I’ve already lost my mom and sister. I couldn’t bear to lose her too.

“None of that matters now. It’s done,” Alvarez said in a gruff voice. “The mission comes first. Are you guys ready to do this?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Julia answered, eyeing the inky black water with a sense of trepidation. She wasn’t scared. That wasn’t it. She just hated the unknown, and the murky river hid all number of things from her eyes.

Strange things.

Evil things.

“It’s just water,” Sanchez said with a shrug, clearly not of the same opinion as Julia. “Let’s go.”

Without another word, the woman jumped in followed soon after by Alvarez. Julia took a deep breath and leaped in before she could change her mind. She hit the water feet first, and a squeal escaped her lips as her muscles seized up with shock. The current tugged at her body and swept her downstream at a much faster rate than she’d anticipated. Man, it’s cold! 

“Swim,” Alvarez cried. It was the last word he uttered as each of them struck out for the opposite bank, swimming with all their might.

To Julia, it felt like it took forever. Each stroke, each kick was harder than the last as the cold water sapped the heat from her bones. Her muscles grew weary, and she despaired of reaching the other side before being swept past their infiltration point. If that happened, the mission was a bust.

Suddenly, her feet hit bottom. Her soles scraped across mud and gravel as she fought for purchase. A hand reached out to grab hers, and Alvarez hauled her up onto a grassy bank.

Julia heaved for breath and coughed a couple of times. “Did we make it?”

He nodded and pointed at a concrete wall. “We made it. This is the water plant itself. We need to follow the wall until we reach the fence.”

“But first, we have to dry off before we freeze to death,” Julia said. Her teeth were chattering now, and she shook so badly she almost couldn’t undo the clip across her chest.

With numb fingers, she opened her wet bag and almost cried with relief when her hand encountered the dry towel. The rough material felt warm against her skin as the toweled off, and her clothes felt like heaven once they settled into place. Her socks and boots went last before she squeezed the excess moisture from her ponytail. 

Alvarez and Sanchez were jumping up and down to restore their circulation, and she joined in. Soon, they were warmed up and ready to go. 

The night was dark and still as they made their way down the narrow strip of the bank between the concrete wall of the water plant and the river bank. The fence was a short strip with barbed wire on top, and Julia handed over the cutters. “Here you go.”

Alvarez made short work of it, and they crawled through the hole in quick succession. With the roll of chord she’d brought along, Julia laced the wire together again until it was secure. No matter how unlikely it was that any zombies could cross the river and reach that specific point, it paid to be cautious. She wiped her hands on her pants and stood up. “All done. Let’s find the guards.”

They walked toward the tower where Alvarez called out. “Hello! Anyone home?”

A spotlight lit up the area, and two heads popped over the railing. “What the…where did you come from?”

Julia waited impatiently while Alvarez talked the nervous guards down from their perch. Now that they were here, there was no time to waste. Luckily, the guards didn’t dawdle once they heard the whole story, and one offered to lead them to the top of the mountain. 

“Most people will be in their beds by now, but I’ll take you to Lieutenant Steele. He’ll know what to do,” the guard said, visibly excited. “Man, am I glad to see you lot. We thought we were forgotten up here. Abandoned.”

“Well, you’re not. You’ve got a whole community working around the clock to save you,” Alvarez assured him.

On the way up, Alvarez quizzed the guard on the situation within the camp, and it was as they had feared. Supplies were running low, and the people were forced to ration what was left.

“At least, we have enough water and power,” the guard said, “but conditions are growing worse. People are getting sick, and there’s not enough medicine for them all.”

“What about the zombies?” Julia asked. “Is the barrier holding?”

“For now, but there are weak points, and we’ve run out of material to shore it up,” the guard said. “We’ve stripped everything we can from the top and dumped it in there. It’s not enough, however. They’ll break through sooner or later, and then we’re done for.”

“How long?”

“A few weeks maybe.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Alvarez said, and Julia relaxed a little at the news. A few weeks gave them enough time to clear the mine shaft and get everyone out. They just had to make the food last a little longer.

The guard led them to Lieutenant Steele’s tent and quickly explained the situation. After that, he shook their hands with a huge grin plastered across his face. “I’d better get back to my post, but dang it all, I’m happy to see you.”

He jogged off into the night with a jaunty step, leaving them behind with Steele. The older man was just as overjoyed to see them, especially when he heard what they had to say. “A mine shaft? I know of the entrance, but it’s blocked. It’s just the head gear sticking out. I never thought it could be an escape route.”

“Only if we can get it opened up, sir,” Alvarez said as they shook hands. The success of the mission depended on cooperation from Steele and the other leaders, so he made a point of being extra polite.

“Oh, I’m certain we can. I’ll wake the others, and we can get the ball rolling,” Steele said.

“So soon? You don’t want to wait until morning?” Alvarez asked, surprised.

Lieutenant Steele turned a grim grace on him. “The sooner we get off this mountain, the better. It’s hell up here, Sergeant. Hell. The isolation, the rationing, the horde at our doorstep…it’s enough to drive anyone mad.”

“That bad, huh?”

“We’ve already seen several suicides, and the infirmary is full to bursting. We can’t wait much longer, ” Steele continued. “Besides, the barrier will hold a few more days at most. If we don’t get out now, we never will.”

Alvarez halted, his expression shocked. “A few days? The guard said it would last a couple of weeks.”

“We’re keeping the news quiet to prevent a panic, but our engineers say we have a couple of days left. Maybe three, if we’re lucky. It’s not a precise science, but they seem fairly certain.”

“This is worse than I thought,” Alvarez said, and even Sanchez paled at Steele’s words.

Two days.

Maybe three.

Julia thanked her lucky stars they had gotten there in time. Three more days and it wouldn’t have been a rescue, but a mass burial. So much for finding Lala or Vivienne. There’s no time for that now. We’ve got work to do.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




Two days had passed since Julia’s visit, and Chas was ready to scream with boredom. Her wound had healed well, and she hardly felt any pain anymore. Every day, she walked around the park with Liam and was more than ready to leave the infirmary. Finally, after much begging, Nurse Inge declared that she could go back to her dorm room.

“Ugh, I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed again,” Chas exclaimed as she gathered up her things.

“Promise you’ll visit often,” Liam said.

“Of course, I’ll visit,” Chas said, throwing him a shy smile.

“I’ll miss you.” 

The words were soft, so low she almost missed them. Chas paused, a blush creeping up her cheeks. “I’ll miss you too.”

The awkward atmosphere was broken when Vanessa and Emily burst inside, breathless and excited. “Chas, we’ve got news for you!”

She turned to face them. “What is it?”

“The evacuation starts in an hour.”

“What? An hour? That’s impossible. How?” Chas exclaimed, joined by an equally stunned Liam.

“That’s right. They’ve cleared the entrance at the top of the mine, and everything is set to go,” Emily said.

“Why the rush?” Chas asked.

“The situation in the safe zone is worse than they thought. The zombies are on the point of breaking through the barrier. They have to get everyone to safety before that happens,” Emily exclaimed.

“Can they?” Chas said, more than a little worried at that piece of news.

“They sound confident enough. The shaft is clear of rubble, the elevators are working, and there is enough fuel for the generators. With Alvarez, Julia, and Sanchez on top, they’ll get those people down fast, and Captain Williams is providing a clear path for them back here.”

“That’s amazing,” Chas said, trying to muster a smile.

“What’s wrong? Aren’t you glad? Lala, your mom…they’ll all be saved,” Emily said, frowning. “We could be eating supper together tonight.”

“I know, but I won’t be there to see them come out. I’ve been grounded, remember?” Chas said, her shoulders drooping. “Even Julia didn’t want me there.”

“Not anymore,” Vanessa said. “That’s why we’re here. We talked Grumps into allowing you to join us.”

“You did?” Chas asked. “How?”

“We told him we’d look after you. That we’re a team,” Vanessa said. “Besides, our job isn’t very dangerous.”

“What’s that?”

“Dean’s driving one of the evacuation trucks. We’ll sit with him in the front as guards in case any infected come near us,” Vanessa said. “But, it’s unlikely. Captain Williams cleared the area pretty well.”

“It’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Chas said, her heart lightening at the thought of joining the action, even if it was on the sidelines. “What about you, Liam?”

“I’ll stay here. We’re bound to have boatloads of sick survivors coming in, and they’ll need my help,” he said.

“That’s true,” Chas said.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Vanessa said, bumping Chas on the shoulder. “We need to get ready.”

“I’m coming,” Chas said, scooping up her things. “See you later, Liam.”

“You too. Be careful, please,” he replied.




***




An hour later, Dean sat behind the wheel of a Ford Transit Minibus getting used to its gears. It had space for fifteen passengers, though they could probably cram a few more into the aisle if needed. 

Vanessa sat in the front next to Dean, armed with a shotgun, while Chas and Emily occupied the two seats directly behind them. They each carried a handgun and a knife as a backup. Emily also had a first-aid kit with her in case some of the survivors needed medical care, and there was a cooler box filled with bottled water and protein bars. 

Both in front and behind, stretched a long row of similar vehicles, all for the sole purpose of evacuating survivors from the so-called safe zone. The front, back, and sides of the convoy consisted of smaller cars, trucks, and quad bikes operated by soldiers for added security and the road ahead had been cleared of all debris and wandering undead.

As for the base, those staying behind were readying for the mass influx of people. Volunteers were making beds, sorting out clothes and toiletries, preparing meals, readying the infirmary, and stashing supplies.

Lieutenant Stokes and his team were responsible for safety, guarding the walls and gates against possible attacks. Even now, groups of people were shoring up the defenses. Only the very old, young, and sick weren’t busy in some fashion or another.

Chas fidgeted in her seat, eager to get moving. She wiped her sweaty palms on her legs and craned her neck to see ahead. Beside her, Emily quietly hummed beneath her breath, the picture of tranquility.

“How can you be so calm?” Chas asked.

“I’m meditating,” Emily said, her eyes remaining closed.

“Meditating?” Chas rolled her eyes, but after wiping a trickle of sweat from her forehead, she asked, “Does it work?”

“Obviously,” Emily said, quirking her lips. “Just close your eyes and lean back in your seat.”

Chas obeyed. “Okay, now what?”

“Concentrate.”

“On what?”

“Nothing. Empty your mind of all your troubles and fears,” Emily said in a soothing voice.

Chas resisted the urge to snort. How did one concentrate on nothing? But, she tried anyway. After several seconds, she couldn’t take it anymore. “I’m still mad at Julia for what she did.”

Emily sighed and sat upright. “Okay, fine. Let it out.”

“She’s supposed to be my friend,” Chas said. “I mean, look what you and Vanessa did. Dean too. You got me on this bus, didn’t you?”

“Yes, we did, but we know how it feels to be ignored by the adults,” Emily said. “Julia doesn’t.”

“She’s supposed to be on my side,” Chas insisted. “That’s what friends do.”

“They also look out for one another, and that’s what she’s doing,” Emily said.

“Yeah, right. She stabbed me in the back.”

“You can’t blame her. She just lost her whole family, you know? She’s scared of losing you too.”

“Her family?” Chas said. “Aren’t they in Washington?”

“Exactly,” Emily replied.

Chas’ eyes widened when she realized what that meant. Until now, she hadn’t thought about it, but the city was gone. Overrun. “Oh…I forgot about that.”

“You did. Julia doesn’t even know what happened to them, but it’s unlikely they’re still alive.” 

“Now I feel like crap. I didn’t even tell her I’m sorry,” Chas said.

“Let’s hope she makes it back, and you get a chance,” Emily said.

The rumbling of engines all around them interrupted their conversation and reignited the excitement within Chas’ belly. She jumped up and down as their bus headed for the gate with Dean at the wheel.

“Here we go,” he said. “Ready?”

“Ready,” they all shouted.

The tense atmosphere lasted all the way to the mine but faded once they settled into the queue. They inched forward slowly as each vehicle was packed with people emerging from the mine. Chas watched as they drove past, their pale, hollow-eyed faces in the windows tugging at her heartstrings. “They look so sad.”

“I can only imagine what they’ve been through,” Emily agreed. “Poor things.”

When it came to their turn, things happened very quickly. Captain Williams and a few of his men had built a sandbag funnel around the mine’s entrance. This was manned around the clock in case infected broke through.

A soldier waved them closer, and Chas opened the sliding door to admit a row of survivors. They were mostly women, children, and seniors carrying bags with their meager belongings. Sick people from the infirmary were loaded into separate vehicles equipped with mattresses and stretchers.

Once the minibus was full, Dean turned around and drove back to base while Emily and Chas handed out protein bars and bottled water. The survivors were silent for the most part except for a couple of crying kids, frightened by all the strange faces. 

One woman paused next to Chas and gripped her hand. “Is it really safe? This place that you’re taking us?”

Chas nodded. “As safe as it’s possible to be.”

“And they’ve got food?”

“Yes, plenty of food.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s face. “Thank God.”

She took a seat in the back, crying the entire way.

They all looked equally shell-shocked, and Chas didn’t have the heart to question them despite her burning desire for information. She was just glad she could help get them off the mountain and to a place of safety.

After the third trip, the group had settled into the routine, and Chas was starting to think it would all play out like that. With regimented precision and care. It was all very low-key, quite different from what she imagined. On the fourth trip, however, the value of their services was driven home. 

They had returned to base with yet another load of people, and Chas was helping them out of the bus. Vanessa stood nearby, shotgun in hand, when she suddenly cried out. “Mom!”

Chas looked over in time to see her running toward a woman in a wheelchair. It was her foster-mom, Susan, freshly arrived with another bus. “Emily, look. It’s Vanessa’s mom.”

Chas and Emily stood in awed silence, watching the two meet after so much time had passed. Susan, thin and frail, but otherwise looking alright, burst into tears when she saw Vanessa, and a joyous reunion followed. 

After a few minutes, she was taken to the infirmary, and Vanessa returned. She wiped her wet cheeks with the back of her hand and sniffed. “I’m so glad she made it. This whole time, I was so worried I’d never see her again.”

“Aw, I’m so happy for you, Vanessa. Do you want to stay with her? I can take the shotgun,” Chas offered. “It’s not like anything is happening anyway.”

“Would you?” Vanessa asked with a look of relief. “I’d be so grateful.”

“Of course. Off with you,” Chas said, taking the weapon from her friend.

“Oh, and Emily,” Vanessa said. “My mom says your parents went ahead of her, so they must be here too. Do you want to come with me?”

Emily hesitated then shook her head. “No, I’ll find them later. Somebody might still need medical care during the evacuation. I’ll stick it out.”

“Alright. I’ll see if I can spot them to tell them you’re okay. Lala and Vivienne too, Chas,” Vanessa said.

“Thanks. I’d appreciate that,” Chas said, returning to the bus with Emily.

Vanessa ran off with a final wave and a yell. “Look after Dean, okay?”

“Sure thing!”

Chas took Vanessa’s seat in the front, a massive smile on her face. Suddenly, their mission seemed a lot more critical. Not only were they saving strangers, people they didn’t know, but family too. “Ready to go again, guys?”

Dean nodded. “Count me in.”

Emily gave a thumbs up from the back, her first-aid kit sitting on the empty seat next to her. “Let’s go.”








  
  
  Chapter 18

  
  




When they arrived back at the mine, Chas contented herself with waiting in the queue again. She propped one foot up on the dashboard and lay back in her seat, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin. The low drone of the engine was relaxing, and after a while, her eyelids began to droop.

The roar of a quad bike past her window barely registered, but when a second, and then a third followed, she sat up straight. Suddenly, the radio on the dashboard crackled to life, causing her to jump. “Attention all vehicles. Proceed with caution. Keep to a minimum speed.”

Chas looked at Dean and Emily. “That’s it? Proceed with caution? What’s happening?”

“Good question,” Emily said, standing up to join them in the front. “Maybe a few zombies found us. All the activity is sure to draw them to us.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Chas replied, craning her head in an attempt to see to the front. “It would explain why the soldiers are rushing there on their bikes.”

A bus rattled past them at that moment, going much faster than it should’ve, and the survivors inside were screaming and crying. Not at all like the previous evacuations filled with shocked but hopeful people.

“But, it doesn’t explain that,” Chas said, alarmed when two more trucks sped by at speed. “Something is wrong, and I intend to find out what it is.”

Chas reached for the sliding door, halting when Emily grabbed her arm. “No, Chas. We’re supposed to stay on the bus.”

“I’ll be quick, I promise,” Chas said, ducking out before her friend could stop her. Her feet hit the ground, and she slammed the door shut behind her.

Shotgun in hand, Chas ran to the front of the line, stopping once she reached the mine entrance. It was chaos. Almost every soldier available lay behind the sandbags erected in front of the exit, and their rifles were trained on the opening.

Captain Williams was bellowing out orders, and she strained to make out what he was saying. It sounded like, “Hold steady, men. Don’t shoot unless I give the order.”

The mine was lit inside thanks to strategically placed spotlights, and three more soldiers rushed survivors through the opening. The panicked people ran past Chas to a waiting truck. Each had an expression of terror etched on their faces as they scrambled to get onboard.

By now, every alarm bell in Chas’ head jangled loud and clear. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

A soldier ran past her, and she grabbed him by the arm. “What’s happening?”

He shot her a wild look. “Get back to your vehicle, miss. You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous.”

“Tell me what’s going on first,” she insisted. “I have to know.”

“There’s no time. The infected have broken through the barrier. We have to get the last people out before blowing the mine shaft. Get to safety. Now!” he shouted, shoving her back in the direction she came.

Without waiting to check that she obeyed, he joined his troop at the sandbags, and Chas realized what the soldiers were waiting for: Infected.

If the zombies had broken through the barriers, that meant they’d chase the last survivors into the mine shaft. While it had been part of the plan to lure them there and blow the mine, this was premature. They were supposed to get all the survivors to safety first. What about Lala and Vivienne? Are they out yet? And Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez? What about them?

Chas stood still, unsure of what to do. How could she help her friends? Or her family? The only thing she could think of was staying put and helping people onto the waiting buses. 

With her decision made, she began directing the panicky survivors onto the vehicles and to safety. The air hummed with danger, and the cries of frightened women and children filled the air, overlaid by the voices of soldiers as they sought to evacuate the last people from the mine. 

Captain Williams was everywhere, talking on his radio, and she managed to catch a few snippets of information. Most of the survivors had gotten out by now, with only a small group still waiting for the elevators. The guards, led by Alvarez, was trying to keep the zombie horde at bay and give them a chance. A knot of infected had broken through, however, and run into the mine. It was up to the soldiers to stop them now.

Chas held her breath as she watched the mine opening, waiting. There was a brief lull when no more survivors appeared. She prayed with all her might that Vivienne and Lala weren’t among the last group, stuck on an elevator filled with zombies.

Her breath hitched in her throat when a figure ran toward them from inside the bowels of the mine. It was a man, his shirt and face covered in blood. He screamed when he spotted the soldiers, an insane howl of hunger.

The soldiers opened fire, and he dropped to the ground, twitching.

A second figure appeared, and a third.

All zombies.

All killed within seconds of appearing.

Behind Chas, the waiting bus had departed, and a new one pulled up. She opened the sliding door, hoping against hope that a few more survivors would make it out alive.

“Please, please, please,” she begged, biting her lower lip until she tasted blood. A group of people showed up at a stumbling run, their fearful cries identifying them as survivors, and she gasped with relief. “Yes!”

“Don’t shoot,” Captain Williams shouted. “Survivors.”

A couple of soldiers directed the evacuees out of the mine, and they ran toward Chas. She scanned their faces but recognized no one. Grabbing the nearest man by the arm, she asked. “Are there any more of you?”

“No. We’re the last.” He gulped, his eyes wide. “The rest…the rest are dead.”

Chas nodded and directed him to the waiting bus. As she helped the last survivor onboard, the screeching of more infected followed by shots echoed from the mine. It was done. All that remained was for Alvarez, Julia, Sanchez, and the rest of the guards to get to safety before they blew the mine. In the meantime, she could only hope her mom and grandmother had made it to safety with the rest.

Suddenly, a familiar voice growled at her. “It’s you.”

Confused, Chas glanced up through the open sliding door of the minibus and into the face of Major Brown. He stared at her with such fierce hatred that she flinched. He was driving the bus she had helped to load, and his nephew sat next to him. 

She recalled her conversation with Julia about them helping during the evacuation, and here they were. In the flesh. Of all the rotten luck.

Chas prepared to back away. There was no point in fighting the man. Not here. Not now. 

Major Brown had other plans.

With bared teeth, Major Brown leveled a gun at her head, his finger tightening around the trigger. Chas stared at the open barrel, frozen to the spot. She knew he’d do it, and braced herself for the impact of the bullet.

In an instant, her life flashed before her eyes. Vanessa, strong-willed but also kind-hearted. Emily, her spectacles sliding down her freckled nose below eyes sparkling with intelligence. Dean and his goofy smile. Vivienne, Lala, Grumps. Everyone she’d ever loved. Anke, her eyes empty of life as the virus took hold.

I regret nothing, she realized, except for not saying goodbye.

The blast of the shot filled her ears, and a blow struck her in the side. A burning sensation followed, and hot liquid flowed down her hip and leg. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the ground. The metallic smell of blood coated her nostrils. 

Above her, a struggle was ongoing as Major Brown fought with his nephew. They wrestled for the gun, rocking the bus back and forth.

Chas frowned. Major Brown’s nephew is helping me?

“Let go,” Major Brown screamed.

“No, you’ve done enough. Murderer,” the nephew shouted back. 

With her hands pressed to her wound, Chas could do nothing but watch as they struggled for supremacy. Suddenly, the gun went off again, and she froze, praying it wasn’t the nephew. 

Major Brown slumped against the steering wheel, and a trickle of blood flowed from his lips. His nephew paused for a second, his face shocked, before turning toward Chas. He jumped out, stripping off his jersey and pressing it to her wound. “Here. Put pressure on it.”

“Thanks, Sergeant Brown.”

He glanced at her. “Call me Ian.”

“He was your uncle.”

“Yes, he was.” Sadness washed across Ian’s face before he looked away, averting his eyes.

The next moment, Chas heard Emily shout her name. Her friend’s freckled face appeared at her side, and Chas grinned. “I missed you.”

“Of all the crazy, inconsiderate, selfish, irresponsible…” Emily pinched her nose and closed her eyes before taking a breath. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

“If you say so. Where’s Dean?”

“Organizing a stretcher for you.” Emily turned toward Ian. “Get those people in the bus to safety. They’re your responsibility. I’ll take care of Chas.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ian saluted her before jumping to his feet. “I’ll see you back at the base, Chas. Alive, I hope.”

Chas waved at him. “See ya.”

Emily dragged her medical kit closer and set to work on the bullet wound, staunching the blood flow with gauze and bandages before tying the jersey over the lot. “That should hold for now.”

Chas grabbed her arm. “My mom. Lala.”

“They’re out,” Emily said. “I saw them drive past us on another bus. They’re safe.”

Chas slumped with relief until shouts from the mine drew her attention. She turned to look and spotted a knot of people led by Julia, Sanchez, and Alvarez running toward the exit. Hot on their heels was a horde of zombies, howling like banshees. 

It all happened in slow motion. Time seemed to slow down to a trickle, like syrup sliding down the side of a glass. 

Chas zeroed in on Julia. Her shirt was stained with blood and sweat, and her ponytail flew like a flag behind her. Each step was a fight for survival, a race against time as every zombie that had besieged the safe zone, flooded the mine. 

Captain William’s contorted face shouted something. A word. “Now!”

A soldier pushed a button.

The rest dropped down beneath their sandbags.

A mighty roar sounded, and earth blasted into the air as the explosives inside the mine blew. The shaft collapsed, boulders crashing down to block the exit. A cloud of dust puffed out, covering the opening in a thick haze as the earth beneath them rumbled.

“Julia! No!” Chas cried, reaching out a futile hand to the spot where her friend had been. She couldn’t see any of them. Not Alvarez. Not Sanchez. Not a single guard.

They were gone. 

Buried.








  
  
  Chapter 19 - Julia

  
  




Julia wiped away the sweat that poured into her eyes, the salt stinging the fragile membranes. She aimed with her rifle and poured a hail of bullets into the oncoming horde. There was no end to them. No matter how many she killed, they just kept coming. At that moment, she remembered Chas’ words. An ocean of death. That’s what they are.

She remembered the moments before the barrier broke with intense clarity. The scrape of mortar on brick. The crumble of concrete. The whine of steel across rock. The groan of wooden timbers cracking beneath the immense weight of the infected pressing against them. Thousands upon thousands of bodies, pushing, always pushing.

The walls of the old infirmary collapsed, taking with it all the rubble, steel, and containers stacked upon it. The weak point in the barrier. The place where the zombies finally broke through after weeks and weeks of waiting.

Julia remembered screaming to the last survivors to get to the mine. She remembered Alvarez, Sanchez, and a handful of guards taking a stand with her. Fighting. Shooting. Trying to keep the horde from getting to the people they’d sworn to protect.

They succeeded.

Mostly.

A knot of infected got through somehow and gave chase.

Julia also remembered the screams of the survivors in the shaft. The crackle of the radio as Alvarez warned Captain Williams of the coming threat. The last survivors leaving the safe zone that had now become a dead zone.

Their retreat was less clear in her memory. It was a blur of running, shooting, kicking, punching, and killing anything that didn’t have a pulse. Inside the elevators, there was the rich tang of blood, the sight of pale flesh, and the fresh corpses of those they’d failed. That she had failed.

There was no time to use the lift themselves. Not with the horde upon their heels. They each tore off their jackets, wrapped it around the metal cables of the lift, and slid to the bottom. Not a moment too soon either.

The thud of bodies hitting the ground made Julia look up. The horde didn’t care about lifts or cables. They just cared about flesh. One by one, they plunged down the open shaft, falling to their mutilation or death.

It was surreal. 

Perfect.

They’d wanted to lure the infected into the mine.

Now it was raining zombies. 

It could almost be funny if it wasn’t so sad. All those bodies, people once. Mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters. Monsters now.

Julia, Alvarez, Sanchez, and the rest backed away, watching as the fall continued. The horde was killing itself. Then Julia noticed something alarming. The drop didn’t kill them anymore. Not the ones on top anyway. Their fellow undead was providing a cushion, a mattress to break their headlong rush to the bottom of the shaft.

Within moments, Julia and the rest were running again. As they neared the entrance, Julia could see the faces of soldiers peering at them over their sandbags. Wide-eyed. Frightened. And who wouldn’t be? For behind them was a wall of death.

Captain Williams gave the order. She saw him do it. Saw him make a split decision between their lives and all the rest. She didn’t blame him. She would’ve done the same.

The earth shook, and the walls quaked. Rocks rained down, and dust obscured her vision. It’s too late for us. We’ll never make it. We’ll be buried with the dead.

But Julia kept running, placing one foot after the other.

Sanchez was on her left.

Alvarez to her right. 

A couple of guards were right behind her.

A stone glanced off her scalp. 

Another hit her shoulder.

She kept running.

Suddenly, they were out in the clean air, out of the mine. The rest of the shaft collapsed behind them, taking the zombies with it. Soldiers surrounded them, leading them away from the site.

Julia coughed, hacking up the dust that filled her lungs. Blood trickled down her face, and her shoulder ached. She’d never felt more alive.

Sanchez grinned at her, teeth white against her dirty skin. Julia imagined she looked the same. Alvarez squeezed her injured shoulder. She didn’t care. The two guards stumbled away. The rest…the rest didn’t make it, and she’d never forget them.

But, she was alive.

Alive.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Chas allowed Liam to help her upright, propping her up against the cushions into a seated position. It was two days since the evacuation, and she still had a lot of pain. Luckily, the bullet had gone straight through, missing any vital organs.

Nurse Inge frowned as she took her vitals, jotting them onto a chart. “I really hope this is the last time I see you, dear. No offense.”

Chas laughed. “None taken.”

After Nurse Inge left, Liam took her hand in his, careful not to disturb the drip stuck in her vein. “Never mind her. I want to see more of you. A lot more.”

Chas blushed. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really.”

“Ooh, am I missing something?” Emily cried as she skipped over to Chas’ bedside. “Are you two an item now?”

Chas didn’t pull her hand away, looking at Liam with raised eyebrows instead. “Are we?”

“We are,” he confirmed, his smile forming dimples in his cheeks. Dimples Chas hoped she’d never get to see enough of.

Vanessa followed Emily, snickering with delight. “Looks like Chas has been busy in here.”

Dean drew her closer to him. “Jealous?”

Vanessa leaned against his shoulder. “Not a chance.”

“Ugh. Enough already,” Julia groaned. She was lying in the bed next to Chas, her shoulder and head wrapped in bandages. “All this romance is making me sick.”

Everybody laughed until Grumps, Lala, and Vivienne walked in, joined soon after by Alvarez and Sanchez.

“How are you doing, hun?” Lala asked, squeezing Chas’ other hand.

“I’m okay, Lala. How are you feeling?” Chas asked.

“Much better now that I’m back with your grandfather. He’ll make me quite fat if he keeps on feeding me so well,” Lala answered, moving to stand next to Grumps again. She crooked a finger at Chas. “But I’m still mad at you for running away, hun.”

“So am I, young lady. Once you’re out of here, we’re having a nice, long talk about responsibility. We were worried sick about you the entire time,” Vivienne said.

Chas grimaced. “Grumps? Any help over here?”

Grumps raised both hands. “I might be the leader of this community, but I’m not the boss in this family. They are.”

“Coward,” Chas said with a chuckle.

Vivienne glared at Liam and Chas’ intertwined hands. “Did I give you permission to hold my daughter’s hand?”

Liam grew beetroot red and stuttered something unintelligible, quickly snatching his hand away. “Uh, erm…”

Chas rolled her eyes. “Mom!”

Vivienne shrugged. “Just doing my duty, dear. You know I wouldn’t let you see just any boy.”

“Liam is not just any boy, Mom. Give him a chance,” Chas pleaded.

Vivienne sniffed. “We’ll see.”

Nurse Inge walked over, clipboard in hand. “Good Lord, where did all of you come from? Visiting hours is not an excuse to crowd my infirmary. It’s like a disco in here.”

Vivienne eyed Nurse Inge with approval before saying, “Do you need any help, perhaps? I’m a qualified nurse.”

“Oh? In that case, yes. I could certainly use another set of capable hands,” Nurse Inge said, ushering Vivienne away.

Chas sighed. “That’s Mom for you.”

“Indeed,” Lala said with a laugh.

“I need to go see my mother anyway,” Vanessa said. “She’s getting much better now with proper care and food. See you later, Chas.”

“Bye,” Chas said with a wave of her hand.

“I’ve got to run too,” Emily said. “I’m supposed to help my mom in the kitchen today.”

“Have fun,” Chas said with a grin. She knew Emily hated cooking.

“Wait until it’s your turn,” Emily promised. “You won’t be laughing so hard then.”

She walked away with that jaunty step that was so unique to her, leaving Chas with a fond smile. “I really do have the weirdest friends.”

“You do,” Liam agreed, pointing at Alvarez and Sanchez.

They were crowded around Julia, poking and prodding her until she cried for mercy. “Ouch! That hurts!”

“At least, you’re still alive,” Sanchez said.

“No thanks to you,” Julia grumbled. “Buzz off. I’m enjoying my time away from you lot.”

“Hmph. We’ll see about that,” Alvarez said. “You’d better be back on your feet soon, soldier.”

“You heard your superior officer,” Sanchez agreed.

“Whatever,” Julia mumbled, but her eyes were sparkling.

Alvarez gave Chas a pointed look before he left. “You too, miss. No more crazy plans and shenanigans from you. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Sanchez winked at Chas. “Ignore him. Crazy is good.”

Once they were all gone, Chas looked at her grandfather. “So, Grumps. What’s next now that we’re all together again?”

“What’s next? We rebuild, of course,” he said.

“Can we do that?” Chas asked, sober for the moment.

“Oh, yes, we can. One brick at a time. As long as we all stick together,” he said, giving Lala a firm hug.

“Good,” Chas said.

“Get some more rest now, hun,” Lala said. “You’re still a bit pale.”

“Will do, Lala. Love you.”

“Love you too, hun.”

Silence fell as the last visitor walked away, leaving Chas, Julia, and Liam behind. Chas sighed. “Anyone up for a game of Uno?”

Julia groaned. “Is that the only game we’ve got? Seriously, how many times can a person play Uno and not get sick of it?”

“Sorry,” Liam said, shuffling the deck. “It’s all we’ve got.”

“Fine. Uno it is.”

“I’ll play you my cookies for your chips,” Chas offered.

“I’ll throw in a soda,” Liam said.

“Deal,” Julia said. “Gimme those cards and prepare to eat my dust, losers.”

Chas laughed, long and hard. She’d never felt better in her life, even after being shot. Life was good as long as you had three things — Hope, friends, and family.







The End. 




This is the end of Chas’ undead adventures, but I have plenty more to offer. Read further for a sneak preview of the next book in the series as well as lots more apocalyptic fun!







  Do you want more?



So we’ve reached the end of Next Gen, and I really hope you enjoyed reading the book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please consider leaving a review as that makes it so much easier for an author like me to reach more readers like yourself and to keep writing.
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Chapter 1 - Cat’s Eye
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“Catherine Thompson. Please pay attention in my class unless you want detention.”

The shrill peal of Mrs. Marais’ voice cut through the haze of boredom surrounding Cat, and she straightened up in her seat amidst snickers from her classmates.

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she replied with a respectful, “Yes, Ma’am.” The last thing she needed on a Friday afternoon was detention.

Forty-five excruciating minutes later, the bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Benches and chairs scraped across the floor as kids ran for the exit, jostling each other in their haste to get out. Cat imagined it looked a lot like a prison break.

She took the time to fish her phone out of her bag first and checked her messages. Three from Chris, her boyfriend, one from her best friend, Nadia, and a voicemail from her mother. On auto-pilot, Cat slung her school bag over her shoulder, picked up her hockey stick and walked out of class while checking Chris’ texts. They were pretty generic. Standard stuff for a Friday.

“Hey, babes. What’s up?”

Little kissy faces.

“Wanna come over tonight?”

Cat sighed. Instead of butterflies in her stomach, all she felt was leaden dread. For her, the relationship with Chris had soured after the fifth weekend spent watching rugby with his friends.

The entire time was passed glued to the edge of the couch next to Chris and his buddies. They’d cheer and shout enthusiastically at the TV, discussing the score and players during half-time, while she sipped on the homemade lemonade his mom forced down her throat.

Her thumb flew over the keys as she replied. “Maybe next time. Got things to do.”

Next, she checked Nadia’s message. “Hey, Cat. How’s it going, girlfriend? Have you seen the stuff on YouTube? People are going crazy about it. Freaky Friday!”

Cat frowned. She hadn’t looked at her phone all day. By rights, she wasn’t even allowed to take it to school but had put it on silent and hidden it at the bottom of her bag.

Her feet carried her out of the gates of High School Kroonstad. After crossing the busy street filled with irate parents and happy kids, she set off for home. She lived only three blocks from the school, so her mom had decreed that she walk every day. Cat didn’t mind, though. She liked the solitude.

Cat sent Nadia a reply. “What stuff? Haven’t seen a thing. By the way, can you come visit this December holiday?”

“Check YouTube and Facebook. Crazy stuff! It’s all over SA and even overseas. As for a holiday, no can do, sister. My mom’s been kinda out of it lately, and Dickhead bitched about the money for the bus ride.”

Cat frowned at that bit of news. When had Nadia’s drug-addict mom not been out of it? All her life she’d watched her best friend be pushed around and mistreated by her alcoholic mom and abusive step-dad. When Nadia’s little brother Bobby drowned, that had been a new low. To top it off, six months later they moved to Upington, and Cat despaired of ever seeing her best friend again.

“Well. We’ll just have to make a plan,” she sent back. If there was one thing that could be said of Cat, it was that she was stubborn. Even if she had to bribe Nadia’s step-dad, she’d do it.

“Hope so, C. Catch you later. Branden and I’ve got a date.”

“Have fun,” Cat replied before listening to the voicemail her mother had left three hours earlier.

“Catherine, I’m going to be late tonight. We’re swamped with patients today, and the boss wants us to work in. There are leftovers in the fridge. See you later, sweetheart.”

Cat sighed and tucked her phone away, resigned to a night spent in front of the TV with a bucket of ice cream. It wasn’t unusual. Her mom worked as an admin assistant at a local doctor, and she often stayed late when it got busy.

About halfway home, Cat’s attention was caught by a man staggering down the road. He had a full head of dreadlocks, topped with a Rastafarian beanie and wore a long trench coat. At first, Cat paid him no mind and continued walking.

There was something odd about him, though. He stumbled along haphazardly, moaning in an eerie way. The front of his coat was stained with what looked like black tar. A light breeze brushed over her face, lifting the hair off her neck and carrying a sickly sweet smell with it. She gagged, pulling her shirt over her mouth. “What the hell?”

Cat eyed the man she assumed to be either homeless or stoned and quickened her pace, hoping to slip past unnoticed.

No such luck.

When he spotted her, he raised his hands towards her, growling in a way she’d ordinarily find hilarious but now didn’t seem quite so funny.

Cat stopped and backtracked, raising a hand to ward him off. “Hey, back off, buddy. I don’t have any money.”

He ignored her and kept coming. As he got closer, the smell intensified until it rolled across her senses in a tidal wave of rot. She could now make out the smaller details of his appearance through watering eyes.

His bottom lip was missing, exposing the lower teeth and jaw, pink flesh and white bone shining through clotted blood. Her stomach rolled as her eyes fixed upon the stain on his clothes. The black stuff she’d thought was oil, now looked more like old blood. Bits of hair and other things were matted into it. Her stomach heaved. “Oh, God, is that…a tooth?”

Cat screamed, stepping back as he reached for her with hands that had turned into claws, the nails crusted with dirt. She swung her hockey stick and hit him, dancing on her toes to put distance between them.

He regained his footing, and she whacked him over the head again, the sound hollow to her ears. Her school bag swung like a pendulum, pulling her off balance. With a cry, she fell.

Her bare knees hit the asphalt, sharp pain flaring up her legs. She shrugged it off, rolling away when he reached for her. He tripped over her bag and fell in a tangle of limbs. Cat ripped the strap off her shoulder and scrambled away on all fours, gravel digging into her palms. Her heart banged in her chest, air whistling in and out of her lungs as her throat closed.

Not now, she prayed.

Cat lunged to her feet and whirled, brandishing her hockey stick. Like a loathsome crab, the homeless guy rose from the ground, joints cracking as he scuttled toward her.

“Leave me alone,” Cat cried, wheezing for breath.

He kept coming, teeth snapping like a rabid dog. Cat danced away like a boxer and hit him again, harder this time. His head swung, but he kept coming.

“Bugger off!” Spots danced in front of her eyes as the tightness in her chest increased. It was a feeling both familiar and unwanted, like a distant family member who overstays their welcome at Christmas.

Cat skipped sideways and swung the hockey stick like a baseball bat, putting all her strength into the blow. The edge connected with his temple, and she heard the sound of cracking bone. He fell to his knees, and she hesitated. Blood streamed from the cut on his scalp, but it looked odd. Thick and sluggish. Once again, the smell that emanated from his form assaulted her senses.

“Stay down,” Cat whimpered. “Please, stay down.”

A low growl vibrated from between her attacker’s clenched teeth. He lurched forward, crawling towards her. With a wordless cry, she swung again, aiming for the same spot as before.

A hollow pop rang out. His skull collapsed and skewed his face. With his snarl frozen in place and bulging eyes, the homeless guy toppled over to lie motionless.

Cat stood, chest heaving, waiting for him to get up. A slow trickle of blood crept toward her toes, a river of black death. Her hands began to tremble. She smothered a gasp, stepping back until her heels hit the sidewalk. Her knees gave way, and she sat down with a thump, her eyes never leaving the corpse. “Oh, my God. I killed him.”

Cat wrenched her eyes away and looked up and down the street, half expecting a cop to pull up and arrest her for murder. “I killed him. I really, really killed him! Crap!”

The trees whirled around her in a dizzying blur of green. An iron fist constricted around her lungs and throat. Cat sucked in a breath, dragging oxygen into her lungs. One hand fumbled for the asthma inhaler in her pocket. She never left home without it.

Placing the mouthpiece to her lips, she pressed down. With a whoosh, the precious dosage filled her lungs. Cat wrapped her trembling arms around her knees and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. The taut feeling in her chest eased, the dizziness passed. A semblance of clarity returned. “I’ve got to phone Mom. She’ll know what to do.”

Cat dialed the number.

Her mom answered on the fifth ring. “Dr. Botha’s office.”

“Mom! Mom, I just killed a guy. He came at me, and he wouldn’t stop, and I whacked him with a stick, and now he’s just lying there, and he’s not breathing, and half his face is missing, and I don’t know what―”

“Catherine, slow down. Take a deep breath.”

Her mother’s voice had an immediate effect, and Cat obeyed. In, out, in, out.

“That’s it. Get it under control. Now tell me what happened. Take your time, sweetie.”

Cat slumped, tears spilling over her cheeks and dripping onto her school uniform. “I don’t know what happened. I was walking, and this strange guy attacked me. I screamed and hit him with my hockey stick, but he wouldn’t stop. He was acting all crazy, growling and trying to bite me.”

“Oh, no. sweetie, are you hurt?” Her mother’s voice was frantic and sparked a fresh surge of panic within Cat.

“What? No, I’m fine,” she replied, ignoring the sting in her knees.

“Are you sure? Did he bite you? Scratch you? Get any blood on you?”

“No, I’m fine. I kept hitting him in the head until he fell. I killed him, Mom!”

“Thank God. I’ve been hearing stories all morning, but I didn’t think they were real.” A siren blared in the background, shrill over the speaker of Cat’s phone. “I’m coming home. Now.”

“Stories? What stories?” Cat asked.

“From the hospitals. One of our patients was attacked, and it’s a madhouse here.”

“What do you mean attacked? What’s going on?” Confusion hijacked Cat’s thoughts. Her voice rose in pitch until it became a shrill warble.

“Sweetie, calm down. It’s going to be okay. I promise.” Cat nodded, her mother’s steady voice soothing her ragged nerves. “Now I need you to get up and run home as fast as you can. Can you do that?”

“You want me to leave? Aren’t I supposed to call the police or something?”

“There’s no time, sweetie. Just do it. Call me when you get to the house, and lock the gates and all the doors, okay?”

Cat hesitated, her mind whirling. This is crazy! What’s happening?

“Catherine. I need you to do as I say. Now.” Her mother’s tone became hard, brooking no disobedience.

“O…Okay, mom. I’m going. I’ll call you when I get there.”

“Hurry. Don’t stop for anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Okay.” Cat got to her feet, grabbing her hockey stick and school bag with the phone wedged between her cheek and shoulder. She kept her eyes averted from the dead guy, pretending he wasn’t there. “I’m up.”

“Love you, sweetheart. Stay safe.”

The line went dead, and Cat shoved her cell into her pocket before breaking into a sprint. She pumped her arms and legs, pushing herself as fast as she could go. The houses flew past in a blur, her bag bouncing up and down on her back. It wasn’t long before she reached her home, the familiar hunter’s green gates coming into view.

Cat stumbled to a stop, gasping for breath and fumbled with the lock and chain that held it shut. Once inside, she locked again before rushing into the house.

Running from room to room, she shut the windows and closed the curtains. Shrouded in gloom, she collapsed onto a chair at the kitchen table. Her hockey stick lay in front of her. A fresh surge of panic at the sight of the blood staining the wood sent her scrambling to the washbasin to scrub it off. Where’s Mom? I need her!

She reached for her phone, dialing her mom’s cell. It rang and rang, each ring punctuated by an empty click when her mother failed to answer. An awful sense of premonition washed over Cat when it went to voicemail. A tinny female voice told her to leave a message.

She called again.

And again.

And again.

Voicemail.

“No, no, no! Where are you, Mom?”

Cat phoned the office number.

“Dr. Botha’s office,” a harassed female voice answered.

“Aunt Sue?” Cat asked, picturing her mom’s colleague. Frizzy red hair, thick-rimmed glasses, a heart of gold, and a pocket full of sweets summed up Susan Elliot. She was always a favorite with the kids who visited Dr. Botha. “Is that you?”

“Catherine?”

“It’s me. Is my mom there? I need to talk to her.”

“I’m sorry, sugar. She left ages ago.”

Cat’s stomach dropped. “Are you sure? She’s not answering her phone. I’m worried.”

“I’m sure. She grabbed her bag and ran out of here shouting something about you needing help.” Concern tinged Sue’s voice. “Are you okay, sugar?”

“I’m fine,” Cat replied. For a moment she considered telling Aunt Sue what had happened but couldn’t face having to explain the whole story. It was too awful. “Had a tussle with some homeless man, that’s all.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No, I’m okay. Look, Aunt Sue―” The line died, leaving Cat staring at the phone in her hand.

“Crap!”

Next, she dialed emergency services.

Then the police.

Nobody answered.

Cat slumped over the table, tears streaking down her face. With numb fingers, she logged onto Facebook. She scrolled down the page, horror taking hold. Shots of car crashes and riots filled the screen. One picture showed a mob swarming a bus. Further down, a girl she knew from school had posted a picture of her older brother with the title: WTF?!? There was a chunk missing from his arm.

A video of a Fourth Grade teacher attacking one of her students had gone viral. Cat stared at the grainy footage, watching in disbelief as the woman bit the boy on the shoulder, sinking her teeth in before working her jaws to loosen the flesh. Childish screams filled the kitchen. Cat pressed pause, her eyes locked on the teacher’s dead gaze that peered at the screen over the chunk of meat in her mouth.

Bile pushed up Cat’s throat. She crossed the floor to the window overlooking the gate, fixing her eyes on it in the vain hope that at any moment her mother’s battered red Ford would appear. “Come on, Mom. Where are you?”

With a frustrated growl, Cat ran to the living room and switched on the TV. She perched on the edge of the seat and flicked through the channels. Report after report streamed in, airing live from Johannesburg, Durban, and Cape Town. Frightened news reporters ran around, their cameramen capturing footage of enormous traffic pile-ups, mobs, looters, and attacks.

Headlines ran on a loop at the bottom. They read: Mystery illness strikes population; Husband eats wife in front of witnesses; Is this the end?

After staring at the screen for half an hour, Cat switched the volume to mute. Restless, she jumped up and paced, breaking off only to spray Mercurochrome onto her skinned knees and force down a sandwich. Twice more, she stopped to use her inhaler, the constant anxiety worsening her asthma.

The minutes ticked by, each second longer than the last. The hands on the clock moved with stilted clicks across a bland white face.

Twenty.

Thirty.

Forty.

Fifty.

An hour.

Two hours, thirty-three minutes, and fifty phone calls later, Cat was forced to admit the truth. Her mother wasn’t coming home. Something terrible had happened to her. “What to do? What to do?”

She redialed emergency services and raised the phone to her ear slowly, hoping with every cell in her body somebody would answer.

“Emergency services, how can I assist you?”

“I need help! Please send someone,” Cat cried, relief making her dizzy.

“I’m sorry, Miss, but we have no vehicles available at the moment.”

“How is that possible? I need help; my mom is missing. She’s in trouble. I’m sure of it.”

“Yes, Miss, I hear you, but we are currently overwhelmed with calls. I have no available vehicles to send to your location.”

“What?” Cat’s voice rose a few decibels in pitch, matching her growing disbelief.

“Miss, I advise you to remain calm. The situation is―”

“The situation is crazy. That’s what it is. What’s going on?”

“I can’t answer you, Miss. I’m very…Carl?”

Silence.

A dull thud.

The rustle of papers.

A rasping groan.

“Carl? What are you doing?”

“No!”

Cat listened in growing horror as the dispatcher screamed, pain lacing every note. She dropped the phone and backed away, eyes locked to the speaker. The screams continued, the vowels expanding until they became her, consumed her.

A final peal of agony rang out, followed by strange noises before the line died. Noises that sounded like someone eating. Cat’s heart banged in her chest, and she sat down on the carpet with a thump as her legs gave out.  
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