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  Prologue I - Nikki

  
  




Nikki set a steady pace toward Burlington, leaving the truck with its empty gas tank behind. While she didn’t like being out in the open, she had no choice. Not if she wanted to reach the city in one piece and unzombified.

Cooper didn’t share her reservations about walking. He loved running in the fresh air and disliked being stuck inside a vehicle for too long. Smiling at the dog, her new best friend, she said, “Come on, Cooper. Let’s go.”

As Nikki walked, her head kept moving from side to side, ever alert for danger. She knew she couldn’t afford to let her guard down. Not even for a few seconds. She’d seen what the zombies could do, which was not pretty. They had a way of popping up in the unlikeliest of places, like a constant game of whack-a-mole, only deadlier.

At least she had Cooper to help watch for them. The dog had boundless energy and circled her constantly as they moved, his nose to the ground. His senses were much stronger than hers, and she trusted him to warn her of possible danger. Still, she couldn’t rely solely on him. That would be a mistake.

As they walked, tall brush and scraggly trees lined either side of the road. It was the type of terrain she didn’t like, making her feel hemmed in on all sides. Plus, the brush provided a million hiding spots for both the living and the dead, neither of which she trusted. 

Chewing on her bottom lip with worry, Nikki picked up the pace. Hopefully, the terrain would clear up soon. She much preferred open farmland and fields.

As she walked, her mind wandered to the time before the outbreak. To a life spent under the heel of her abusive stepfather, Rex. She supposed that placed her in a unique position. Unlike most people, she didn’t miss her former life. Not one bit. Nor did she miss Rex. Ultimately, he deserved what he got—becoming a zombie before dying at her hand. It was fate. Pure and simple.

Now, all that mattered was survival. She had to be vigilant, cautious, and smart. It was a chance at a new life for her, no matter how bloody or brutal, and she was intent on making the most of it. Picking up a random stick, she tossed it in the air. “Fetch, Cooper!”

Cooper obliged, barking and wagging his tail as he ran after the stick. She smiled as she watched him run back, eager for her to throw it again.

“Good boy,” Nikki said, patting him on the head.

The brush thinned out as they continued their journey until it mainly became trees. Their tall, spindly trunks reached to the clouds, and a thick carpet of dead leaves and pine needles covered the floor.

It allowed her to see further, and Nikki relaxed a little as time passed. Birds flitted overhead, their warbling cries echoing through the canopy. Coupled with the warm winter sun and fresh air, she could almost imagine being on a scenic hike.

Almost.

Suddenly, Cooper’s ears perked up, and he growled low in his throat. His hackles rose as he focused on the road ahead.

Nikki’s heart skipped a beat, and she reached for her gun. Staring ahead, she tried to see what Cooper saw, but it was impossible. The road curved to the left, the view obscured. Then she heard the sound of shuffling feet coming closer. It was a familiar sound. Unmistakable.

Zombies.

A lot of zombies.

Nikki wavered, trying to decide on a plan of action but realized she had none. She wasn’t prepared for this. She hadn’t even thought about what to do if a group of zombies appeared. One or two, maybe. Even three. That was what the gun on her hip was for, but a whole group? 

The closest she had to a plan was running, which wasn’t much of a plan. Her palms started to sweat as the first zombies came into view. More followed, and her stomach dropped. There were at least ten of them, moving fast, with blank stares and moans that set her teeth on edge.

Cooper barked, and Nikki knew it was time to go. She gripped the straps of her backpack with both hands and started to run. She headed off the road and straight into the forest, hoping to lose the infected between the trees. Cooper was right by her side, a golden bullet streaking across the forest floor.

The zombies spotted her and gave chase, their keening cries akin to the howling of wolves. They were the predators, and she was the prey.

Nikki’s heart raced as she darted through the woods, her feet pounding the earth. The zombies were close behind, their hands outstretched. For corpses, they were surprisingly fast, especially when they were freshly turned, and they never tired. The same didn’t apply to her. She could almost feel their breath on the back of her neck, making her skin crawl.

Fueled by adrenaline and the fear of death, Nikki pushed herself to run faster than ever. Her heart hammered as she dodged trees and jumped over deadfalls. Twigs slapped her in the face, branches tore at her clothes, and rocks rolled underfoot. She almost lost her balance a few times, her arms windmilling in the air, but she never gave up.

A glance over her shoulder showed her the distance between her and the pack of zombies had widened. She’d won a few precious minutes, but her energy was quickly running out. She had to lose the zombies before she ran out of steam.

Then she saw it- a large fallen tree trunk. It was hollowed out on one end, creating the perfect hiding spot. Nikki pointed to the tree and yelled to Cooper, “In there!”

Cooper bounded toward the opening and disappeared inside like a golden flash. Nikki followed, shrugging off her backpack before squeezing into the small space. Using her pack as a shield, she closed the gap with its canvas bulk. Stuck inside the dank, dark trunk, she held onto Cooper with one hand and her pack with the other. Please, please, please let this work. 

She sat there for what felt like an eternity, listening as the zombies shambled past her hiding spot. They were so close she could hear their labored movements and the sound of their rotting flesh brushing against the tree trunks. The stench of decay was overpowering, and she fought against the urge to gag.

Cooper trembled against her side, and she prayed he wouldn’t growl. Pulling him close, she held him tight. The sound of her heartbeat thudding in her eardrums became her whole world: that and the feel of Cooper’s warm body pressed against hers.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the zombies continued on their way, their moans fading into the distance. Nikki let out a shuddering breath, her body shaking with adrenaline.

“That was too close,” Nikki muttered, her voice barely above a whisper.

Cooper licked her hand and whined, sensing the fear and relief that filled her mind. “Good, boy. There’s a good boy.”

Still, Nikki sat frozen, unable to move. She knew they couldn’t stay there forever but needed a few moments to gather her wits and plan their next move.

Taking a deep breath, Nikki dropped her backpack and peeked out of the hole in the tree trunk. The coast was clear, and she crawled out of the opening. Cooper followed suit, stretching his legs and wagging his tail.

A quick look around reassured her they were alone, but the sun hung low on the horizon. Nightfall was the worst, the darkness providing the perfect cover for the zombies. They had to find shelter and fast. “Let’s go, Cooper. We need to get to the road.”

Nikki turned back the way they came, retracing her steps until they hit the highway. The bland gray asphalt stretched ahead like the road to hell, and for a moment, she wanted nothing more than to give up.

Her legs felt like jelly after the long day’s walk and the zombie chase. Her nerves were shot, and her back was bowed beneath the weight of her backpack. She was hungry, thirsty, and tired, but giving up was not in her nature. She was too mean for that.

Heaving a sigh, Nikki said, “Come on, Cooper.”

With grim determination, she placed one foot in front of the other. Cooper walked next to her, but he was also tired. It was evident in the way he walked with his head hanging low and his tail between his legs.

“Don’t worry, boy. We’ll find a place to spend the night.”

The sun was setting when they spotted a farmhouse in the distance. With cautious hope, Nikki sneaked up to the place, her gun in her hands and her senses on high alert. “Shh, boy. Don’t make a sound,” she warned Cooper.

But as they neared the place, they saw that the farm had been abandoned for years. The house was old and decrepit, the roof caving in and the windows shattered. The front gate was rusted and hung off one hinge. It was the kind of place that gave her the creeps, but it was also the only shelter they would find that night.

“Stay close,” she whispered to Cooper, keeping him close by her side. She approached the gate, which let out a loud screech as she pushed it open. Unease prickled at her skin as they walked toward the house, but she couldn’t see anything in the shadows.

Nikki stepped onto the porch, and the wood creaked beneath her weight. The door was slightly ajar, and she pushed it open with the barrel of her gun. Inside, the air was thick and musty, and cobwebs covered everything. The furniture was old and moth-eaten, and the floorboards groaned beneath her feet.

“Lovely,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

She went to the kitchen, finding nothing to eat and drink as she rummaged through the cabinets. The place was barren, and Nikki concluded that the previous occupants had left long ago. She headed upstairs, finding a bedroom with a bed that looked like it had seen better days. She sighed, but it was better than nothing. “I guess this will have to do, boy.”

Cooper whined but wasted no time curling up on the bed and promptly fell asleep. While he took a quick nap, she checked the bathroom. The taps were bone dry, but she used the toilet anyway, covering the results with toilet paper from her stash.

Afterward, she joined Cooper on the bed, removing his water and food bowl from her bag. Filling one with water and the other with dry pellets, she placed it on the floor and watched while he gorged.

It reminded her of her own needs, and she quickly downed a bottle of water. Though lukewarm, the liquid felt like heaven to her parched tissues, and she groaned with pleasure. “Oh, that sure hit the spot.”

Cooper laughed at her, his muzzle dripping with water.

“You know. I’m not even hungry anymore,” she said with a yawn, but she forced herself to eat a protein bar anyway, knowing her body needed the energy.

With the bedroom door locked tight, she unrolled her bedroll on the sagging mattress and curled up inside. Lifting the edge, she patted the space next to her. “Come on, boy. Time for bed.”

Cooper crawled inside, and they snuggled up close. They were fast asleep within seconds, the world outside nothing but a distant dream.

Nikki woke up to the sound of the wind howling outside. For a moment, she forgot where she was, her groggy mind struggling to make sense of the cold and unfamiliar surroundings. Then she remembered. She was in an abandoned farmhouse with Cooper.

Shivering, she climbed out of bed and stretched her limbs, trying to rub warmth into them. Her muscles protested, sore and stiff from the long hike the day before. Walking toward the window, she gazed through the frosted glass, her breath forming puffs of white mist.

To her relief, there were no zombies around, but the winter landscape was cold and dreary, with gray skies and barren trees stretching as far as the eye could see. It was the kind of day that made you want to crawl back under the covers and stay there until spring.

Nikki sighed and turned away from the window. It was time for her daily ablutions, and with no hot water in the taps, she did not look forward to it. Grabbing her backpack, she headed toward the bathroom. After using the toilet, she removed her clothes and cleaned her skin with sanitizing wipes. 

Next, she brushed her teeth using a bottle of water, combed and tied her hair into a ponytail, and pulled on a clean set of underwear and socks. The rest of her outfit was the same as the day before, except for a thick sweater, a woolen beanie, and gloves. She pulled them on, grateful for the warmth they provided.

Cooper stirred next to her, stretching his legs and yawning. He looked up at her with tired eyes, tail thumping against the dusty floorboards. Nikki patted his head and said, “Morning, sleepyhead. Time for breakfast.”

He perked up at the mention of food, and she quickly filled his bowls with dog pellets and water. While Cooper ate, she made a meal of peanut butter and cookies, washing it down with bottled water and orange juice.

The meal wasn’t very satisfying, but it was better than nothing. With a loud burp, she packed away her things and prepared to leave the farmhouse. It was shaping to be a long day, and she wanted an early start.

“Come on, boy,” she told Cooper, climbing to her feet. “Let’s go.”

The stairs creaked beneath her feet, each sounding like a gunshot in the gloomy atmosphere. She checked the kitchen cupboards one last time, hoping she’d missed something the night before, but there was nothing. “Sorry, boy. No caviar for us today.”

Cooper yipped and ran to the front door, scratching at the rotten woodwork with his claws. He seemed pretty frantic, and she guessed he needed to pee.

“I’m coming, boy. Hold your horses,” Zoey said, heading over. She took one last look at the desolate landscape outside before opening the door a crack.

An icy wind assaulted her with brutal force, nearly pushing her off her feet. She clung to the doorjamb, her fingers and toes turning numb within seconds.

Cooper bounded outside, and Nikki followed, closing the door behind her. She looked around, taking in the bleak landscape while Cooper sniffed around, searching for the perfect spot to do his business.

Suddenly, he let out a low growl, his eyes locked on a shape in the distance. Nikki tensed, her hand moving to the hilt of her knife. She strained her eyes, trying to determine what had caught the dog’s attention.

Then, she saw it. A man stumbling through the field, his movements erratic and uncoordinated. He was a zombie, his skin gray and mottled, and he wore a tattered pair of coveralls that flapped in the wind.

What bothered her was his size, clocking in at an easy six feet three inches and three hundred pounds. She immediately abandoned any idea of hand-to-hand combat and reached for her gun. She stepped back, aiming her gun at the man’s forehead. But before she could fire, he charged with hands outstretched.

Nikki’s heart leaped into her throat as she pulled the trigger, the loud crack of the gun echoing through the desolate fields. The zombie kept charging, unaffected by the bullet that missed its mark by a mile.

A spurt of terror nearly caused her undoing, her knees buckling with fright. The distance between her and the infected closed, and her vision narrowed until all she could see was its snarling face. Her mind screamed at her to run, but she knew it was too late. It was fight or die.

Letting out a slow breath, Nikki squeezed the trigger. The bullet shot through the air and punched into the infected’s skull. It exploded like a ripe melon, sending a shower of bone fragments, blood, and brains into the air.

Nikki stood there, gun in hand, her eyes fixed on the body. She couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness at the sight. He used to be a man once. Someone with hopes and dreams. A family. Now, he’s just a rotting shell. 

Finally, she said, “Come on, boy. Let’s go before more zombies show up.”

Nikki left the corpse behind and continued her journey with Cooper nearby. As she walked, worry churned in her gut. While Burlington wasn’t that far away, the road was dangerous, and she was on foot. It could take days to reach their destination. Nothing is certain anymore.

As if he sensed her mood, Cooper licked her hand and whined. Looking down into his golden brown eyes, she smiled. “It’s okay, boy. I’ll be alright. It’s just a touch of the blues.”

Cooper whined again and pressed his warm body against her leg. Reassured, Nikki lifted her head and faced the road with renewed energy. No matter what lay ahead, they’d face it together.








  
  
  Prologue II - Zoey

  
  




Zoey’s heart pounded in her ears as she sprinted down the deserted streets, her breath coming out in puffs of mist. The darkness was all-encompassing; the street lights were off, and the moon was the only source of light, casting a pale glow over the silent cityscape.

Pain lanced through her body with every step, her damaged ribs and the gunshot wound in her shoulder aggravated by the slightest movement. Her lungs burned, and her fractured fingers throbbed, a reminder of the fate that awaited her should she be recaptured. This time, Blackwell and his men would do far worse to her.

The sound of footsteps echoed behind her, and Zoey risked a glance over her shoulder. She could see the shadows of Blackwell’s men closing in on her, their angry voices carried by the wind.

“Get her!” one of them shouted. Lucien, Blackwell’s second-in-command. He was the worst of the bunch, his pale blue eyes cold and emotionless.

Zoey gritted her teeth and picked up the pace. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep going, but she refused to give up. She had to find a place to hide, a place where they couldn’t find her. Banks sacrificed himself so I could escape. I can’t let his death be in vain.

Determined to escape, Zoey pushed further into the city. She angled away from her former home, the hospital. After Blackwell’s attack, there was nothing left for her there. Nothing but death and corpses. Besides, the fighting would’ve drawn every zombie in the vicinity to its doorstep. Or so she hoped. The thought of running into an infected, alone, unarmed, and injured was terrifying.

Terror pulsed through her veins, and she swallowed hard as she surveyed the menacing shadows. The icy breeze seemed to carry with it the whispers of the dead and the rustling of unseen creatures in the darkness. But the streets were as empty and lonely as a graveyard, with no signs of life save for the occasional stray cat darting across her path or the rats scavenging for food in the rubbish.

Shaking her head, Zoey pulled her attention back to the present. She had no time to be scared of zombies. Blackwell’s men were getting closer, their footsteps pounding against the pavement. She could hear them shouting at each other, their voices muffled by the distance but still close enough to send shivers down her spine.

Her eyes scanned the dark buildings on either side of the street, looking for a way out. Then she saw it - a narrow alleyway between two deserted buildings. It wasn’t much, but it was her only chance.

Without hesitation, Zoey veered off the main street and darted into the alleyway. The walls on either side were slick with ice, and she had to slow down to avoid slipping. She could hear her pursuers closing in behind her, their footsteps growing louder. Then she saw it - a rusted metal ladder leading up to a fire escape on one of the buildings.

Without thinking, she grabbed onto the rungs of the ladder and climbed up to the fire escape. Her muscles screamed in protest, but she ignored the pain, her adrenaline-fueled fear pushing her onward.

Afterward, she pulled up the ladder, its creaky hinges protesting the abuse, and she hoped nobody would spot it or the fire escape. If they did, she was done for. Feeling like a wild animal trapped in a cage, she scanned the area for a hiding place. Then she saw a small window on the side of the building.

Zoey darted towards the window without thinking and tried to push it open. It was locked. She cursed under her breath and tried again, her fingers fumbling with the latch. She could hear Lucien’s icy voice barking orders to his men and knew her time was up.

Suddenly, the window gave way. She scrambled inside and slid it shut, her hands shaking. The sounds from the alleyway grew muted, but that offered little relief. She was inside a strange place, and the room closed in around her.

Zoey could barely make out the shapes of the furniture around her. All seemed quiet, and she took an experimental sniff of the air, her nostrils stretched wide to catch anything. It smelled of dust and mold but no decay and she relaxed a little. Even if there was infected inside the building, they were not inside the room with her. That gave her a few moments to gather her wits, and she swallowed her gasping breaths.

Movement in the alleyway drew her attention, and she hunkered down in time to see her pursuers run through the narrow gap with Lucien in the lead.

“Check those dumpsters. Look behind those rubbish bags,” Lucien bellowed, pointing at possible hiding spots with cunning intellect.

The seconds passed slowly while the men searched the area, looking for any sign of her. Zoey held her breath, praying they wouldn’t think to check the fire escape. But luck was on her side, and the men eventually gave up, their footsteps fading into the distance.

Zoey’s pain and exhaustion came crashing back in full force as the adrenaline ebbed. She looked around, trying to take stock of her surroundings, and found herself in a small bedroom. It was cramped and filled with dusty furniture and faded wallpaper. There was a bed in one corner and a wardrobe in the other.

With a shaky breath, Zoey stood up and edged toward the bedroom door. She needed to rest and regain her strength, but first, she needed to know she was safe. It was terrifying, wandering into the unknown, but it had to be done. She was alone now. Banks was dead, and her community was gone. It’s up to me now—just me.

She rapped on the door with her ear pressed to the wood and listened closely. When nothing sounded out, she tried again, louder this time.

Silence.

Zoey blew out the breath she was holding and opened the door, peering outside. The hallway was empty. She took in the dusty picture frames on the walls, and it became clear that nobody had lived there in weeks.

A quick check revealed that the rest of the apartment was also empty. Whoever used to stay there, they’d left or died, and she decided to stay the night. There was nowhere else to go anyway, and it was safer than running around the streets at night.

Navigating by the faint moonlight streaming through the windows, Zoey made her way to the living room and fell onto the nearest couch. She was too tired to care about food or water, nor did she feel like rummaging around the place in the dark.

Closing her eyes, she willed her body to relax but found it impossible. The couch was bumpy and uncomfortable, the night air frigid against her skin. She briefly debated looking for a blanket but decided against it. The cold, gray apartment was too strange. Too alien.

Pain throbbed throughout her body, radiating outward from her many injuries. Without anything to ease the agony, sleep was hard to come by.

Finally, she drifted off into a fitful doze filled with nightmarish visions of the night before. Once again, she saw her community fall; her friends being forced to flee their home in the middle of the night. All because a madman wanted what they had for themselves.

Her eyes popped open, and she stared into the darkness. It was no use trying to sleep anymore, and she might as well sort through the jumble of emotions in her head.

Blackwell. Her hatred for the man was growing by the second. It was his fault the hospital community was gone. His fault she and Banks were kidnapped, questioned, and tortured for information. His fault Banks, her best friend in the entire world, died a traitor.

The last time she saw him played over and over and over in her mind. Their eyes were locked together, Zoey hovering on the edge of freedom while Banks prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice. “I got you into this, Zoey. I messed up. Let me make it right.”

Banks. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said the things I did. Now, I’ll never get to take them back. I’ll never get to see you again.

The words were cold and empty, nothing more than pointless regret, and her frame shook with bitter tears. Exhausted and overcome, she drifted off again.

When she woke up, the sun was shining bright through the windows. Zoey sat up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Everything felt stiff and achy, but the pain was mild compared to the night before. She needed to get going and figure out what her next move would be.

Slowly, she stood up and took a look around. The apartment was still just as dusty and barren as before, but something caught her eye. Laid out on the coffee table was a book. It was old and battered, and the cover was missing, but she could make out the faded title: “The Art of Love.” She scoffed. What use was a book like that in a world like this?

But something made her pick it up anyway and skim through the yellowed pages. Her eyes fell upon a passage that caught her attention.

“The heart knows what it wants. It can be a cruel and fickle thing, but it always speaks the truth. Listen to it; it will guide you where you need to go.”

The words echoed through her mind, and she realized she had no idea what her heart wanted. In a world so full of pain and suffering, was there even such a thing as love anymore? But as she pondered, her mind went back to Banks. The mere thought of him brought on a fresh wave of pain and guilt.

Zoey knew what her heart wanted now. Revenge. She had to make Blackwell pay for everything he’d done. It was the only way to honor Banks’ memory and make things right. Though he’d committed a grave act by betraying their community, he’d done it to save her. He’d done it because he loved her.

With newfound determination, Zoey got to her feet, a plan forming in her mind. If she wanted revenge, she needed supplies and weapons. She couldn’t face the outside world without either. That would be suicide. She also needed help, which meant tracking down her community’s survivors. She knew many of them had escaped the carnage of the night before. She just had to find them.

“Right, let’s see what we’ve got,” Zoey murmured, eyeing the empty apartment.

Heading toward the kitchen, she ransacked the cupboards. Surprisingly, they were pretty well-stocked, and she found everything from canned food to bottled water.

Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten in almost a day. After a few seconds of hesitation, she picked out a packet of instant noodles and dumped it into a pot. The stove ran on gas, and she quickly boiled enough water to cook the noodles and make a cup of coffee. Though the milk in the pantry was sour, there was a can of condensed milk in the pantry, and she spooned a liberal amount into her mug.

When the first sip of the sweet, creamy brew hit the roof of her mouth, she almost melted into a puddle of goo. It was that delicious.

Next, she opened a can of meatballs and dumped them into the noodles, forming a rich, meaty broth. Armed with a fresh cup of coffee and a loaded plate, she returned to the living room.

As she ate, she flipped through the pages of the book she’d found earlier, letting the words sink in. There was something comforting about the idea that love still existed in a world like this. Maybe it was naive, but she needed something to hold onto.

With breakfast finished, Zoey got to work. She scoured the apartment for anything useful and came up with a small stash of supplies. There was a first-aid kit, a flashlight, and even some spare clothes that she swapped out for her bloodstained ones. She also found a crowbar, which she tucked into her belt, and a hunting knife she secured to her thigh. There were no guns, which was a shame, but she wouldn’t know how to shoot it anyway.

There was enough water left in the bathroom geyser for a quick but cold shower, and she used the opportunity to her full advantage. Once clean, she treated her injuries using the med kit and popped a couple of painkillers.

Feeling more prepared for what lay ahead, Zoey shouldered her new backpack and carefully surveyed the streets below through the windows. Finally, she cracked open the apartment door and looked up and down the hallway. It was empty, and she quickly made her way to the exit, taking the stairs two at a time.

Now that her mind was made up, she was determined to fulfill her mission: Find the rest of her community and make Blackwell pay. It was the only thing that still mattered to her.








  
  
  Prologue III - Lucien

  
  




Lucien’s booted feet pounded the pavement with a furious rhythm, weaving in and out of the narrow streets, alleyways, and parking lots. His men fanned out around him, each looking for the same thing he did. Zoey.

He couldn’t believe Banks had dared to grab his gun and face him like that, allowing the woman to escape. He’d thought Banks was properly cowed and, in time, would become part of the team—a reluctant part at first, but a member all the same.

Banks had already betrayed his old community, after all. At the threat of harm to Zoey, he’d folded like a cheap suit, giving Blackwell and Lucien all the info they needed to destroy the hospital. With Banks’ home destroyed, he had nowhere to go. He should’ve settled for Blackwell’s offer of protection.

That was history now. Banks was dead, and so was Zoey the moment they caught her. Blackwell would take her apart, piece by piece, until there wasn’t enough left to feed to the zombies.

It was a shame. Not that Lucien cared for the woman. He did not care for anyone or anything, but her medical knowledge could’ve proved helpful to them. Now, she was as good as dead.

What a waste, Lucien thought, his mood sour. Then, a different thought occurred to him. Maybe he could convince Blackwell to keep the woman around. Alive and kicking.

It wouldn’t be easy. Blackwell was quick to anger and homicidal in his rage, but maybe Lucien could make him see sense. With Banks gone, Zoey was the only medical professional they had left.

He’d make her pay for running, though. She’d cost him enough time and effort to warrant a few more broken ribs. Plus, she and Banks had shown him up in front of Blackwell. He’d make her pay for that. But not with her life.

Still, he needed to find her first, and she was proving to be quite slippery. Somehow, she’d eluded him and his men, aided by the dark, empty streets devoid of life except for the undead. They were always lurking in the corners, just waiting to pounce.

“Over here,” someone yelled, pointing to a nearby alleyway. Lucien headed toward the call, finding himself in a narrow corridor reeking of garbage and decay.

“Search every nook and cranny,” Lucien ordered. “Check those dumpsters. I want her found.”

His men obeyed, checking everything they came across, even inside the overflowing dumpsters on every corner. But there was no sign of Zoey. Nothing to indicate she’d ever been there.

“Damn it,” Lucien yelled, kicking a garbage bag out of the way. A rat squeaked, scurrying away with fright.

His dark thoughts consumed him as he scanned the streets, his eyes darting from one shadowy corner to the next. He couldn’t afford to lose her. Blackwell would be livid if she managed to slip through their fingers.

“Keep looking,” Lucien said, swallowing his frustration. “We have to find her.”

They fanned out of the alleyway, covering both sides of the open street. They checked each abandoned car they came across, inside and underneath, and searched every shop. Most had been looted, their innards spilling onto the pavement through open doorways—a food truck listed to the side, rotten hot dogs moldering in the fryer.

Lucien slowed when he spotted a pharmacy; its glass windows shattered. He crunched across the debris, drawn to the empty shop. Maybe she was hiding inside. She was injured and had to be in a lot of pain. The thought brought a smile to his face. He hoped she was suffering. It served her right.

A sudden growl pulled his attention back to the present, and he whirled around in time to see a shadow detach itself from a wall. The figure lurched toward him, its jaws agape. The familiar waft of decay hit Lucien’s nostrils, and he knew he was up against a zombie. It reached for him with one arm, the other little more than a bloody stump.

Without missing a beat, he sliced through the infected’s neck with his machete, the edge so sharp it could cleave steel. The blade severed the muscles, tissues, bones, and ligaments, and the zombie collapsed. Its head rolled into the gutters, still hissing and moaning with unholy life.

Not bothering to look back, Lucien kept moving. He searched the pharmacy and the shops next to it but found nothing. His men combed the surrounding area, killing any infected they came across.

As they fanned further out, the zombies grew more numerous. Already, a steady number were trickling back from the hospital site. With the fight over and the humans gone, there was nothing to hold their interest, and they wandered off in search of easier prey.

Two infected stumbled out of an alleyway, their sights set on Lucien. They looked like colleagues, dressed in nearly identical business suits, now torn and bloody. They lunged at him with their teeth bared, guttural growls sawing through their throats.

Lucien parried the first zombie’s attack with his machete, slashing through its neck with a swift cut. The infected careened off to the side, its head still attached by a sliver of tissue and skin. Off balance and unable to see where it was going, it toppled over and lay rolling on the asphalt.

The second zombie grabbed Lucien’s arm, but one of his men shot it in the head, splattering its brains all over the pavement. It wasn’t alone. Still more infected emerged from the gloom, and Lucien and his men formed a defensive circle.

They fought with practiced ferocity, their movements precise and coordinated. Lucien had handpicked each of his men, choosing only those who were ruthless, cunning, and skilled fighters. They were the toughest of the prison inmates, and no zombie could stand in their way.

But even the best of them couldn’t fight indefinitely. They were only human, and exhaustion threatened to overtake them. Lucien felt his breath coming in short gasps, his chest heaving with effort. Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes and soaking through his clothes. He knew he couldn’t keep it up for much longer.

Suddenly, it was over. The last zombie fell, its skull crushed under one of his men’s boots. For a few seconds, there was silence, broken only by the sound of their heavy breathing. They began to relax one by one, their shoulders sagging with relief.

Lucien straightened up, wiping the back of his hand across his forehead. “Good job, everyone.”

The men cheered, slapping each other on the shoulder while dispatching any infected that still showed signs of life. The air was filled with a miasma of death and decay. Enough to make one want to gag.

Swallowing hard, Lucien looked at his men. They were panting and covered in blood. Though a formidable group, they were also human. They needed rest.

“Let’s head back,” Lucien said, his voice low and hoarse. “We’ll continue the search tomorrow.”

Though he hated to admit defeat, he had no choice. It was nearly dawn, and Blackwell awaited him at headquarters. They had a busy day ahead. The hospital was waiting, ripe for the plucking, and filled to the brim with precious supplies.

Now that the original inhabitants were dead and gone, it was a simple matter of clearing out the undead and taking over. However, it would take all of their combined efforts, and he couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

As the group returned to Blackwell’s hideout, Lucien’s thoughts turned to the redheaded Zoey. Despite his anger, he couldn’t help but feel a grudging respect for her. She had managed to evade him and his men, not an easy feat in their world. Perhaps she was as cunning as she was skilled in medicine.

The thought made him even more determined to talk to Blackwell about keeping her around. Convincing his boss wouldn’t be easy, but he had a way of getting what he wanted, and Lucien wanted Zoey.

The group arrived at the hideout, and Lucien made his way to Blackwell’s private quarters. The man was awake, leaning against the wall with a cigarette between his lips.

“I take it you didn’t find her,” Blackwell said, blowing out a cloud of smoke.

Lucien shook his head. “No, sir. We searched everywhere we could think of. I’m sorry.”

Blackwell scowled. “I’m getting real tired of your sorry excuses, Lucien. We can’t afford to let her go. She knows too much.”

“I understand, sir,” Lucien said, keeping his tone respectful. “But what if we used her as a medic instead of killing her? She is a trained medical professional, and now that Banks is dead, we don’t have anyone else who can tend to our injuries.”

Blackwell narrowed his eyes, considering the proposal. “You think I should let her live? And risk her escaping again? Or worse, turning on us?”

Lucien didn’t flinch. “I’m willing to take that risk, sir.”

Blackwell took a long drag on his cigarette, studying Lucien’s face. “You’re right. We need someone with medical skills, but she won’t come willingly. We’ll have to make her see things our way.”

Lucien nodded. “I’ll make sure she understands the situation.”

“Good.” Blackwell flicked his cigarette butt onto the floor and crushed it under his boot. “But you know what to do if she tries to pull any tricks on us.”

Lucien nodded again, his hand on the hilt of his machete. “Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.”
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Priya nudged the wooden floorboards beneath her feet, setting the rocking chair into gentle motion. She stared out over the horizon, drinking in the sight of the rolling hills at sunset.

On her lap lay Sebastian, purring with delight as they rocked back and forth. She stroked his thick, luxurious fur with one hand, happy to see him so content on the farm. After everything the poor feline had been through, he deserved a little peace.

“Isn’t it gorgeous?” Sarah asked from the seat next to her.

“I could never get tired of it,” Priya agreed, more at peace than she’d felt for weeks.

Her time spent at the hospital was fruitful but demanding. She’d spent long, sleepless nights patrolling their community and keeping it safe from zombies and marauders alike, but it was all for nothing. In one fell swoop, they lost everything. Their home, their supplies, and the fragile hold on civilization they’d established. Not only that, but they lost friends and family too. So many dead, and all because of one man’s greed.

Priya sighed, wondering if she’d made a mistake coming to the farm. By rights, she should be helping Mason wipe out the people who’d ruined their lives, not out of revenge. She didn’t believe in that. But to prevent them from doing the same to others.

“What are you thinking?” Sarah asked, her voice low.

“That I’m neglecting my duties. That I should be back there helping to mete justice,” Priya said.

Sarah was silent for a long time before she spoke. “I’m tired of fighting. I don’t think I have it in me anymore.”

“Me neither.”

“You are not running away,” Sarah said.

“Aren’t I?”

“No, you’re not. You’re still working. Fighting. Building a better future for us all.”

“You really think so?” Priya asked, hope stirring in her breast.

“I know so. In the years to come, this farming community will play a pivotal role in our survival. With the food we produce here, we could feed hundreds, even thousands of people,” Sarah explained. “You are not running away. You are just helping in a different way.”

Priya nodded thoughtfully, taking in Sarah’s words. She knew her friend was right. They were all just trying to survive in this new world, and it didn’t matter how they did it as long as they did it together.

Priya shifted her gaze to the bunkhouse where the men had gathered around a fire, barbecuing steaks and corn on the cob. It was Sunday. The one day of the week when John, the farm owner, allowed them to rest and relax. Once the essential work of feeding the animals and checking the fences was done, they gathered outside and cooked over an open fire, relaxing and enjoying the late afternoon sun.

Timothy, John’s son, was also there, along with George, Jack, and Eddie. They were all wandering young men, prepared to work the farm for their bed and board. They stayed in the bunkhouse while Sarah and Priya lived with John and his wife, Glenda.

A prick of envy filled Priya’s heart. George and the rest looked like they were having the time of their lives. Laughing, joking, and relaxing. “Do you think we should join them?”

“We could, but…” Sarah’s voice trailed off. They were still new on the farm and didn’t want to upset its owners, who were a bit old-school.

“Rather not risk it,” Priya decided.

“You’re right,” Sarah said. “Besides, we still have to help Glenda with the cooking.”

With the decision made, they lounged for a few more minutes, neither willing to admit how badly they wanted to join in the fun.

Suddenly, the screen door next to her slammed open, and John stepped onto the porch carrying a case of beer in a cooler. He looked at the girls, his expression stern. “What are you ladies sitting around here for?”

“Err, we’re having a quick break before we help Glenda with supper,” Priya said, feeling like a schoolgirl caught doing something naughty.

“No need. The food is done,” John said.

“Really? Why didn’t Glenda call us to help?” Priya said, jumping out of her chair, completely forgetting about Sebastian. The poor cat went flying and landed several feet away with an angry yowl. Glaring at Priya, he stalked away before she could make amends.

“I had a lot of leftovers left from the week, and I used it to whip up something quick,” Glenda said, following John onto the porch. “It’ll go great with the steaks.”

“Um, okay,” Priya said, her mind scrambling. “Is there anything else we can help you with? Setting the table? Doing the dishes?”

“The only thing you two can do for me is to have a little fun,” Glenda said.

“Fun?” Sarah said with a confused look that perfectly matched Priya’s.

“Yes, fun. Join the boys. Have a barbecue. Drink a few beers. You deserve it after all of your hard work this week.”

Priya and Sarah exchanged cautious looks.

“Really?” Priya asked.

“Are you sure?” Sarah said.

“Of course, we’re sure. We’re not monsters, and we know what it’s like to be young,” Glenda said with a chuckle. “Off with you two.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Priya said, a broad grin lining her face. Without wasting another second, she and Sarah bounded down the steps toward the bunkhouse.

As they approached, the smell of sizzling meat mingled with the smoke from the fire. Warmth emanated from the flames, and the men turned to greet them with broad smiles.

“Hey, ladies!” Timothy said, grinning. “We thought you’d never join us.”

“We got held up,” Priya said, trying to sound cool despite the flush on her cheeks. “But Glenda told us to come join you all. So here we are.”

“Good to see you,” George chimed in.

“I brought beer,” John said, producing the cooler to a chorus of happy cries.

“Thanks, Dad,” Timothy said, handing each of them a beer. “This will go down like a treat.”

“I’m sure it will,” John said. “Just be sure you’re up early to do your work. No slacking allowed.”

“Yes, Sir,” Timothy said.

“You youngsters have fun, and when you’re ready to eat, the food will be waiting,” John said, returning to the farmhouse.

Priya took a long swig from the beer bottle, feeling the cool liquid slide down her throat. She closed her eyes and savored the taste, feeling the stress and tension of the week slowly slipping away.

The men talked and laughed, and Priya felt drawn to their easy, boisterous humor. They spoke of the farm, joked about the animals, and shared stories of their pasts, laughter filling the air like music.

Priya found herself laughing with them, enjoying the feeling of being just another person in a community. She didn’t have to worry about leading or protecting anyone - she could just be herself.

Even so, there were moments when she felt removed from the others, as if a void lay between them and her. While Sarah flirted openly with Timothy, her red hair flashing in the firelight, Priya avoided getting close to anyone. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t forget everything that had happened. The teen boy she’d killed, freeing him from the infection. The hospital’s demise that wiped out dozens of lives. Crawling through a field of glass and dead bodies to get to safety. It was all there, right behind the smiles and laughter.

As if on cue, her palms itched, and she stared at the scars left by the glass cuts. Like her heart, they were still red and raw, painful to the touch.

“Priya?” A hesitant voice broke her chain of thought, and she looked up to meet George’s concerned gaze.

“I’m fine,” she said, plastering on a fake smile. “But I could use another beer.”

George handed her a fresh drink, but his eyes never wavered. “You don’t have to pretend. That night was hard on all of us.”

Priya stared at him, remembering when George discovered his friend Bobbi mortally wounded and dying. He’d put a bullet in her brain, ending her suffering and preventing her from becoming a zombie.

He also wore his fair share of scars, losing his right forearm to a zombie bite. She’d seen him struggle at times to perform his chores and the yard work. She’d also seen him scratch the stump with a pained grimace and guessed it still hurt. If there was one person who understood what she was going through, it was him.

Priya let out a long sigh, finally giving in to the emotions building up inside her. “It was horrible,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I keep replaying it in my head, over and over again. The boy’s face…I can’t forget it.”

George nodded, his expression solemn. “I know. It’s hard to let go of the guilt. But you did what you had to do and saved others from a terrible  fate.”

“I know,” Priya said, her voice trembling. “But it doesn’t make it any easier.”

“I understand,” George said, touching her shoulder. “None of us are the same after what we’ve been through. But we have each other, and that’s what matters.”

Priya looked into George’s eyes and saw a kind of understanding that she’d never found in anyone else. It didn’t make the pain disappear, but made it easier to bear. “Thank you,” she said softly.

George squeezed her shoulder reassuringly, then returned to the others, his lighthearted demeanor restored. Priya felt a rush of gratitude toward him and the rest of the group for giving her a sense of belonging in this new world. As she looked around at the smiling faces, the crackling fire, and warm company, she knew there was hope for the future, which was worth holding onto.
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Several days after leaving the abandoned farmhouse, Nikki and Cooper finally tackled the last stretch of road to Burlington. Nothing had worked out how she’d planned, and they’d been forced to take numerous detours along the way. Groups of marauding zombies had forced her into hiding, and she’d spent an entire night perched in the branches of a tree with Cooper in her lap.

At one point, she’d despaired of ever reaching her destination, but now they were close. So close, she could almost taste it. All that lay between her and Burlington was a few small towns—nothing of any real consequence. “Come on, boy. We’re almost there,” Nikki said, urging her canine companion onward.

After a few hours of walking, they came across the first small town, a supply hub for the local farmers. It consisted of a few rundown buildings and a gas station. The biggest shop was an agriculturist’s market filled with everything a farmer could need. Parked in front of the shop stood a shiny red tractor, its wheels taller than her, and she eyed it with envy.

“Imagine driving into Burlington on that monster,” Nikki said, pointing to the tractor.

Cooper gazed at the metal behemoth and wagged his tail but had little idea what she was talking about.

“Just as well,” Nikki said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t know how to drive it anyway.”

Nikki’s stomach growled with hunger as they walked through the town. Protein bars and granola could only go so far, and she was running low on everything. So was Cooper, and she hoped they’d find some food and water. With that thought in mind, she checked every door and window until she found a small grocery store. “Look, Cooper!”

The store’s windows were boarded up, which she found strange. Was someone living inside? It was possible, and she decided to approach with caution. As she drew closer, she spotted a low light shining from within, probably a candle.

Taking a step back, she weighed up her options. Did she risk contact with whoever hid inside, or did she move on? There was no telling if the other person was friendly or alone; she could be entering a world of trouble. But her rumbling stomach convinced her, and she decided to take a chance.

Raising one shaky hand, she knocked on the door. “Hello? Anyone there? I come in peace.”

After a few seconds, a man’s voice answered.

“Who’s there?” he asked, voice muffled by the door.

Nikki cleared her throat. “My name is Nikki, and I mean no harm. I’m just looking for some food and water.”

There was a moment of silence, then the sound of shuffling footsteps. The door unlocked, and a burly man with a bushy beard opened it, holding a shotgun. Nikki tensed up, her hand moving to her gun, but the man raised his other hand.

“Easy now. Just making sure you’re not infected.”

“I’m not,” Nikki said.

“No bites? No scratches? Fever? Pain?”

“Nothing.”

He looked her over, then lowered the gun. “Come on in.”

Nikki and Cooper entered the store, taking in the dimly lit surroundings. The shelves were stocked with canned goods, cereal boxes, and other non-perishables. She gaped at the full racks, and her stomach felt even emptier than before. The place was a gold mine.

She turned to the man. “I can’t thank you enough. My dog and I have been on the road for days, and we’re running low on everything,” Nikki said, scanning the shelves.

The man gave her a tight-lipped smile. “No problem. We all have to help each other out in these times. I’m Joe, by the way.”

Nikki nodded. “Nice to meet you, Joe. I’m Nikki, and this is Cooper.”

Joe’s eyes lit up when they landed on Cooper. “He’s a beauty. Is he friendly?”

Nikki nodded. “Yes, he is. He’s a good boy.”

Joe patted Cooper, and the dog licked his hand, tail wagging. Nikki couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. They had found someone to help them, and the man seemed nice.

“Is it just you and Cooper?” Joe asked.

“Just us,” Nikki confirmed.

“Do you have bullets for that gun?” Joe asked.

Nikki stiffened and took a step back. “It’s loaded, if that’s what you mean.”

“Relax. I only asked because I’ve got extra ammunition stored in the back. I can give you some,” Joe said. “A young girl like you shouldn’t walk around without protection.”

“Thanks,” Nikki said, relaxing a little.

“I’ll fetch the ammo,” Joe said, nodding. “Meantime, help yourself to as much food as you can carry.”

“Thank you,” Nikki said, choking up with tears of gratitude.

She moved through the shelves, stocking up on string cheese, beef jerky, canned spam, tuna, spaghetti, and meatballs. She also found more dog food and bottled water and treated herself to some candy bars. “That should do it.”

“Can you carry all of that?” Joe asked when he returned with the ammunition.

Nikki shifted the heavy backpack. “I’ll manage.”

“Where are you headed?” Joe asked.

“Burlington.”

“What’s there?” Joe asked.

“My brother, George. He’s a firefighter.”

“Well, I wish you luck, but be careful. Burlington isn’t far, but I watched it burn for several nights in a row.”

“I’ll be careful,” Nikki said, gathering her things.

“You can stay the night if you want. It’s dangerous out there in the dark,” Joe offered.

“Um, I don’t know,” Nikki said, hesitating.

“Look, I’m no pervert. I don’t hurt little girls. You can keep your gun and stay on that side of the shop,” Joe said. “It gets dark early nowadays, and there’s a storm brewing outside.”

Nikki thought about it. Everything he said was true. It was getting late, and the wind showed no signs of letting up. Plus, she was hungry, tired, and aching all over. “What do you say, Cooper? Should we stay the night?”

Cooper wagged his tail and barked.

With a shrug, Nikki said, “I guess it’s settled then. We’re staying.”

“Good, I could use the company. It’s been a while since I spoke to real folks,” Joe said, waving her inside. “Welcome to my humble home.”

Nikki headed deeper into the shop, feeling slightly uncomfortable at the thought of spending the night with a stranger, but Joe was nothing but welcoming and soon allayed her fears. Besides, it beat spending the night in the open with a storm on the way and zombies wandering the streets.

“You can sit on that couch while I rustle up some dinner,” Joe said, waving to an old three-seater in the corner.

Nikki nodded, dropping her backpack and making herself comfortable on the surprisingly cozy couch. “Thanks.”

“This should keep the cold at bay,” Joe said, handing her a blanket, which she accepted with a happy smile. It was soft and warm, and she kicked off her shoes and curled up into a ball with Cooper nestled against her side. After tucking them both in, she absentmindedly scratched his ears while looking around.

A gas heater in the corner warded off the chill in the air, and the windows and doors were boarded up tight for safety. Candles lit the small space with a golden glow while thick curtains kept the light inside. It was a nice setup, and she almost felt envious of Joe. But she had her own dreams to chase, and holing up in a tiny grocery store wasn’t part of them. My home is out there somewhere, and I’ll find it someday.

Snuggling deeper into the couch, Nikki listened to the wind howling outside. It didn’t take long for the storm to arrive, and thunder rumbled through the small space. Big fat raindrops plopped onto the windows. The steady beat soon turned into a downpour, and rivers of water poured through the gutters and gushed into the storm drains. The rain pounded the roof until it was impossible to hear anything else, and lightning cracked in the distance.

Nikki shivered. “Aren’t you glad we’re not out there right now, boy?”

Cooper nuzzled closer to her side, in complete agreement with her statement. She wrapped one arm around him and watched Joe cook dinner in the makeshift kitchenette he’d set up in the corner.

It consisted of a small gas stove and oven and a steel cupboard filled with pots, pans, cutlery, and other kitchen equipment. A spice rack adorned one wall, and a chest freezer filled with bottled water sat in the corner. It also served as a counter, while the shop shelves formed his pantry.

Finally, the tremendous storm eased, and it was possible to talk again. “Do you have electricity here?” Nikki asked.

“No, this freezer’s just for storage,” Joe said. “But I have a gas freezer in the back with some frozen meat, cheese, bread, milk, and vegetables. It’ll be enough to last me through the winter.”

“You’re lucky,” Nikki said, wondering what lay in store for her.

“Luckier than most,” Joe agreed. “But some farmers aren’t doing too bad around here.”

“Yeah?” Nikki asked, her interest roused.

“Most of them were semi-prepared for something like this. They’ve got wells, boreholes, gas, generators, crops, and livestock,” Joe explained, dropping a couple of steaks into a pan.

The meat sizzled, causing Nikki’s stomach to cramp, and she had to focus hard on the conversation.

“What about the zombies?” Nikki asked. “Those things are monstrous.”

“They are, but the farmers are armed, and their properties are fenced. They’ll be alright unless a horde comes through.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Nikki said.

“I know a few of them, and I’m sure they could use a young, hardworking lady to help with the cooking, canning, sewing, and stuff. There could be a place for you here if you wanted it. A young man, perhaps? A couple of kids one day?”

Nikki laughed, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. That sounds nice… for someone who wants those things.”

“You don’t?” Joe asked, breaking a couple of eggs into another pan and removing a pot filled with boiled potatoes from the stove. He drained the water and mashed the potatoes, adding a spoonful of garlic and butter.

Nikki shifted in her seat, her stomach clawing at her insides until she thought it would eat her alive. She didn’t think she’d make it if Joe didn’t hurry up with dinner. “Um, no. I’m not interested in marriage and kids.”

“What do you want then?” Joe asked, putting the finishing touches on the food.

“Revenge,” Nikki said, the word slipping out before she could stop herself.

“Revenge?” Joe asked. “That’s a mighty strong word.”

“I know,” Nikki said, averting her eyes.

“Want to tell me about it?” Joe said, handing her a cup of coffee.

She sipped the strong brew, grimacing at the bitter taste. “This is good stuff.”

“Strong enough to float a horseshoe,” Joe agreed, plating up two heaping portions of food plus an extra bowl for Loki. “Dinner is served.”

“Thanks,” Nikki said, salivating at the sight of fried steak, eggs, mashed potatoes, and green beans—a veritable feast.

She dug in with gusto, shoveling the food into her mouth as fast as she could chew. She soon slowed down, though, taking the time to enjoy each bite and savor the flavors.

As she ate, she debated whether or not to tell Joe about her past. She didn’t want to seem weak, and she didn’t want to burden him with her problems. But something about him made her feel safe and comfortable. It was as if he cared about her well-being and didn’t judge her for her choices.

Finally, she decided to take the plunge. “My dad died when I was a baby, and my mom never got over it. She spent most of her life trying to replace him with one deadbeat boyfriend after another. By the time I was eight, she settled on the worst of all, Rex. They got married, and our lives became a living hell.”

“Our lives? You and your mom’s?” Joe asked.

“And my brother, George. He was four years older than me and the best brother I could ever ask for,” Nikki said, tears pricking her eyes at the memory. “He always tried to protect me and Mom, which meant he took the brunt of the beatings.”

Joe’s face darkened, his eyes narrowing. “I’m sorry, Nikki. That’s a terrible.”

“When I turned eleven, my mom ran away, or so Rex said.”

“You don’t think so?” Joe asked.

“I don’t know. I woke up one morning, and all her stuff was gone—her clothes, handbag, and car. We never saw her again, and Rex always said she was the worst mother in the world for abandoning her kids,” Nikki said. “But George didn’t believe it for one second. He believed Rex killed our mom and made it look like she ran away.”

“That’s awful,” Joe said, shaking his head. “Never knowing for sure.”

“Anyway, when he turned eighteen, George abandoned me too. He left, promising to return one day, but he never did.”

“It couldn’t have been easy for him. It sounds like he loved you,” Joe said.

“Not enough to stay. He could’ve taken me with him. I begged him. I pleaded with him,” Nikki said, anger swirling in her gut.

“He was just a boy, Nikki,” Joe said, trying to be the voice of reason. “He was probably scared he’d fail you. Looking after someone is a big responsibility.”

“Maybe, but anything would’ve been better than leaving me with Rex,” Nikki said, her heart hardening as bitter memories surfaced.

She handed over her empty plate, and Joe dumped their dirty dishes in the sink. Pouring two cups of coffee, he handed her one and sat down.

Silence fell while they savored the first sips of the brew until Joe looked up. “Can I ask what Rex did to you? Did he… touch you?”

“Not like that, but he was a sadist. He liked to inflict pain,” Nikki said, pulling up her shirt sleeves to reveal several old cigarette burns and scars.

“My God,” Joe said, blanching. “And no one tried to help you? Social services? Teachers? Friends?”

“No one cared. He was a smooth talker, and I was a troublemaker running my mouth off at anything resembling an authority figure.”

“So, this revenge… Is it aimed at him?”

“No, Rex is dead. I killed him,” Nikki said bluntly.

Joe sat back, his eyebrows raised. “You did?”

“It wasn’t murder,” Nikki said. “It was self-defense. He came home one day infected with the zombie virus. A few hours later, he turned and attacked me.” Nikki shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”

“You’re one brave girl,” Joe said.

“Maybe, but it won’t be self-defense when I catch up to George,” Nikki said, her mood darkening.

“You plan on killing him too?”

“He deserves it for abandoning me.”

“Does he? Or was he just a scared kid, running away because he didn’t know what else to do?” Joe asked.

“Then he’s a coward.”

“Maybe he really did plan to go back for you,” Joe said. “Once you turned eighteen, Rex wouldn’t have been able to stop him from taking you.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. Rex is dead, George is gone, and the world has ended.”

“Are you sure about that?” Joe said, staring at her with infinite patience. “What happens if you do find him?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I hate him, but I don’t think I could kill him,” Nikki said, hesitation setting in.

“He’s still your brother,” Joe pointed out. “Talk to him.”

“Oh, I’ll talk to him, alright. He’ll learn exactly what he did to me,” Nikki said, folding her arms across her chest.

Joe sighed. “Well, just try to keep an open mind. Nothing is ever as simple as it seems.”

“Fine. I’ll try,” Nikki said.

“Alright, it’s past my bedtime, and I’m turning in for the night,” Joe said. “You can take the couch, or I can make you a bed.”

“The couch is fine, thanks,” Nikki said.

“See you in the morning then,” Joe said.

“Good night, and thanks for everything.”

Joe blew out all the candles except two, leaving one for her while taking the other with him. He lumbered off but paused when a thought occurred to him.”Oh, yeah. The bathroom is through there if you need it, and you can wake me should Cooper need to go out.”

“Thanks a million,” Nikki said, meaning it from the bottom of her heart.

“My pleasure, kiddo. Sleep tight,” Joe said, lumbering into a far corner of the shop cordoned off by a sheet strung across a rope. He disappeared inside, and silence fell across the room, broken only by the distant patter of light rain and the occasional rumble of fire.

Nikki lay on the couch, staring at the candle’s flickering flame. Her mind was clouded with conflicting emotions. She had never been one to trust people, but something about Joe made her feel comfortable. It felt like she’d known him her whole life, even though she had only just met him.

As she lay there, she couldn’t help but wonder what would happen when she finally caught up to George. Would she be able to forgive him for leaving her alone with Rex? Or would she give in to her anger and seek revenge?

She tried to push the thoughts out of her mind and focus on the sound of the rain, but her mind wouldn’t let her. She was trapped in a cycle of anger and pain and didn’t know how to break free. Finally, exhaustion overcame her thoughts, and she sank into a deep, dreamless sleep, one hand still entangled in Cooper’s soft fur.
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The boat cut through the murky green water as it made its way up the Delaware River toward Burlington Harbor. The small motor emitted a high-pitched whine that stretched the nerves of the four passengers onboard to breaking point, and they fingered their weapons to reassure themselves.

It was cold on the water, and the winter sun did little to warm the atmosphere. Clare shivered, thankful for the thick jacket that hugged her torso, its inner lined with sheep’s wool. Paired with a knitted beanie, scarf, gloves, socks, cargo pants, and hiking boots, she was as prepared for the weather as possible.

The others were dressed the same way, and each carried a backpack filled with emergency rations in case they should get separated from the group and were unable to return to the island. They were all armed to the teeth, carrying guns, knives, and other weapons they’d scavenged over time.

Despite the danger, they were resolute in locating supplies and returning them to their community. With winter in full swing, people were hungry, cold, and cranky. Colds and sniffles ran rampant, and the clinic was stretched to its limits, running out of medicine fast.

Clare was scared something worse would break out. A severe bout of the flu could decimate their ranks. So could a case of cholera or food poisoning. It was the reason she insisted on proper hygiene, boiling all drinking water, and properly storing, handling, and cooking food. Still, they were running out of everything, including soap, hand sanitizer, food, and medicine.

She patted the map tucked away in her pocket. It marked the areas in the harbor where goods were stored and eliminated those places they’d already stripped bare. It was safer than going into the city. Not with an all-out war between her brother and Blackwell going on.

Though she longed to join her brother at times, her place lay with the island community, and it was her job to keep them safe and alive. Not the easiest of tasks at the best of times.

“How much further?” she asked, guiding the wheel with her gloved hands.

“We’re almost there,” Ruby said, sitting at the prow with a set of binoculars.

As they approached the harbor, the tension in the air grew thicker. They knew that they were entering dangerous territory filled with the undead. The grim reality of their situation hit them hard, and they shuddered involuntarily.

The once beautiful boats that used to line the harbor were now empty and abandoned, covered in dust and grime. The water was calm, but they knew it wouldn’t be long before they encountered their first zombie.

Suddenly, Elijah’s voice broke the silence. “There, on the right,” he said, aiming his gun. “Two of them on the Princess Leah.”

The others tensed up, but Clare expertly steered around the infected boat, avoiding confrontation. They had to be careful not to get involved in a firefight as they only had a limited supply of ammunition.

The two zombies milled about aimlessly on the deck of the Princess Leah. Two women clad in sun dresses, sandals, and straw hats. They’d probably had a fun afternoon planned on the river until the infection broke out, ruining everything.

When they spotted Clare and the others, they snarled and switched to attack mode. Clattering across the slippery deck in their sandals, they hit the railing. They teetered on the edge for a few breathless moments, their arms windmilling for balance in a way that would’ve been comical if it wasn’t so sad.

They pitched overboard, hitting the water with a terrific splash. Unable to swim and with their breathless lungs providing no buoyancy, they sank like stones. Scarcely a ripple remained to mark their passing, and it was as if they’d never even existed.

Clare shook her head, fascinated by the mechanics of the body. Without breath in your lungs, your body couldn’t float and would sink to the bottom. However, rotting gasses in the stomach reversed the process, bringing the corpse back to the surface. Therefore, they had to be careful of the water, monitoring the area at all times. The last thing anyone wanted was for a freshly bloated zombie to claw its way onboard. Or worse, crawl onto the island.

It was a sobering thought, and Clare had to drag her brain back to the present. It wouldn’t do to be distracted. She had warehouses to raid and people to feed. Steering the boat toward a deserted pier, she prepared herself for action. “Look alive, people! We’re almost there!”

The boat’s motor whined to a stop, and she switched off the engine while Elija tossed a rope onto the pier and tied it off. One by one, they climbed out of the boat, their hands clutching their weapons tightly.

Clare followed last, accepting Elijah’s hand as he helped her up. The deserted pier was eerie, with no signs of life around. With every step, the wooden boards creaked beneath their feet, and the air seemed thick and heavy like they were walking through molasses.

There were a few boats tied up to the pier in the same fashion as theirs, and one in particular caught Clare’s attention. It was bigger than their boat, the deck open and spacious. The small wheelhouse was located near the front, its sides open to the air with only a sunroof overhead. Wooden seats lined both sides with a single lockbox for emergency gear.

She liked the fact that it had no hiding spots for zombies. No nooks and crannies and space enough for several crates of supplies. She pointed to the boat and said, “I think we should check it out.”

Elijah eyed it with a frown. “It’s in good shape, I’ll give you that.”

“What about fuel?” Ruby asked. “And the keys? Will it even start?”

“All great questions. Let’s have a look,” Clare said.

“I’ll go with you,” Elijah said.

“Be careful,” Ruby said, her expression concerned. Though she didn’t usually go on raids, she’d insisted on coming along this time.

Clare thought it was mostly because she was worried about her husband, Elijah, and their best friend, Benjamin. Though raids weren’t Ruby’s thing, going along was better than waiting at home fearing the worst. It wasn’t ideal, however. As one of the few qualified EMTs on the island, they couldn’t risk losing Ruby, but there had been no way to stop her. Hopefully, she’ll change her mind after seeing how careful we are.

“Just keep watch,” Clare said, gingerly climbing aboard the waiting boat. She glanced at the side, nodding with approval at the name—Shark Bait. Maybe we can change it to Zombie Bait.

Clare made her way across the boat, testing the weight of the wood beneath her feet as she went. The boat was well-made, sturdy, and heavy, capable of withstanding rough water. “This will be perfect for future raids.”

“Yup. It’s bigger and better,” Elijah agreed, lifting the hatch to the engine. After a brief exam, he nodded, “Looks good.”

“Fuel?” Clare asked.

“We’ll have to check the fuel gauge,” Elijah said.

Clare nodded. Moving towards the wheelhouse, she examined the lockbox. Inside, she found a small medical kit, a flare gun, and a handheld radio. So far, things were looking good until she got to the ignition. The keys weren’t there.

Frowning, she searched the rest of the wheelhouse but found nothing. Next, she explored the boat, but disappointment soon set in. The keys were not there.

“Damn it,” Clare exclaimed, her hands on her hips. “Where are they?”

“Nothing?” Elijah asked.

“Nope. Not that I can see,” Clare said, heaving a sigh.

“That’s too bad,” Elijah said.

“Alright, let’s go,” Clare said, returning to the pier.

A sound caught her attention as she prepared to get off the boat. A thumping noise. It came from the water, and she leaned over the side to look. A figure floated below the surface, one arm caught in a tangle of ropes.

“What is it?” Elijah asked.

“A body, I think,” Clare said, peering into the water.

“Dead or undead?”

“Dead, I think,” Clare said. “He’s not moving. Hey, maybe it’s the boat owner.”

Without thinking, she grabbed the body, hoping to find the missing keys.

“Clare, no!” Elijah yelled.

A slimy hand shot out of the water and clamped shut on her wrist. Before she could react, a bloated face filled with blackened teeth reared upward in a spray of droplets. Its jaws snapped shut mere inches from her arm, a bloated piranha hungering for her tender flesh.

Clare screamed and yanked away, but the zombie refused to let go. It held on with inhuman strength, its fingers forming a vice around her wrist. Its weight dragged her forward until she hung over the boat’s edge, desperately holding on to its slippery side. Her boots scrabbled for purchase, and she dared not reach for a weapon. Pure terror spurted through her veins, and her vision blackened around the edges.

“Hold on!” Elijah yelled, appearing at her side. He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back. At the same time, he struck at the infected with his fire ax. The blade flashed past her face before it thudded into the zombie’s skull with a thunk.

The fingers around her arm loosened, and Clare was able to wriggle free. Gasping for breath, she slumped against the side of the boat, her heart hammering in her throat.

Elijah fell next to her. “Man, that was close.”

Clare nodded,  her eyes flashed open. “The keys!”

“What?”

Clare lunged upward, reaching for the body already sinking below the surface. She latched onto its shirt and pulled it up, holding on with all her strength. “Elijah, help me!”

His face popped up next to her. “What should I do?”

“The keys! Check its pockets,” she said through gritted teeth.

Elijah pulled a face. “Gross!”

“Hurry. This thing weighs a ton,” Clare said, her muscles straining.

“Fine, but you owe me,” Elijah said with a grimace. Wrinkling his nose, he searched the corpse’s pockets for the boat keys.

The entire time, Clare tried not to look at the grotesque, bloating monster she was holding onto. The stench was indescribable, and she fought against the urge to vomit.

Fought and failed.

She let go as Elijah yanked away his hand with a cry of triumph, dangling the keys aloft. Hot liquid surged up her esophagus and splashed across her hands. The same hands still holding onto the corpse. With a horrified cry, she let go, still gagging.

Finally, the heaving stopped, and she could catch her breath. The zombie sank below the surface, its pasty white face the last thing she saw.

“Are you okay?” Elijah asked.

“I’m fine,” Clare said, waving him away.

Reaching down into the river, she rinsed the vomit from her gloves. Afterward, she pulled them off, squeezed out the extra water, and tucked them into her pocket. Wiping her mouth, she straightened up and sucked in a deep breath. “Well, that was fun.”

“At least we got the keys,” Elijah said.

“You guys okay?” Ruby called from the pier. “No injuries?”

“No, we’re fine,” Clare said, faking a smile.

“Are you sure?” she said, her expression pinched.

“We’re sure, honey,” Elijah said with a warm smile.

“Okay, but hurry it up,” Ruby said. “It’s too open up here.”

“Coming, we just need to check the engine,” Elijah said, hurrying toward the wheelhouse.

Clare watched as he inserted the key into the ignition and turned it on. The engine sputtered momentarily before roaring to life, much to her relief. “How’s the fuel?”

“Almost full,” Elijah said, looking at the gauge.

“Excellent,” Clare said, her smile huge. “Now we’ve got another boat to add to our growing fleet.”

Elijah handed her the keys, and she tucked them away in her breast pocket, ensuring they couldn’t fall out. She wasn’t taking any chances with the new addition to the family. It was exactly what they needed, and already she counted the raid a success.

Back on the pier, she nodded at her team. “Ready, guys?”

“I’m ready,” Elijah said.

“Me too, but no more surprises,” Ruby said, quirking an eyebrow at Clare.

“Sorry,” Clare said with a rueful shrug.

“You’re forgiven. Now, let’s find some food,” Ruby said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Benjamin said, his tone enthusiastic.

“Alright. Follow me,” Clare said, reflecting on how lucky she was to have such awesome friends. With them by her side, she could face anything—even monsters from the deep.
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After consulting her map, Clare located the nearest warehouse that might hold supplies. It was a storage unit for a local import and export company called Burlington Co. and carried various items.

“Alright, guys. I think this is the place to hit. We should be able to get most of what we need right here,” Clare said, pointing to the spot on the map. “It’s a few minutes away, though, so getting the supplies back to the boat will be a problem.”

“We’ve got that truck parked at the end of the pier, don’t we?” Elijah asked. “Specifically for times like this.”

“That’s true. We hid it from sight, and it’s fueled and ready to go,” Clare said.

“But?” Ruby said. “I’m sensing a but.”

“Noise draws zombies. Driving the truck to the warehouse might not be a great idea,” Clare said. “By the time we round up the stuff we want, we could be surrounded.”

“How about this?” Ruby said. “We walk to the warehouse, ensure it’s clear, and round up all the supplies we want. Two of us can come back for the truck. If we work fast, we can get it loaded and out of there before we draw too many of the undead.”

“I like that plan,” Clare said.

“Me too,” Elijah said.

“And the two groups can stay in contact by radio,” Clare said.

“Alright then. Let’s go,” Ruby said with more than a hint of impatience.

“Are you okay?” Clare asked as they set out.

“Yeah, I’m just not used to being out in the open like this,” Ruby admitted. “It’s nerve-wracking.”

“You get used to it after a while,” Clare replied.

“I guess so. You guys go out a lot,” Ruby said. “I mostly stay on the island.”

“Why did you come along?”

“I don’t know. Boredom? Curiosity? Worry for Elijah and Benjamin?” Ruby said with a shrug.

“You don’t have to worry. We’re careful. We never take any chances,” Clare said.

“That doesn’t matter. Life is unpredictable, and things will happen no matter what you do,” Ruby said.

“I suppose you’re right,” Clare admitted.

“But I think this will be my first and last raid. Elijah and Benjamin were born to do this, and I can’t stop them. If something happens to them, it happens. I’ll have to learn to live with it.”

“I think that’s the best any of us can do. Learn to accept this new life, no matter what it throws at us,” Clare said, nodding.

Together, they jogged the short distance to the warehouse. On one side was the riverside with its muddy concrete barriers, the murky green water flowing fast and strong. On the other, row upon row of shuttered warehouses and offices loomed, their grimy windows following their every move.

Gravel crunched underfoot, and the cold breeze tugged at their clothes and ruffled their hair. Gray clouds floated overhead, and mist drifted across the water. It was a typical winter day, one of many more to come.

Clare shrugged off an involuntary shiver, praying that summer would come soon. She looked forward to the heat of the sun and blue skies with puffy white clouds. Green grass and colorful wildflowers. Anything but the gray gloom of winter.

At least there were no zombies around. None that she could see anyway. However, that didn’t mean they weren’t around, and she kept a wary eye out for movement.

“Over there,” Elijah said, spotting their destination first.

The warehouse was a towering brick structure with a row of small windows running along the top. The metal doors at the front were locked, chained, and padlocked, making it clear that getting into the property wouldn’t be a walk in the park. A chain link fence surrounded the perimeter, a field of scraggly yellow grass clinging to life in the frozen ground.

Clare signaled to the others to spread out, and they approached the building from different angles, checking for any other points of entry. The surroundings were quiet and still, but they knew that the slightest sound or movement could alert nearby zombies to their presence.

After scouring the perimeter, Clare approached the front entrance. “Right, Elijah. Benjamin. This is your time to shine.”

Elijah nodded and removed his backpack. From the inside, he pulled out a pair of bolt cutters. He and Benjamin cut the chains and padlock together, and the doors swung wide with a blast of musty air.

The inside of the warehouse was dim, and it took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the lack of light. The space was vast, with towering shelves lining the walls, filled with crates of all shapes and sizes. The air was thick with the scent of dust and mold, and the silence was deafening.

Clare signaled to the others. “Fan out and look for zombies, but stay within sight of each other,” Clare said. “If you run into trouble, head back to the boat.”

The team moved cautiously through the warehouse, their flashlights illuminating the dust-filled air. The shelves were a maze, and they had to be careful not to get lost in the labyrinth of crates and boxes.

Clare moved down one of the aisles, her flashlight sweeping across the shelves. She heard a rustling sound coming from one of the crates. Her heart raced as she raised her fire ax, ready for whatever lurked inside. She approached the crate, her flashlight beam steady on the lid. With a deep breath, she lifted the lid, ready to face whatever was inside.

But it was just a rat scurrying away.

She let out a breathy laugh as she lowered her gun. “Just a rat,” she called out to the others.

They continued their search, sweeping their flashlights across the shelves and checking every nook and cranny for any signs of zombies. But the warehouse was silent and still. They seemed to be the only ones in the building until Ruby called out. “There’s another door over here.”

They hurried over and found themselves face to face with a set of metal stairs leading to a second floor.

“Should we check it out?” Ruby asked, pointing upward. “The door is closed. If there are infected in there, they can’t get out.”

Clare stared at the door in question. “That depends on the door. If it’s flimsy enough, they could break through. Besides, this is the mother load. We’ll want to return to this place until we’ve stripped it clean.”

“True,” Ruby said, tilting her head.

“I say we take care of it now,” Elijah said.

“Alright, follow me.” Clare led the way up the creaky stairs, her heart hammering in her chest at the sound of each echoing step. At the top, she paused and tapped on the door, each sound ringing like a bell in the silence. When nothing happened, she readied her ax and opened the door.

Nothing jumped out at them, and they found themselves in a small hallway lined with doors. Clare checked the first one, revealing a cramped office. The desk was cluttered with papers and office supplies, and a computer screen sat dormant in the corner. It looked like whoever had been there left in a hurry.

They moved on to the next room, another abandoned office. Elijah opened a window, letting in a cool breeze that smelled of damp earth and rain. The fresh air was refreshing and sharply contrasted with the next room, a communal bathroom.

The floor was tiled in a dreary brown, and the sink was coated with grime. The air was thick with the scent of mold and urine, and Clare wrinkled her nose in disgust. “That’s nasty.”

“Excuse me, please. I need to use the toilet,” Elijah said, hurrying toward the nearest cubicle.

“Ugh, have fun,” Clare said, vacating the bathroom.

Ruby opened the next door, and they found themselves in a small kitchenette. There was a microwave, an empty fridge, and a small table surrounded by chairs. The cabinets were open, revealing an array of snacks and paper plates. It looked as though the staff had grabbed whatever they could carry before they fled.

“This is eerie,” Benjamin said. His voice echoed through the small room, making the hairs on Clare’s neck stand up.

“I don’t like it,” Ruby said, her eyes darting around the room. “We should get what we need and go.”

Clare nodded in agreement. “Let’s finish up and head back to the boat. We don’t want to be caught here after dark.”

Closing up the dreary office wing, they returned to the main floor and worked through the aisles. Their excitement grew as they found boxes of canned food, dried goods, bottled water, cleaning supplies, and other essential supplies. It was a treasure trove, and they worked hard to gather as much as they could manage between them.

Stacking the crates by the entrance, Clare surveyed their haul. “Do you think we can fit this onto the truck?”

“I think so,” Elijah said.

“And the boat?” Clare said.

“I doubt it, but we have two boats now, don’t we?” Elijah said.

“That’s true,” Clare said, brightening up. “I almost forgot.”

“Okay, but who’s fetching the truck?” Ruby asked.

“I am,” Clare said. “It’s fairly safe in here. You can close the doors while I’m gone, but be ready to move fast when I return.”

“You’re not going alone,” Elijah said.

“I’ll go with you,” Benjamin agreed.

“Your funeral,” Clare said with a grin.

“Let’s hope not,” Ruby said, waving her radio at them. “Stay in touch.”

“Will do,” Clare said, casting one last glance at the warehouse’s interior. It was a lucky find, and its contents could last a long time if they could get it back home.

As if she could read her mind, Ruby said, “Don’t worry, Clare. We can do this. We’ll get this stuff back home even if it takes forever. Our people need us, and we will take care of them.”

“Thanks, Ruby,” Clare said, squeezing Ruby’s hand. “You always know just what to say.”

“Just be careful out there,” Ruby said.

“We will,” Clare said with a brisk nod.

As they walked away, Clare looked at Ruby and Elijah standing side by side, holding hands. Jealousy cut through her breast, but she quickly dismissed it. What they had was beautiful; maybe one day, she’d have it too. But for now, she had friendship and loyalty, which was enough.
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Clare and Benjamin set out into the early afternoon, returning to the pier and the hidden truck. They walked in silence, scanning the shadows for any sign of zombies. The air was thick with tension, and she could feel her heart pounding in her chest.

As they turned a corner, a group of zombies stumbled out of an alleyway, their moans echoing through the emptiness. Clare and Benjamin froze, the sound sending shivers down their spines. They were outnumbered, and they knew it.

“Back to back,” Clare said, positioning herself next to Benjamin. “We’ll take them out one by one.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Benjamin replied with a terse nod.

They moved quickly, their weapons flashing in the fading light. Clare wielded her fire ax in her right hand and a hunting knife in the other. Benjamin carried a machete, its razor-sharp blade a lethal instrument.

The zombies stumbled toward them, their eyes empty of life but, at the same time, predatory. Clare ducked as one of them lunged for her, swinging her ax with all her strength. It smashed into the zombie’s skull, sending it tumbling to the ground. Benjamin hacked into another infected’s neck, severing the spine. Paralyzed, it folded in on itself like a deck of cards.

They worked together, their movements in sync as they fought off the attacking zombies. The smell of rot and decay filled their nostrils, and Clare fought the urge to gag. She focused on the task at hand, moving quickly and efficiently.

Soon, the last zombie fell to the ground with a final moan. Clare and Benjamin stood there, panting as they surveyed the corpses at their feet.

“Jeez,” Benjamin said, wiping his brow. “That was intense.”

Clare nodded in agreement, her heart still pounding in her chest. “We need to move. There will be more coming.”

They resumed their journey, double-checking every corner and shadow. As they approached the pier, they spotted the truck, still hidden and untouched. Clare breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God, it’s still here. Now let’s pray it still runs.”

Opening the door, she reached into the cab and popped the hood. “The battery terminals are disconnected,” she explained.

“I’ll take care of it,” Benjamin said.

While he was busy reconnecting the battery, Clare checked the tires. They were still firm, but she made a mental note to bring a portable air compressor and a fresh battery on their next trip. Fuel, too.

“Alright, let’s get back to the others,” she said once they’d finished with the truck. Sliding behind the wheel, she cranked the engine and drove to the warehouse at a steady clip.

The drive was short, but she quickly noticed a couple of zombies emerging from the surrounding area. They stumbled after the vehicle, drawn by the noise and the truck’s movement. 

“Tell Ruby we’re coming in hot,” Clare said, handing over the radio.

Benjamin obliged, raising the device to his lips. “Ruby, this is Benjamin. Over.”

“I hear you, Benji. What’s up? Over,” Ruby replied.

“We’ll be there in a few minutes, but we’ve got stragglers. Over.”

“How many? Over.”

Benjamin looked over his shoulder. “Mm. Maybe a dozen? Over.”

“We’ll be ready. Over.”

“Thanks. Er… out,” Benjamin said.

“Right, let’s do this,” Clare said, jamming her foot on the gas. The truck lurched forward, and they closed the final distance in a race against time. The zombies in the rear window faded into the distance and won a few precious moments.

Roaring up to the warehouse, Clare performed a handbrake turn that would’ve made her brother Mason proud. She ended up parked with the truck’s nose pointing toward the exit and the back ready for loading.

Ruby slammed the warehouse door open, and Elijah emerged from the gloom with a forklift loaded to the brim with crates. He lifted the load to the truck’s bed, and Clare, Ruby, and Benjamin wrestled the containers onto the back. With the most significant load out of the way, they formed a chain and passed along the smaller crates, with Ruby stacking them in neat piles.

While they worked, Clare kept an eye out for infected, and it wasn’t long before she spotted the first handful of zombies coming around the corner.

“I’ll provide cover. You guys get the rest loaded,” she yelled, removing her gun from its holster. The time for stealth was long gone.

She took careful aim and fired, each shot ringing through the confines of the small yard. The zombies stumbled under the impact of the bullets, but even as she took them down, new ones appeared to take their place.

Clare gritted her teeth, realizing that they were in for a fight. “Hurry up, guys!”

The others continued frantically loading the crates, but it was slow going with only three pairs of hands. Clare kept firing, her arm starting to ache from the gun’s recoil. The infected closed the distance, moving in from all directions.

Suddenly, she heard a low cry and whipped around to see a zombie lunging at Ruby. Without hesitation, she charged forward, her ax held high.

The blade connected with the zombie’s skull, splitting it in two with a wet crunch. Clare allowed herself a satisfied grin, but there was no time to waste. More of the undead crowded around, and Ruby was forced to jump into the fray.

With the two women holding back the enemy, Elijah and Benjamin frantically loaded the last supplies onto the truck.

“That’s the last one!” Elijah shouted, sliding the last crate into place.

Clare nodded in acknowledgment, but her eyes were fixed on the zombies advancing toward them. “We need to go now! Get in!”

As one, they scrambled into the truck’s cab, and Clare slid behind the wheel. She slammed her foot on the gas, and the vehicle surged forward. With a squeal of burning rubber, they roared out of the warehouse, leaving the zombies behind in a cloud of dust.

“Woohoo!” Clare yelled, pumping one fist in the air. “We did it, guys!”

“That was insane,” Benjamin breathed out, still catching his breath.

“But we made it,” Ruby said, smiling as she wiped the sweat from her forehead.

Elijah chimed in, “Yeah, and we got everything we needed. Thanks, Clare.”

Clare smiled, feeling a warm sense of pride. “Anytime, guys. You know I’ve always got your back.”

As they drove back to their camp, Clare’s thoughts began to drift. It had been months since the outbreak, yet they were still fighting for survival. She wondered what kind of world they were living in now. Was there still hope for a better future? Or were they doomed to spend the rest of their lives in a constant battle against the undead?

Shaking off the negative thoughts, Clare focused on the present. Their mission had succeeded, and they had all made it back alive. Now, all they had to do was load their supplies onto the boats and return to the island in one piece.

Easy, peasy, lemon squeezy, Clare thought with a grin, recalling the old saying from her childhood.

It wasn’t long before they hit the docks, and Clare parked the truck next to the boat they’d found earlier. Leaving Elijah, Benjamin, and Ruby in charge of transferring the supplies onto the boat, she jogged back the way they came, ready to take out any undead stragglers that might’ve followed them.

As she reached the entrance to the docks, she came face-to-face with a group of infected. They stumbled forward, arms outstretched with their lifeless eyes fixed on her.

Clare backed up slowly, reaching for her fire ax. She counted six in the group, and they weren’t fresh. That meant they were slow and clumsy, and she reckoned she could take them out without the use of bullets. Gunfire would only draw more of the things, and she did not want that.

Without warning, she charged the undead, dodging their clumsy attacks. With one quick swing, she took out one of the zombies, splitting its skull open and sending a spray of rotten brain matter across the pavement.

Reversing the blow, she stabbed another in the temple with the sharp spike on the back of her ax. The iron bit deep into the bone, and the infected tumbled to the ground.

The remaining undead pressed in, eager for a bite of her flesh, but Clare was quick on her feet. She darted in and out of their reach, hacking away at their heads and necks until they lay motionless on the ground, either decapitated or brained.

Breathless, she stepped back, surveying the aftermath. The street was littered with the bodies of the infected, their dark, putrid blood staining the ground. The smell of decay and death hung heavy in the air, and Clare turned away with disgust.

Regaining her composure, she turned back and performed a thorough sweep of the area. After a few minutes, she was satisfied they were safe and headed back to the docks to join the others.

They’d loaded most of the supplies onto the first boat before cramming the rest onto the second, and everything was set and ready to go.

“Ruby and I will take the new boat,” Elijah said, dangling the keys between his forefinger and thumb.

“See you at the island,” Clare confirmed. “Benjamin and I must put the truck back in its hiding spot.”

Elijah nodded. “We’ll wait and make sure you’re on the boat before we go.”

“Be careful,” Ruby called after them.

It didn’t take long to return the truck to its former place, and Benjamin quickly disconnected the battery while Clare hid the keys. Together, they covered it with a camouflaged tarp and stepped away, satisfied.

“That should do the trick,” Clare said. “Ready to go?”

“Let’s go,” Benjamin said with an eager nod, and they ran back to their boat at full speed, their boots pounding the wooden dock.

They passed Elijah and Ruby waiting in their boat, and Clare paused to wave at them. “Go ahead. We’ll be right behind you.”

“Roger that,” Elijah said with a nod before starting the engine. Easing back the throttle, he steered the heavily laden boat into open waters. Despite its load, the motor had no problem keeping up, and they soon picked up speed.

Clare closed the distance to the other boat with swift strides and jumped in. Benjamin sparked the engine to life at her signal, and they were ready to go. With a throaty roar of the motor, they exited the harbor and churned through the green waters of the Delaware River in a straight shot to the island.

As they were swept across the water, Clare tilted her head to the sky, enjoying the sensation of freedom. The chill breeze plucked at her hair, whipping the locks into a frenzy. She’d have hell to pay later on unknotting the mess, but for now, she didn’t care. All that mattered was that she was alive, the mission had been a success, and they’d won another few months for their small community.








  
  
  Chapter 5 - Clare

  
  




It didn’t take long for Burlington Island to appear on the horizon, its slender length a hive of activity. In their short time there, Clare and her people had made some significant changes.

They’d expanded the tiny harbor, and several wooden piers jutted over the water. A small fleet of boats bobbed on the current, and a parking lot housed their vehicles. A nearby warehouse had been turned into a workshop where they kept spare parts, fuel, tools, tires, and everything else they might need to keep the boats and vehicles in good shape. Coco, their resident mechanic, was in charge of it all; her expertise was legendary.

They’d erected a low barrier around the island, a simple precaution against zombies washing up on shore. Guards patrolled the perimeter, and any infected were immediately disposed of and burned.

More barricades blocked off the promenade and the deer crossover on the island’s northern side, and they were erecting guard towers at strategic points.

While Clare oversaw the project, most of the work fell on Blanca’s shoulders. As a former Lieutenant Kingsley’s SCERT team member, she was well-equipped to command the guards, oversee their operations, and keep the community’s inhabitants safe—an obligation she took very seriously.

The main running of the camp fell to Clare and her helpers, Theresa, Ruby, Madeleine, Susan, Lindsey, Elijah, Sandi, Frank, and Dirk.

Theresa was in charge of storage, supplies, and rationing. Ruby and Madeleine ran the clinic. Frank trained the inhabitants in firearms, self-defense, tactics, and emergency drills. Dirk was in charge of construction, plumbing, and electrical, while Lindsey and Susan managed the communal kitchens and cooking. Elijah oversaw the scavenger groups, trained new recruits, and worked out the schedules. Sandi, a teacher, was responsible for the children and their schooling. 

That left Clare as the leader; it was her job to keep the community happy, fed, safe, and working toward a better future. Any significant decisions fell to her, and she acted as a mediator between the people, smoothing ruffled egos and nipping fights in the bud—anything to ensure the efficient running of all systems on the island, a nearly impossible task. Today was a good day, however. The fruitful haul of supplies would reassure and calm the inhabitants, making her job much easier.

“We’re here,” Benjamin announced.

“Take us in,” Clare said with a happy nod.

A woman waited for them on the pier, and Clare squinted at her tall, lithe figure. Short black hair, tanned skin, and full sleeve tattoos announced Coco, their mechanic. Dressed in camouflage pants and a black top, she sported several smears of motor oil on her face and never failed to make an impression.

“I see the boat’s still in one piece,” Coco said with an approving grin.

“So far, so good.”

“And you brought us a good haul.”

“The raid was a success, and there’s plenty left for next time,” Clare agreed.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Coco said. “But we must make a run to the boatyard soon. I need some parts and spares.”

“Alright,” Clare said, climbing out of the boat. She tied it off with the rope Benjamin tossed her and turned back to Coco. “I’ll arrange for a trip to the yard tomorrow. Can you give me a list of what you need?”

“No, I’ll have to go with you. The parts are specialized.”

“Are you sure? The boatyard has been cleared of infected and closed off, but it’s still a risk,” Clare asked.

“I’m sure, and I’m not afraid,” Coco said, patting the head of a heavy hammer that hung from her belt.

“Okay, as long as you’re prepared,” Clare said. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Bright and early.”

“Tomorrow,” Coco said, returning to her workshop.

Footsteps on the wooden boards announced the arrival of Theresa and Jakes, her right-hand man and, for want of a better word, companion. They’d met the night of the attack on the hospital and had been inseparable ever since. 

While nobody knew what to make of the union, Clare was happy for them both. Happiness was hard to find these days, and Jakes was a hardworking and reliable man. A good man, too. 

“Clare, you’re back,” the older woman greeted, her graying hair pulled back into a sleek bun. As usual, she wielded a pen and clipboard with military precision, her trusty shield against the chaos that ruled the world.

“Yup, we made it,” Clare said, smiling.

“And the mission was a success,” Theresa said, beaming at the crates waiting to be offloaded.

Clare nodded, her smile widening. “We’ve got enough food and supplies to last us for a while.”

“Excellent,” Theresa said. “I’ll make sure everything is offloaded, cataloged, and stored properly.”

Clare nodded, knowing she could count on the woman to take care of things. “Thanks. I’ll check on the others.

Leaving Theresa and her team behind, Clare did a quick patrol of their new home. She walked along the shore, checking the barricades and examining the new guard towers. One was up, another was still a hollow shell, and the third had barely broken ground, but it was a move in the right direction. Their two fifty-caliber guns were mounted on the back of two trucks, each positioned to provide maximum defense while remaining mobile.

A couple of boats anchored on the water worked hard to catch fish, their nets hauling in the day’s catch. Though water zombies were a threat, each boat sported two guards for safety.

Clare nodded and waved at the people she passed along the way, gratified to see their cheerful smiles. Kids played outside the school’s small playground under Sandi’s watchful eye. A large vegetable patch showed green under a tarp strung for protection from the frost, and a cornfield swayed in the breeze.

People moved in and out of the buildings, each occupied with their own tasks. Cooking, cleaning, building, farming, planting, or digging. They all played a part in a greater whole.

“It’s looking good, isn’t it?” Elijah asked, joining her on patrol. “We’re starting to come together as a community.”

Clare nodded. “Yes, we are, but there’s still so much to do.”

Elijah smiled his signature lopsided grin. “You’ll get it done, Clare. You always do.”

Clare shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re just fooling ourselves, you know? Is all the work we do and every measure we take enough?”

Elijah’s expression turned serious. “It has to be. It’s either that or we die, and I don’t want to die.”

Clare nodded, the gravity of the situation sinking in. “You’re right, of course. We have to keep pushing forward.”

They continued their patrol as Clare mentally listed all the tasks she needed to delegate. Suddenly, Elijah tensed up, his hand going to his gun. Clare followed his gaze and spotted a group of waterlogged zombies stumbling along the beach towards them.

“Shit,” Clare muttered. “How many are there?”

“Looks like five or six,” Elijah replied, keeping his eyes trained on the approaching group.

Clare took a deep breath. “We can take them, but save your gun for an emergency. I’d rather not announce our presence on the island to everyone.”

“I believe that ship has sailed, but I catch your drift,” Elijah said, unsheathing his fire ax instead.

Clare followed suit, and together, they climbed over the low barricade. With their weapons held ready, they charged into the fray, their boots kicking sand in every direction.

The zombies were slow and uncoordinated, their footing uncertain, and it didn’t take long for Clare and Elijah to take them down. The undead collapsed one by one, their clotted black blood soaking into the sand.

Panting from the exertion, Clare stood over the fallen undead, ensuring they were truly dead. She wiped the sweat from her brow before leaning forward with both hands braced on her knees. “That was hard work.”

“You’re telling me,” Elijah said, his voice hoarse with exhaustion.

“I think it’s time we built a gym. Surviving the apocalypse is not for the unfit.”

“Nope, it’s not,” Elijah agreed. “Come on. I need a drink. The guards can take care of the bodies.”

“Good idea,” Clare said, straightening up with a pained groan.

With stiff strides and aching muscles, they returned to the main living area, ready for some rest and recovery. After all, it had been a long day—one filled with triumph but also danger.

As they walked back towards the community, Clare couldn’t shake the unease that had crept into her heart earlier. The fight on the beach was just another reminder that they were never truly safe, no matter how many precautions they took.

Elijah must have noticed the change in her expression, for he nudged her shoulder slightly. “Don’t worry, Clare. We’ve survived this far. We’ll keep surviving.”

“I know,” Clare said, giving him a small smile. “But sometimes I just wonder if it’s all worth it. If it wouldn’t be better to give up and let it all end.”

Elijah’s grip on his weapon tightened momentarily before he shook his head. “No way. That’s not an option. We keep fighting. We keep surviving. That’s what we do.”

Clare nodded, feeling reassured by Elijah’s resolve. It was true; they had come too far to give up now. They had lost too many along the way, fought too hard, and sacrificed too much. They owed it to those who had gone before them to keep going.

As they approached the communal building, laughter, and chatter spilled into the night air. The aroma of cooking food wafted towards them, making Clare’s stomach rumble.

“Well, I guess we’re not the only ones with the right idea,” Elijah said, grinning.

Clare laughed, feeling some of the tension leave her body. “No, everyone is ready for a good meal and friendly company.”

They went inside, greeted by the warm glow of lanterns hanging overhead. Thick curtains covered the windows and kept the heat inside. People were gathered around makeshift tables, talking and eating and sharing stories. It was warm and cozy, perfect after the long, chilly morning.

Sandi spotted them and waved. “Hey guys! You hungry?”

“Starving,” Elijah said, taking a seat and grabbing a plate of food.

Clare filled her plate with food and sat down next to him. As she ate, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of gratitude for the people around her. They had established a sense of community, something that many thought impossible in the wake of the apocalypse. Perhaps there was still hope for a better future, even among the ruins of the past.








  
  
  Chapter 6 - Nikki

  
  




The next morning, Nikki woke up to the smell of bacon and onions frying in hot oil, the mouthwatering scent teasing her nostrils with its promise of salty goodness.

Sleep immediately became a thing of the past, and her mouth salivated at the mere thought of a piece of crispy bacon on her lips.

Jerking upright, she stared groggily in the direction of the kitchen. “Joe? Is that you?”

“The one and only,” came the gruff reply.

“And is that bacon I smell?”

“I figured it must have been a while since you had a proper breakfast, so I decided to pull out all the stops,” Joe said with a broad grin.

“You would be right. It’s been a long time,” Nikki said, sitting upright. She rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn before stretching out her legs.

“I’m still busy, so you can wash up first if you like,” Joe offered.

“Thanks,” Nikki said. “Cooper needs to go out too.”

“I’ll unlock the door for you,” Joe said, whipping up a batch of flapjack mix. He set the jug aside and grabbed a set of keys, dangling them in his fingers.

Clare pushed aside the blanket and pulled on her shoes while Cooper danced around her feet. Unlike her, he needed no time to wake up in the morning and was raring to go.

“Hold on, boy. I’m coming,” Nikki said, giving him a playful shove. He yipped and ran to the front door, his tail wagging so hard she was afraid it would fall off.

Joe unlocked the door, cracked it open, and peered outside. After a few moments, he pulled back and said, “The coast is clear. No zombies. But be careful.”

“Will do, thanks,” Nikki said, tying her belt around her hips and securing her gun and hammer in place.

She ducked outside and looked around before allowing Cooper into the open. He burst past her at the speed of light, running up and down the street with hectic abandon. After a while, he slowed down, and the hunt for the perfect bathroom spot was on.

Tapping her foot, Nikki studied the small town while waiting for Cooper to finish his business. It looked even smaller by day than night, but it was fresh and clean, all signs of the infection washed away by the rain.

Finally, Cooper returned to her side, and they ducked back into the shop. The light inside was dim after the bright sunlight, and Nikki blinked at her surroundings with a frown. Then she spotted the way to the bathroom and walked over. “I’ll be right back, Joe.”

Joe answered with a grunt, engrossed in making flapjacks in the sizzling hot pan. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his concentration seemed absolute.

Smothering a grin, Nikki locked herself in the bathroom and used the toilet. Luckily, there was still running water in the pipes, and she could flush.

Once finished, she washed up using a washcloth, soap, and a washbasin filled with water. Shampooing and rinsing her hair wasn’t easy, and she thanked the stars that her hair was only shoulder-length. She’d never been one for long, pretty hairstyles and preferred short, practical cuts.

Afterward, she pulled on clean underwear, socks, and a t-shirt, followed by her jeans, jersey, jacket, beanie, scarf, and gloves from the day. She didn’t have any replacements and no space in her backpack anyway.

Next, she brushed her teeth, combed her hair, and tied it back in a ponytail. With her ablutions finished, she washed and rinsed her dirty socks and underwear and hung them up next to the space heater to dry.

She was about to feed Cooper when Joe said, “Breakfast’s ready!”

“Coming,” she replied, filling Cooper’s bowls with pellets and water. Placing them on the floor, she made her way to the kitchen.

A myriad of delicious smells wafted through the room, and Nikki’s mouth watered in anticipation. “Man, I’m starving!”

She found Joe sitting at a small table in the corner, a plate of bacon, eggs, and flapjacks piled high in the middle.

“Wow, that looks amazing,” Nikki said, sitting across from him.

“Help yourself,” Joe said, gesturing to the serving dishes. “There’s plenty.”

Nikki piled her plate high with eggs and bacon, then drenched her stack of flapjacks in maple syrup. She savored each bite, relishing the taste of the greasy, salty bacon and the sweet, sticky syrup. Halfway through, she came up for air, taking a swig of coffee to wash it all down.

While she ate, Joe pulled out a map and started pointing out potential routes to Burlington. “Stick to the back roads. The highways are death traps. When the virus first hit, people panicked and clogged exits, bridges, and highways. That made them a prime target for zombies. An all-you-can-eat buffet.”

“I saw some of it on the news before everything went down,” Nikki said with a shudder. “A lot of people died that way.”

“Also, don’t travel at night. Their senses are stronger than yours, and you won’t be able to see them coming. Smell them, maybe, but not see them. Find a place to hunker up and sit tight when it’s dark.”

Nikki nodded, committing Joe’s advice to memory. She felt a sense of gratitude towards this man who had taken her in, given her food and shelter, and treated her with kindness and respect. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had done that for her.

“Thank you, Joe,” she said. “For everything.”

“You’re welcome, Nikki. Just be careful out there and use your head. Not everyone will be friendly.” He handed her a folded map. “That should help you once you reach the city. I marked the fire station and highlighted some hot spots like the hospitals and the city center. You should stay away from those. Too crowded.”

“I will,” she promised, finishing the last of her breakfast. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Why did you help me? I mean, you don’t even know me. I could’ve been anyone.”

Joe gave her a wry smile. “Maybe I see a little bit of myself in you. I know what it’s like to be alone, and I couldn’t just leave you out there in the cold. We’re a rare breed, you and I. Survivors. I have a soft spot for anyone tough enough to make it this far.”

Nikki felt a lump form in her throat, and she blinked back tears. “Thank you.”

Joe pushed his plate aside, looking at her thoughtfully. “Listen, Nikki. I’m going to make you an offer. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. I could use a good pair of hands around here.”

Nikki’s heart leaped at the idea of staying and not having to spend every waking moment on the run. But at the same time, she knew she couldn’t stay. Not when she had unfinished business with her brother, George. “I’m sorry, Joe. I’d love to stay, but…”

“But you can’t,” Joe finished for her. “You need to find your brother.”

“It’s something I need to do,” Nikki said.

“Well, if it doesn’t work out, you’re welcome here anytime,” Joe said.

“Thank you. I’ll remember that,” Nikki said with a nod of gratitude.

After breakfast, Nikki washed the dishes while Joe checked the perimeter for zombies. Cooper went with him, and they returned minutes later with windblown hair and ready grins.

“The coast is clear,” Joe said.

“Excellent,” Nikki said, grabbing her backpack and slinging it onto her back. She checked that both of her guns were fully loaded, thanks to Joe’s generosity, and she secured both to her belt along with her trusty hammer.

Then she turned to Cooper. “Hey, boy,” she said, rubbing his floppy ears. “You ready to go?”

Cooper barked and jumped up, panting with excitement.

Nikki smiled, her chest swelling with affection for the dog. “Yeah, me too.”

“Thank you again for everything, Joe. Maybe we’ll see each other again someday.”

“You’re welcome anytime,” Joe said with a sad smile.

Nikki stepped out into the cool morning air, taking a deep breath of crisp oxygen. The sun was out, and the sky was bright blue after the rain. It felt good to be young and alive, and her blood sang through her veins with fresh vigor.

“Let’s go, Cooper. We have a long road ahead of us,” she said, looking at her companion.

Cooper barked in reply, his tail wagging nonstop. She set out into the dawning day with him by her side, filled with hope and determination. She had no idea what lay ahead but knew she could handle it.








  
  
  Chapter 7 - George

  
  




George woke up at the crack of dawn, still groggy with sleep. His bunkhouse bed was slightly too small for his tall frame, but it was warm and cozy underneath the heavy woolen blankets. He didn’t want to get out of bed, especially on this bitter winter morning, but he knew the animals were waiting for him.

He shivered as he swung his legs off the bed, feeling the cold floorboards underneath his bare feet. He quickly slipped on his thick woolen socks and padded across the room to the stove, where he crouched down to feed a couple of logs to coals, fanning the flames until they crackled and popped.

Waves of heat warmed the cabin, and he groaned with pleasure as the chill dissipated from his bones. Grabbing the empty coffee pot, he filled it with water from the hand pump and placed it on the stove.

While the water heated, George brushed his teeth, washed his hands and face, and brushed his hair. Then he got dressed, layering up against the cold. He wrapped a thick scarf around his neck and pulled a woolen cap over his ears. Finally, he laced up his boots and headed outside.

Jack and Eddie were already stirring in their bunks, but Timothy was still fast asleep, snoring heavily. He stopped beside Timothy’s bunk and smacked the guy on the shoulder. “Wakey, wakey, Timothy.”

Timothy stirred. “Five more minutes.”

“No can do, dude. Get up,” George said, smacking him again.

“Fine. I’m up. I’m up,” Timothy said with a groan.

“I expect a cup of coffee when I get back,” George joked before braving the cold outside.

He paid a visit to the outhouse first before heading to the barn. The wooden structure creaked as he entered, and a chorus of animal noises greeted him. The cows lowed as they waited for their morning milking, and the pigs grunted with the anticipation of breakfast.

George’s breath puffed out in a fine mist as he went about his chores. He mucked out the stalls, hefted hay bales, and refilled the water troughs. Eddie and Jack soon joined him, and the three swiftly completed their morning tasks.

Finally, it was time for the milking. George sat down on his three-legged stool next to Bessie, the old cow. As he worked, he allowed his mind to wander to thoughts of the past. The first time he joined the academy, his first day on probation, and his first rescue. They were triumphant moments in his life that directly contradicted his childhood and teens—days spent cowering beneath the fists of Rex.

But even worse was the constant worry about Nikki ever since he left. It weighed on him every second of every day, and he wished he could see her smile again.

His daydreaming was interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching the barn. He looked up to see Priya standing in the doorway. She carried a bowl of chicken feed in one hand and a basket in the other.

“Good morning, George,” she said with a smile.

“Morning, Priya. Sleep well?” he asked.

“Like a log,” she said. “There’s something about life in the country. Best sleep I’ve ever had.”

“That’s probably because you work yourself to death every day until you can hardly keep your eyes open,” George quipped.

“Hear, hear,” Jack said, emptying a milk pail into the churn.

“Yeah, but it’s honest work,” Eddie said.

“And it beats becoming zombie food,” Jack added.

“That’s true,” George conceded.

“Anyway, the chickens are waiting,” Priya said. “I’ll drop off some eggs at the bunkhouse.

“Thanks, Priya,” George said.

She turned to leave but paused and looked back. “Do you feel like doing some patrols with me this afternoon?”

“Er, sure,” George said, taken aback.

“Great. See you later,” Priya said with a flick of her ebony hair.

George stared after her receding form, his mouth dry. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. “Did Priya ask me out?”

“Sure looks like it to me,” Eddie said with a fat grin.

“The apocalyptic version of it, anyway,” Jack said, slapping him on the back. “You lucky duck.”

George shook his head, unable to believe his good fortune. He’d realized weeks before that he had feelings for Priya, but he’d never dared hope she felt the same. At the barbecue, they’d seemed to connect, but he hadn’t seen that much of her since. 

“Oh, shit,” he said, the full force of the situation hitting him like a slap in the face. “What do I do?”

“Do?” Eddie said. “You go. That’s what you do.”

“Yeah, it’s no big deal. Go on patrol, let her do the talking, and don’t fuck it up,” Jack added.

“Thanks, guys,” George said, rolling his eyes. “Stellar advice.”

But deep down, he couldn’t help but feel excited. Life on the farm was good, but now it looked even better. Patting Bessie on the rump, he continued milking her with renewed vigor.

Once they finished in the barn, George, Jack, and Eddie returned to the bunkhouse. Inside, they set the table and helped themselves to the meal Timothy had cooked. He was hands down the best cook and prepared most of their meals.

Sopping up the yolk of his eggs with a piece of biscuit, George finished the last of his coffee. “That was fantastic. Thanks, Timothy.”

“My pleasure,” Timothy said. “Jack, it’s your turn to do the dishes.”

“Got it,” Jack said, reaching for the kettle.

With no hot water in the plumbing, they had to boil all their water on the stove. That included their bath water at night. It was challenging, but George didn’t mind it too much. It beat living in the city, ducking flesh-eating monsters all day long.

“See you up at the house,” George said, grabbing his jacket.

“See you,” Jack replied.

George exited the bunkhouse, followed by Eddie and Timothy. Together, they made their way toward the farmhouse, where John waited on the porch with a steaming cup of coffee. His steel grey hair was slicked back along his skull, and his mustache was carefully trimmed.

As they approached, he raised his coffee hand in a greeting and said, “Good morning, boys.”

“Morning, Sir,” George said.

“Ready for the day?” John asked.

George nodded. “Yes, Sir. What’s on the itinerary?”

John rattled off a long list of chores, causing George to wince. Ever vigilant, John noticed and asked, “Something wrong, George?”

“No, Sir,” George said, shaking his head.

“Are you sure?” John said, his keen gaze cutting right into George’s soul.

George swallowed hard. “No, Sir. It’s just that Priya asked me to….”

“To what?” John said.

“To join her on patrol this afternoon,” George said.

“I see,” John said with a glint of amusement.

He fell silent for several moments, causing George to blush bright red as embarrassment set in. He could hear Eddie and Timothy snickering in the background, and he wished the earth would swallow him up.

Finally, John cleared his throat and said, “Well then. You wouldn’t want to disappoint the young lady, now would you?”

“No, Sir,” George said, shaking his head.

“Good,” John said. “Now, let’s get to work. There’s no time to waste.”

George breathed a sigh of relief, grateful for the man’s understanding. As they set to work, he couldn’t help but think of Priya, wondering what the afternoon would bring.

The rest of the day passed in a blur, but finally, it was time for the patrol. George grabbed his weapons and headed out of the house, his heart pounding with anticipation.

Priya was waiting for him outside the barn with two saddled horses, dressed in her usual black leggings and jacket. “Ready to go?”

George nodded, trying to play it cool and failing miserably. “Lead the way.”

They set off down the dusty road, their horses’ hooves pounding the dirt. The air was crisp and cool, the sky a brilliant shade of blue. It was the perfect day for an outing.

As they trotted along in silence, George couldn’t help but steal glances at Priya. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, and her eyes were bright with determination.

After a few miles, they reached an old logging road, and Priya turned to him. “Come on,” she said with a grin. “I want to show you something.”

George followed behind her, wondering what she was up to. “Can’t you give me a hint?”

“No, this is something you have to see for yourself,” Priya said, flashing him a smile across her shoulder.

He sighed and settled in for the ride, his eyes fixed on her swaying hips in the saddle. At least the view was excellent. 

They traveled another mile or so before reaching a clearing in the woods. In the center was a small stream, crystal clear and babbling merrily. Willow trees trailed long branches in the water, and water lilies bobbed on the current while dragonflies flashed iridescent in the sun. 

“Wow,” George breathed, looking around. “This place is incredible.”

“I thought you’d like it,” Priya said, a smile playing at the corners of her lips.

George dismounted and walked over to the stream, dipping his hand in the cold water. “It’s beautiful. How did you find it?”

“Exploring,” Priya said simply. “I like to ride out during my free time and see what I can find.”

George turned to look at her, his gaze intense. “I’m glad you brought me here.”

Priya’s eyes met his, and for a long moment, they stood there, silent, gazing at each other. George could feel his heart racing in his chest, and he knew that this was the moment he had been waiting for.

Without another word, he closed the distance between them, taking Priya’s face in his hands and pressing his lips to hers. She responded eagerly, her arms wrapped around his neck as they kissed.

She leaned into him, and they sank onto the grassy bank, arms and legs intertwined. He slid his hand underneath her shirt, caressing her spine, her skin like silk beneath his fingertips.

George felt a surge of desire course through him, and he knew there was no turning back now. He wanted her more than anything he had ever wanted before in his life.

“George,” Priya whispered, raising her head.

“Yes,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Are we doing this?”

“Do you want to?”

“More than anything in the world.”

“In that case, what are we waiting for?” George said, rolling her onto with a playful growl.

Priya chuckled, her eyes shining as she drew him into her embrace.

Afterward, they lay wrapped in each other’s arms, watching the sun set over the horizon.

“That was…” George trailed off, unable to find the words to express his feelings.

Priya grinned at him. “Yeah. It was.”

“What does this mean?” he asked, feeling nervous. “Are we a thing now?”

Priya’s eyes softened. “I don’t know,” she said. “Do you want us to be?”

George nodded eagerly. “Yes, I do.”

Priya leaned in to kiss him again, her hands running through his hair. “Then we are a thing.”

“I suppose we’d better get back,” George said, noting the gathering dusk.

Priya sighed. “I suppose so.”

As they mounted their horses and rode back to the farm, George knew nothing would be the same again. Priya was the missing piece he had been searching for, and he couldn’t wait to see what the future held for them.








  
  
  Chapter 8 - Zoey

  
  




Zoey hunkered down beside an overflowing dumpster, her back pressed to the wall. A rat scurried past her scuffed boots, and she had to swallow an involuntary scream. The stench of rot and decay hung heavy in the air, a miasma that emanated from the rubbish inside the bin.

Ignoring the smell, she reached inside her backpack for her last bottle of water and downed the lukewarm liquid in one go. After stashing the empty bottle back inside her pack, she risked a quick look around. After days spent looking for other survivors from the hospital, she was just about ready to give up. To make matters worse, the streets were crawling with the undead.

Desperate for some indication of her people’s whereabouts, she’d gone to the hospital site itself. It was a hive of activity, but the wrong kind. Blackwell and his men were busy clearing out the zombies, luring them away with trucks and music while others repaired the defenses. They burned any corpses they found, and the skies billowed with acrid black smoke.

Zoey swallowed hard on the knot in her throat, her heart pounding in her chest. After spying on Blackwell’s men for several hours, one of them had spotted her, and the chase was on.

She’d managed to shake them off, but not without a few close calls. Now, she was stuck in this grimy alleyway with nothing but her wits and a few supplies to keep her alive.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of shuffling footsteps, and she tensed, her fingers tightening around the knife she held in her hand. She dared a quick look around the corner of the dumpster and cursed.

A lone zombie had stumbled into the alleyway, and each step was bringing it closer to her hiding spot. There was no ignoring it. The moment it spotted her, it would attack. “Damn it! Not now!”

There was no help for it. She had to face the zombie head-on and kill it before it found her.

Zoey waited for the infected to draw closer, her knife held ready to strike. As soon as it moved within range, she sprang into action. With one swift movement, she plunged the knife into its temple, sending its corpse tumbling lifelessly to the ground.

Wiping the blood from her blade, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction. Killing zombies had become a routine part of her life, but it never got any easier. Each kill was a victory, and each victory meant she got to live a little longer.

Sheathing her knife, Zoey crept to the far end of the alleyway. She couldn’t hide there forever, exposed and in the open. Her best option was to make her way back the way she’d come, as far away from Blackwell and the hospital as possible. Then, she could resume her search for her people.

As much as she wanted revenge on Blackwell, she couldn’t do it on her own. There were too many of them and only one of her. As enraged and bitter as she was, she did not possess either the skills or the firepower to take them out. She was no hero.

The question was, where were they? And what kind of shape were they in? How many had survived that night? How many of her friends were dead?

She had no answers to any of these questions and no time to dwell on them either. Lost in thought, she almost missed the sound of footsteps behind her.

Zoey’s head whipped around in time to see two men bearing down on her, their expressions eager and fierce. She instantly recognized them as part of Blackwell’s team and bolted in the opposite direction.

“After her,” one of the men shouted, and the hunt was on.

“Call for backup,” the other added with a grunt, and Zoey’s heart dropped into her stomach.

She pushed herself harder, desperation driving her legs forward. Her heart thudded painfully against her rib cage, her breath coming in short gasps. Her pursuers were close behind her, their boots slapping against the pavement like thunder.

Zoey needed to lose them and lose them fast. Her mind raced as she darted down alleys and hopped over obstacles. A feral cat hissed at her from a gutter, and her shoes crunched over a field of broken glass.

Suddenly, a group of infected appeared ahead, blocking the way. There were at least a dozen of the monsters, too many to fight. With a cry, she swerved to the right and darted down a side street. She raced toward freedom, only to find herself trapped by a brick wall.

Zoey slammed up against it with a cry of frustration. “No!”

Desperate, she scanned the area for anything that could offer her an escape, but there was nothing. The wall was too high to jump and too smooth to climb. Darting up and down the pavement, she looked for a way out. Two doors loomed on either side, but both were locked tight, their metal bulk forming an impenetrable barrier.

As the first zombie lurched into view, Zoey swallowed her fear and pulled her weapons from her belt. With a knife in one hand and the crowbar in the other, she prepared to fight.

Gunshots peppered the air, and the infected fell to the ground one by one. Shouts sounded, drawing closer as more bullets rained down fiery hell on the group of zombies. It had to be Blackwell’s men, meaning she was well and truly trapped.

She stepped back until she hit the wall, its rough surface a poor embrace. Prepared to fight to the death, Zoey waited for her pursuers to appear. She would not let them take her alive.

The last zombie tumbled to the ground, and the echoing shots faded away. Shadows loomed, and two rough-looking men stared at her with glee.

“Looks like we found ourselves a little rat,” one of the men said, the corner of his mouth twitching with amusement. “What do you say we have a little fun before we turn her over to Blackwell?”

Zoey didn’t bother to answer. She knew she was outnumbered, but she refused to go down without a fight. The two men stepped closer, their faces twisted into sick grins.

“Aw, don’t be like that. We just want to play,” the other man said.

Zoey tightened her grip on her knife, ready to strike. But before she could make a move, one of the locked metal doors next to her slammed open, and three figures stepped out. They wore bandannas over the lower half of their faces, and each carried a rifle, rendering them mysterious and dangerous.

Without hesitation, the trio opened up on the two men, and a hail of bullets zipped across the space. The two men crumpled to the ground, their blood pooling onto the asphalt.

Zoey turned toward her rescuers with wary caution. While they’d saved her from Blackwell’s men, that didn’t mean they were friendly. “Who… who are you?”

Their leader, a tall man, stepped forward, his gun barrel pointing down in a non-threatening manner. He raised one hand to remove the bandanna from his face and smiled. “Remember me?”

Zoey gaped at him, his features immediately recognizable. “Mason?”

“It’s me,” Mason said.

“You’re alive?” Zoey asked, unable to believe her eyes. While she didn’t know him well, Mason was one of the first people she’d met among the firefighters, and once their two groups joined together, he’d become a familiar figure on the hospital grounds.

“I am, and so are a lot of others,” Mason said. He gestured to the two people with him. “You should know Chris and Matt. They used to be part of Lieutenant Kingsley’s SCERT Team.”

“Used to be?” Zoey asked with a sinking feeling.

“Unfortunately, Kingsley didn’t make it,” Mason replied.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Zoey said, and she meant it. “He was a good man.”

“He was,” Chris agreed.

“We’ve been looking for you,” Mason said.

“You have?”

“Ever since you and Banks disappeared. What happened?” Mason asked. “Where’s Banks?”

Tears pricked her eyelids, and her voice became thick with unshed emotions. “He’s dead.”

Mason’s face fell. “I’m sorry, Zoey. I truly am.”

Zoey nodded and cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

“How did he die?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Well, you can tell us all about it at headquarters.”

“Headquarters?” Zoey asked.

“It’s where we base our operations,” Mason explained.

“What kind of operations?”

Mason’s expression hardened. “Taking down the enemy.”

“What do you mean?” Zoey said, frowning. The entire scene felt surreal. Like something from a fairytale. “Are you talking about Blackwell and his men?”

“I’m talking about the people who destroyed the hospital and almost killed us all,” Mason said.

“That would be Blackwell,” Zoey said.

“I want to hear everything you know about this Blackwell,” Mason said. “But first, we need to go somewhere safe where we can talk.”

Zoey hesitated for only a moment before following him into the gloomy interior of the building, flanked by Chris and Matt.

The narrow hallway was dimly lit, and Zoey could barely see her own hand in front of her face. The air was thick with dust and grime, and the place smelled of dampness and mold. Zoey clutched the crowbar tighter and followed Mason deeper into the building, her senses on high alert.

They traveled through the building and emerged onto an open street. Mason set a brutal pace, and Zoey was hard put to keep up with him. The miles flew by as they ran through a veritable maze before finally reaching their destination, an old warehouse.

From the outside, it looked abandoned, but two armed figures appeared to search their vehicle and open the gate. The interior was a large open space filled with people hard at work. Some were cleaning weapons, while others were packing supplies into backpacks and stacking crates. Others practiced self-defense on an old gym mat, and a small kitchen produced meals for the many hungry mouths.

It was a surprising sight, and Zoey’s eyes widened with shock. “This is not what I expected.”

“What were you expecting?” Mason asked.

“A handful of survivors clinging to life,” Zoey admitted.

Mason grinned in answer. “This is just the tip of the iceberg.” He guided her to a table in the center of the room and pulled up a chair for her. “Sit. We have a lot to discuss.”

Zoey looked around at the group gathered in the room. They all looked so fierce and determined, ready for anything. She spotted several familiar faces but felt like an alien in their midst.

“So you’re here to fight?” Zoey asked.

“That’s right. We plan on wiping out every single one of those sons of bitches,” Mason said.

“Are you planning on taking the hospital back?” Zoey asked with a hint of hope.

“No, it’s lost to us now. None of us could live there again in peace,” Mason said, shaking his head.

“But we do want what’s inside,” Chris said. “Those are our supplies, our guns, our medicine, and our medical equipment. Not theirs.”

Zoey nodded. “I know how you feel. They killed Banks, and they almost killed me. I want them dead. All of them.”

“Good,” Mason said. “Now, tell me everything. What happened to you and Banks?”

Zoey took a deep breath and told her story. She talked about how she and Banks were kidnapped by Blackwell’s men and tortured for information. She relived the night when the hospital was overrun and how Banks sacrificed himself to save her. She told him about her escape and her time spent looking for survivors until her rescue that morning.

Mason listened silently, not interrupting once. When she was done, he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“That’s quite a story,” he said. “I’m sorry about Banks. He was a good man, and I know he didn’t give up the information lightly. He was forced.”

“He was,” Zoey agreed. “I was angry with him at first, but now I realize how little choice he had in the matter. He couldn’t watch me suffer.”

Mason stood up and walked over to a map hanging on the wall. He gestured to a red circle in the center of the map. “Virtua Willingboro Hospital. Blackwell’s new headquarters,” he said. “We need to strike before they’re embedded in their new home. Before they have a chance to fortify their defenses. We’ve been gathering intel and building up our forces. We’re just about ready to go on the offensive.”

“When?” Zoey asked.

“Soon. We’re waiting for Amel,” Mason said. He eyed her with a raised eyebrow. “What about you?”

“Me?” Zoey said, taken aback. “What about me?”

“I can offer you three options. An escort to Burlington Island, where the rest of our community is building a new home for us all. Or an escort to Timothy’s family home. They would welcome an extra set of helping hands around the farm. Priya, George, and a few others are there already.”

“What’s the third option?” Zoey asked.

“You fight with us,” Mason said.

Zoey thought it over, but there was only one answer to give, and her voice rang with finality. “I’ll fight.”
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Lucien stared at the bodies of his men, their blood pooling beneath them on the asphalt. Flies buzzed around their open eyes and crawled into their mouths and nostrils. The sickly, sweet stench of death hung over the scene and coated the back of his nostrils. “What happened here?”

“They were shot,” one of his men replied, examining the bullet wounds up close.

“It wasn’t zombies?” Lucien asked.

“No, sir,” the man said. “The zombies were shot too.”

Lucien’s face darkened. “Zoey.”

“She has a gun?” the man asked.

“How should I know?” Lucien demanded, his temper spiking.

“Sorry, Sir,” the man said, backtracking.

“Well, clean up this mess and take care of those bodies. They deserve a proper burial.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Lucien wandered away from the rest and stared into the distance, angry and confused. Zoey didn’t have a gun when she escaped. Unless she found one in town. But one woman taking out two of his men and a group of zombies was impossible. “This was someone else, but who?”

Thinking it over, there were only two possibilities. It was either someone strange. An outsider they didn’t know, or it was survivors from the hospital out for revenge. The latter was the likeliest scenario, and he decided to go with that assumption. What do we do about them?

The answer was simple. Find them and wipe them out to a man. Or woman.

With that thought in mind, Lucien gathered his men and the two bodies and returned to the hospital grounds. It felt good to head back and off the streets. After the recent fight, the city’s zombies were riled up and roaming the streets in droves. Until they settled down again, the place wasn’t safe for humans.

“You two, see that those bodies are cremated,” Lucien said, pointing to the corpses.

“Yes, Sir,” they said, hurrying to obey.

That left Lucien with the unenviable task of reporting to Blackwell, and the man would not be pleased. Not only had they lost two fighters, but Zoey was still in the wind. But first, Lucien wanted to inspect their new home and see their progress for himself.

With swift strides, he walked the entire perimeter, pleased to note that the repair of their defenses was nearly complete. There hadn’t been much damage to begin with on the outside. Most of it had occurred during the evacuation when a couple of trucks and buses smashed into the walls. The gate had also suffered under the onslaught of so many vehicles, and one-half still sagged on its hinges. But they were in the process of fixing it. A project that should take no more than a week.

The parking lot and outbuildings were also in good repair. Among them was a well-stocked armory; its discovery alone was enough to make the entire raid worthwhile. There was also a workshop filled with tools, spare parts, engines, and more. Enough to keep their vehicles running for months.

Getting rid of all the undead had been quite a feat. The creatures milled about in the hundreds, and it took many a diversion to draw them away from the property. Killing them would’ve caused too much of a mess and cost too many bullets. Luring them away was much more straightforward, leaving only a few stragglers inside the hospital. Once they were taken care of, the corpses were removed and burned, and the place was washed clean of blood and gunk. It was a big enterprise, but worth it. Especially considering the many storerooms filled with food, water, medicine, bedding, toiletries, and cleaning supplies. The place was a veritable gold mine.

Unable to help himself, Lucien grinned. It would’ve taken them months to stockpile those things by themselves. Yet, here they were. In full possession after one night of clever thinking and a few days of clean-up duty. Of course, many innocent people had died, but that hardly mattered. It was a dog-eat-dog world, and only the strongest survived.

The real problem lay inside the hospital, where an explosion had caved in the roof. Since they could not fix it, they blocked off the area. It was a big place, after all, and they didn’t need all of that space.

Finally, Lucien was done with his inspection and had no choice but to report to Blackwell. He wasn’t looking forward to it but reckoned he might as well get it over with. Like ripping off a bandaid.

Walking toward Blackwell’s newly claimed office, Lucien knocked on the polished wooden door. He noted that the previous occupant’s name plaque had been removed, the spot where it used to be a different color from the rest.

“Come in,” Blackwell said.

Lucien opened the door and stepped inside, more than a little nervous. However, he wasn’t stupid enough to show it and kept his gaze cold and even. To the outside world, he was a block of ice. Untouchable.

“You’re late,” Blackwell said, his voice rough.

“My apologies. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting,” Lucien said smoothly.

“Bullshit. I already know what happened, you coward. Two of our men are dead, and you still haven’t recaptured that bitch Zoey!”

“I’m sorry, Sir. She’d proving to be more slippery than I’d hoped.”

“I don’t care if you’re sorry. I want you to find that damned woman and bring her to me. Alive, you hear me,” Blackwell shouted, spittle staining his beard.

Lucien remained silent, standing tall and expressionless as Blackwell berated him. He knew better than to interrupt the man when he was in one of his moods.

After several moments of yelling, Blackwell finally calmed down enough to listen to Lucien’s report. The details of the attack, the bodies of their men, and the possibility of the hospital survivors seeking revenge were all laid out before Blackwell.

“And what do you suggest we do about it?” Blackwell asked, his voice low and dangerous.

“We find them and take them out,” Lucien replied, his voice steady and firm. “We can’t have them lurking around, waiting to strike.”

Blackwell nodded, a cruel smile spreading across his face. “I like the way you think, Lucien. It’s the reason I keep you around. Do you have a plan?”

“I’ll put together a team of our very best men and task them with finding and eliminating any survivors in the city. At the same time, they can look for Zoey. She can’t be far, and she’s only one woman. How much longer before her luck runs out?”

“Brilliant,” Blackwell said. “And who’s going to lead this team?”

“I will, sir,” Lucien said, raising his chin.

“Of course you will,” Blackwell said with a laugh. “Who else could be good enough to lead the best of the best?”

Lucien didn’t answer, his senses suddenly on high alert. Something about Blackwell’s tone signaled danger. The kind that meant death to the hapless fool who didn’t pick up on it.

Blackwell gazed at Lucien with shrewd calculation. “Just remember one thing.”

“Yes, Sir?”

“I’m the boss around here. Never forget that.”

“I won’t, Sir,” Lucien replied, a chill running down his spine.

“You’re dismissed,” Blackwell said, waving him away.

With a brisk nod, Lucien exited the room. As he closed the door, his last glimpse was of a self-satisfied Blackwell lounging behind his desk, and it suddenly occurred to him how much things had changed.

In the beginning, Blackwell was brilliant, ruthless, and charming. He had no problem getting his hands dirty and looked after his followers, treating them with at least a semblance of respect.

He no longer participated in anything, preferring to plan behind the scenes and delegate. Everything was done for him, and he treated his men with a mixture of arrogance and contempt that humiliated them.

Lucien especially disliked being humiliated, and his resentment grew with each occasion. But he did not allow his emotions to rule him and would bide his time. Once Blackwell grew fat and lazy with complacency, then he would strike.
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Amelia lay on her stomach, her elbows propped up on the cold, rough surface of the roof. Her breath clouded the air as she peered through the night-vision binoculars, scanning the hospital’s windows across the street. The crunch of her boots against the gravel and asphalt below had long since faded into a distant memory as she focused on her mission.

Beside her, Daisy shifted restlessly, pulling her coat tighter around herself. “What do you see?” she whispered, shivering in the cold.

“I count six guards doing hourly rotations,” she said, lowering her binoculars. “Shift change happens every six hours, and I count twenty-eight men.”

“So, it’s the same as yesterday,” Daisy said.

“Yes, and the day before that,” Amelia said.

“They seem to have settled into a routine,” Daisy said. “We can use that to our advantage.”

“Mason will be glad to hear it,” Amelia said, shifting her body into a more comfortable position, but it was impossible. Nothing about a cold winter night spent lying on concrete was comfortable.

Daisy looked equally miserable, her face twisted into a grimace.

“You okay?” Amelia asked.

“No,” Daisy said. “You?”

“Not even close,” Amelia said.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Daisy said, returning her attention to the hospital. “What about their defenses?”

“They fixed the walls, but the gate is still a shit show. They can’t close it properly.”

“That’s good news, right?” Daisy asked.

“Not really. They know it’s a weak point, so they concentrate most of the guards in that area,” Amelia said.

“But that also means they’re neglecting the rest of the wall, right?” Daisy asked.

“Mm. Good point,” Amelia said.

“When do you think we’ll attack?”

“That’s up to Mason, but I think it should be soon. We can’t afford to wait until they’ve dug in their heels too deep.”

Daisy eyed her. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we get off this hunk of junk in the morning, report to Mason, and kick some actual ass,” Amelia said. “I’m done waiting.”

“Thank God,” Daisy said. “I’m so tired of this stupid roof, I could die.”

“You and me both,” Amelia said. “Try to get some sleep. I’ll wake you in a few hours.”

“In this cold? I’ll be lucky if I sleep a single wink,” Daisy said, burrowing into her bedroll like a mole.

Amelia smothered a smile before tossing an extra blanket over her friend’s form. “There. That should do it.”

“Thanks,” came the muffled reply.

Amelia turned back to her binoculars. The hospital loomed ominously in the distance, its windows reflecting the frigid moonlight. They’d been planning their attack for days, laying low and gathering information, waiting for the right moment to strike.

She had never been one for violence but knew there was no other way in these desperate times. Blackwell and his men had to be stopped. They were nothing more than parasites.

As she lay there, watching and waiting, her mind wandered. She tried to stop it and fill her brain with other thoughts, but the memories were cruel and stubborn. They insisted on torturing her with vivid intensity; each detail of Robert burned into her mind’s eye like a brand.

How he’d looked at her with his piercing blue eyes, the sound of his laughter, and the feel of his arms wrapped around her. He’d been the love of her life, her rock, her everything, and losing him had nearly killed her.

She still remembered the sight of his lifeless body, buried in the charred remains of the fire station. His lifeless eyes stared at nothing, and his skin was caked with soot and ash. The only bright note was his yellow fireman’s jacket, a mockery of the man he once was.

No. Not a mockery. Being a firefighter had been his passion. His life. He could never have been anything else and died doing what he loved. Saving others from the fiery embrace of the flames, Amelia reminded herself.

Brushing away her tears, she focused on the job at hand. She couldn’t let the pain of her past consume her. The mission was too important.

As the night dragged on, Amelia forced her mind to stay fixed in the present. She watched the comings and goings of Blackwell’s men, noting each rotation and shift change as they occurred. She drew pictures of the defenses in her notebook, checked the time, and counted the hours.

Finally, sheer exhaustion won out, and her head began to nod. At first, she fought it, trying to stay awake, but it was impossible. Her body had limits, and she could only push herself so far. Reaching over, she nudged her companion. “Daisy, wake up. It’s your turn to take the watch.”

Daisy groaned but didn’t get up, digging deeper into her blankets.

Amelia shook harder. “Please, Daisy. I’m dying here.”

“Okay. Okay. I’m up,” Daisy grumbled, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She looked at Amelia and grimaced. “Get some rest. You look exhausted.”

“Thanks,” Amelia said, rolling onto her back. She stared up at the moon, lost in its silver embrace.

Beside her, Daisy settled in for her shift. A very noisy shift. The sound of liquid sloshing in a container echoed throughout the space, accompanied by the crinkle of candy wrappers being balled up. A deep sigh escaped Daisy’s lips, followed by loud chewing noises.

Amelia sighed. “Can you keep it down, please?”

“Sorry,” Daisy said through a mouthful of chocolate. “Want some?”

“No, thanks,” Amelia said, pulling her blanket roll up to cover her face. She scrunched her eyes shut and plugged her ears, counting down from ten.

It didn’t work, and her eyes popped wide open when Daisy opened a bag of chips. The crunch of potato crisps being masticated in Daisy’s jaws was enough to drive her insane, but she didn’t want to start a fight. Biting down on her lower lip, she waited for it to stop.

Finally, Daisy had enough, and her snacking came to an end. Silence fell across the rooftop, and the warmth of Amelia’s body turned her bedroll into a cozy cocoon. She drifted to sleep, dreaming of a world where she was safe and loved and Robert was still alive.

The following day dawned cold and brisk, the sun barely a blip on the horizon. A biting wind whistled across the rooftop, and Amelia shivered underneath her blankets. “Good Lord, but it’s cold.”

“You’re telling me,” Daisy said, her teeth chattering.

Amelia pushed herself upright on her elbows. “Anything to report?”

“Nope. Nothing,” Daisy said, shaking her head. “It’s all just more of the same.”

“Then I say it’s time to call it a day,” Amelia said, climbing out of her bedroll. “Pack your stuff. We’re leaving.”

Daisy gazed up at her with a mixture of hope and caution. “Are you sure? Do you mean it? Are we even allowed to leave?”

“I am one hundred percent sure,” Amelia said, stomping around the roof. “I mean every word I say, and Mason left it up to me to decide when we’re done. We are done!”

“Oh, thank you; thank you; thank you,” Daisy cried, jumping to her feet. She rushed about, grabbing her things, and getting ready to leave.

Amelia watched her for a moment, cheered by Daisy’s youthful enthusiasm, before getting to work herself. Moving fast, she smoothed her hair into a tight knot, pulled on her boots, rinsed her mouth with a swig of mouthwash, and washed her hands and face with bottled water. She stuffed her belongings into her backpack, pulled on her jacket, scarf, and beanie, and armed herself. Now that it was time to leave, she couldn’t wait to abandon ship. “Ready?”

“Oh, I am so ready,” Daisy said, shouldering her pack and rifle.

“Excellent,” Amelia said, striding toward the roof access leading toward the staircase.

The descent down the stairwell was quiet, except for their footsteps echoing throughout the narrow space.

As they reached the ground floor, Amelia pressed a finger to her lips, signaling Daisy to remain silent. They crept through the corridors, past empty rooms and deserted hallways. The only sound was their breathing and the clunk of their boots on the floor.

Amelia suddenly stopped as they approached the main entrance, holding up a hand to warn Daisy. She peered through the glass and spotted a couple of Blackwell’s men lingering outside.

“We can’t go out that way,” Amelia whispered, retreating into the shadows.

“What do we do?” Daisy asked, her voice quivering with fear.

“We wait for them to leave,” Amelia said, not taking her eyes off the men.

“We wait?” Daisy asked. “For how long?”

“However long it takes,” Amelia said, squatting down with her rifle clutched in both hands.

Daisy followed her example, and the only sounds to be heard were the creaking of their gear and the muffled gasps of their breathing.

Amelia’s heartbeat thudded in her ears, and her mouth grew dry. She could only hope Blackwell’s men didn’t find them or their vehicle. It was their only way out.

An eternity passed while they waited, measured by the slow passage of time. The sun crept over the horizon, but it remained gray and overcast.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the men moved down the street and out of sight. A wave of relief washed over Amelia, and she gestured to Daisy to follow her. They burst through the main entrance and into the light.

Amelia led the way, checking their surroundings for any sign of Blackwell’s men. After a tense few minutes, their vehicle came into view. It was an old pickup truck, battered and dented, but it did the job.

Amelia breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of it. “We made it,” she said, smiling at Daisy. “Let’s get out of here.”

Daisy grinned, and they jogged to the vehicle. They loaded up, and Amelia slid behind the wheel. Twisting the key in the ignition, she started the engine with a roar. “Time to go home, Daisy.”

Daisy whooped. “The first thing I’m going to do is eat a proper meal. Something warm. Then, I’m going to wash, put on clean clothes, brush my teeth until my gums are raw, and sleep in a real bed.”

Amelia glanced at her. “Yeah? What then?”

“Then I’m going to kick some Blackwell ass.”

Amelia chuckled and pressed her foot to the gas, speeding up. “Sounds good to me.”

Twenty minutes later, they rolled to a stop in front of an old warehouse. It looked abandoned, but looks could be deceiving.

Amelia looked around, her sharp gaze catching a glint of light reflecting through a window on the upper story. Most likely Chris or Matt, watching her every move through a sniper rifle.

She stuck her arm out of the window and waved. Two figures emerged from the warehouse and jogged to the gates. They unlocked, and one moved closer, carefully eyeing them with his gun ready to shoot.

It was Mason, and Amelia waved again. “It’s us. Amelia and Daisy.”

Mason nodded. “Nobody else?”

She shook her head but waited while he checked below the truck and peered through the windows. “No trouble along the way? No followers?”

“None. I was careful,” Amelia reassured him.

For the first time, Mason cracked a smile. “Glad to see you. Roll on in.”

“Thanks,” Amelia said, happy to be with people she knew and cared about.

She pulled the truck around the back of the warehouse, grabbed her stuff, and headed inside. The smell of home cooking and hot coffee met her nostrils, and she almost fainted with delight. “Oh, man. That smells good, but first, I need a bathroom.” She waved to Daisy. “See you later, girl.”

Daisy didn’t bother to answer, nose deep in a cup of coffee. “Mm-mmm.”

Along the way, Mason stopped her. “Hey, Amelia. Did you get all of the info we need?”

Amelia raised a hand to stop him from talking further. “Yes, we do, but I need some alone time, please. A few minutes to relax and catch my breath. Daisy, too.”

“Of course!” Mason said. “I completely understand. I just wanted to tell you that we’re having a meeting this afternoon.”

“A meeting?”

“Yeah, I think it’s time we planned our next moves. Especially now that you’re back,” Mason said.

“Good, it’s about time,” Amelia nodded approvingly.

“Well, the meeting is in a few hours. Do what you need to do until then,” Mason said. “I’ll call you when it’s time.”

“Perfect. See you later,” Amelia said.

Mason strode away, leaving Amelia to her thoughts. On the one hand, she felt excited. Elated even and the time to strike back had arrived. But on the other, she was worried about the outcome. They had much to fight for and everything to lose.

Taking a deep breath, Amelia shook off her fears. They would do what needed to be done or die trying. There was no other way.
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True to her word, the first thing Daisy did was head toward the kitchen. She poured herself a hot cup of coffee, sweetened it with a liberal amount of sugar and milk, and took a deep swig.

“See you later, girl,” Amelia said, waving at her as she walked past. Daisy waved back, mumbling her agreement through a mouthful of coffee.

Coming up for air with a gasp, she tilted her head back and groaned. “Now that hit the spot.”

“Hungry?” Ellen asked, watching her with raised eyebrows.

“Starving. I could eat saddle if you warmed it up and slathered some butter and hot sauce on it,” Daisy said.

“That bad, huh?” Ellen said, pointing to a row of covered dishes and a stack of plates. “Luckily for you, we just served breakfast. There’s plenty of leftovers, and it’s still hot.”

Daisy’s stomach rumbled, and she grabbed the nearest plate. “Move aside, people. Mama’s got to eat.”

The first dish contained slices of canned spam and sausages, fried until the edges were crispy. A second dish was a concoction of baked beans, onions, and pickled chilies. A spicy dish that had her mouth watering. A wooden board covered with a cloth revealed homemade cornbread, perfect for sopping up all the juices.

Loading her plate to the brim, Daisy poured herself another cup of coffee and carried her meal toward the nearest table, a hunk of cornbread clutched between her teeth.

She sat down on a dingy plastic chair and shoveled the food into her mouth, interspersed with coffee. Mashing a piece of bread into the grease, she shoved it between her lips, chewed a few times, and swallowed. The entire mass slid down her throat only to get stuck halfway down, causing her to choke.

Unable to breathe, Daisy slammed her fist onto her chest, her eyes bugging out of their socket. Gasping for air, she waved her free hand around, a sound like a frog’s croak coming from her mouth.

Suddenly, a glass of water appeared before her face, and she grabbed it with both hands. A big swallow cleared the blockage, and she sucked in a precious breath of oxygen. As her vision cleared, she looked for her savior, a grinning Ellen.

“Slow down before you kill yourself,” Ellen said, rubbing Daisy’s back.

“Speak for yourself,” Daisy sputtered. “I’ve seen the way you eat.”

Ellen shrugged. “It’s true. I eat a lot.”

“And it never seems to stick,” Daisy added with an envious frown.

“I have a fast metabolism.”

“Whatever,” Daisy mumbled. “Besides, after four days spent eating protein bars, potato chips, and granola, you really can’t blame me for being greedy.”

Ellen gave an exaggerated shudder. “Dear me. Of course not. Don’t let me stop you. Eat as much as you want. Just don’t choke again.”

She gave Daisy a wink and walked away, joining Rick, who was busy cleaning and loading a stack of rifles.

Daisy rolled her eyes and continued eating until her plate was clean. Leaning back in her chair, she rubbed her full stomach with one hand while smothering a burp with the other. Luckily, no one noticed, and she quickly washed her plate and headed toward the ladies’ bathroom.

When they’d first moved in, Mason had set up a couple of camp showers in the bathrooms. The water was cold and only ran for a short time, but it was enough for a quick wash. They flushed the toilets using dirty water from the showers, kitchen, and laundry, and she looked forward to cleaning up.

As she stepped into the bathroom, Daisy glimpsed herself in the cracked mirror. Dark circles marred her eyes, and her hair was matted and greasy. She looked like crap.

For a moment, she felt self-conscious, but then she shrugged it off. She couldn’t care less what she looked like now. Her priority was staying alive and kicking ass when it was necessary.

Daisy undressed and stepped into the shower, grateful for the blast of water that hit her skin, even though it felt like ice. She closed her eyes and let the water run down her body, washing away the grime with a sliver of soap before washing her hair.

When the water slowed to a trickle, she finished up and stepped out of the cubicle. Shivering in the cold air, she towel-dried her body and wrapped up her wet hair. Her locker provided a set of clean, warm clothes, and she pulled them on with a sigh of satisfaction. Sports bra and panties, thermal underwear, woolen socks, jeans, a long-sleeved shirt, and a thick jersey.

With every move she made, Daisy’s eyes grew heavier. She’d slept badly for several nights in a row, and the effects were finally catching up to her. Clean, warm, and fed, her body recognized the need for sleep and urged her toward her bed, a camping cot set up in a nearby office.

She crawled underneath the blankets and promptly fell asleep, all thoughts of conquering the world gone in an instant. Instead, everything was back the way it was, and she was just another carefree girl worried about her latest crush.

She woke up with a start when she felt a hand shaking her shoulder. Groggily, she opened her eyes to see Amelia looming over her.

“Daisy, wake up. It’s time for the meeting,” Amelia said in an urgent whisper.

Daisy rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of her dream. “What meeting?” she asked, her voice rough and scratchy.

Amelia rolled her eyes. “The one we’ve been preparing for, remember?”

Daisy sat up, her mind clearing as the fog of sleep receded. “Oh, right. Got it,” she said, running a hand through her hair.

“Get dressed and meet us in the conference room in ten minutes,” Amelia said, turning to leave.

Daisy nodded, watching as Amelia disappeared from the room. She yawned and stretched, feeling the stiffness in her joints from sleeping on the cot. She quickly pulled on her boots and combed her hair, pulling the unruly curls into a ponytail.

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Daisy gathered her thoughts and headed down the hallway toward the main room. The smell of fresh coffee wafted towards her, making her mouth water. She followed her nose and saw Ellen pouring cups of coffee and handing them out.

“Morning,” Daisy said, gratefully accepting a mug.

Ellen gave her a nod in greeting. “Ready for the meeting?”

Daisy nodded, downing the entire cup of coffee in one go. “Let’s do this.”

“Easy, cowboy. You’ll get the jitters,” Ellen said, refilling her mug.

“Trust me. I don’t care,” Daisy said, taking a rough seat at the table. Amelia sat beside her, her trusty notebook cradled in her arms like the treasure it was.

The rest trickled in one by one, picking their spots at the rough table with Mason smack in the middle. A hushed silence reigned across the proceedings until Mason cleared his throat. “Is everyone present?”

“Everyone except Chris,” Matt said. “Someone has to keep watch.”

Mason nodded. “Noted.”

He opened a map and spread it on the table before looking around. “Right. Let’s get this meeting started.”

Daisy shifted in her seat and exchanged a tense look with Amelia. Now that the time had come, she was both excited and nervous. This was what they’d been working for. The culmination of days spent in the cold and rain, spying on the enemy. This was their moment.
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Mason looked around the table, noting every person who’d volunteered to join him on this mission. Rick, Ellen, Mike, Amelia, Daisy, Chris, Matt, Leo, and himself. They were all united in their purpose, and he felt confident they would succeed.

Taking a deep breath, he broke the expectant silence. “We are gathered here to devise a plan to overthrow Blackwell and his men.”

“So, this is it?” Rick asked. “We’re finally doing it?”

“That depends on what Amelia and Daisy have to report, but I think it’s time,” Mason said. “Tell us what you’ve got, ladies.”

“It’s simple. Blackwell and his men have settled into a routine, and they have not deviated from it since,” Amelia said. “We can use that to our advantage.”

“What’s the routine?” Mason asked.

“There are four guards patrolling the perimeter with a shift change every six hours. The gate hasn’t been fixed properly, but it’s barricaded with a steel plate, and a truck with a mounted machine gun guards the gap. This gun is permanently operated.”

“Go on,” Mason urged.

“There are twenty-eight people in total, excluding Blackwell and Lucien. They are very well armed and supplied, thanks to the stuff they stole from us,” Amelia said, her eyes darkening.

“It was a loss,” Mason affirmed. “But we’ve since made strides to recoup that loss. We went on a weapons run while you two were on your scouting mission. We hit several likely spots, and the haul was good.”

“Do we have enough guns and ammunition for an attack?” Amelia asked.

“We do. We even secured a case of stun grenades and a couple of claymore mines,” Mason said with a self-satisfied grin.

Amelia whistled. “Where did you find those?”

“You’d be surprised what people hoard in their basements. Especially your prepper types,” Mason said.

“Thank God for preppers,” Rick said.

“Okay, but let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” Amelia said. “One thing I did notice was that these people are well-trained and surprisingly disciplined for a bunch of thugs.”

“That would be because of Lucien, a new voice spoke up, and everyone turned around to see Zoey standing in the doorway. “The man is a block of ice and tolerates no disobedience. He constantly trains and drills his men.”

“Zoey? What are you doing here?” Daisy exclaimed, jumping out of her chair. “I thought you were gone! Dead!”

She threw her arms around Zoey and drew her into a tight hug. Zoey hugged her back, tears running down her face.

“I’m not quite dead yet,” Zoey said.

“And Banks? Where is he?” Daisy asked.

“Banks is gone. He’s dead. Blackwell’s men killed him,” Zoey said, clearly struggling to keep her composure.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Daisy said, hugging her again. “So, you were kidnapped by Blackwell. Mason suspected it.”

“Yes, I was,” Zoey said. “And he’s even worse than you can imagine. But his second-in-command Lucien is a monster.”

“You must tell me all about it,” Daisy said.

“After the meeting, please,” Mason said. “We can get you and Amelia up to speed then.”

“Yeah, I’m very confused right now,” Amelia said.

“Don’t worry. You didn’t know either Zoey or Banks back at the hospital. You were er….”

“Locked up,” Amelia said in a dry tone of voice. “You can say it. I was locked up in the loony bin.”

“Precisely,” Daisy said.

“Ladies, please,” Mason said. “We don’t have all day.”

“Don’t we?” Amelia said, acting surprised.

“Ugh, I’m going back to bed. Wake me up when you’re done with your boring meeting, and tell me what I’m supposed to do or who to kill,” Zoey said with a yawn.

Presenting them with her back, she returned to her room and shut the door.

Silence reigned for a few seconds before Mason spoke up. “Okay, then. Where were we?”

“We were talking about how disciplined Blackwell’s men are. It won’t be easy to take them down,” Amelia said.

“She’s right. We’re outnumbered and outgunned,” Rick said.

“I know,” Mason conceded. “Which is why we need a foolproof plan.”

Amelia leaned forward. “I have an idea.”

“Let’s hear it,” Mason said, intrigued.

“Blackwell and his men are rigid in their routines, and they have no idea we’ve been watching them. What if we use that to our advantage and create a diversion? Something to throw them off their game and distract them from our main target, the gate.

“What kind of diversion?” Mason asked.

“I was thinking of an explosion. We could set the claymores at strategic places along the fence and blow them. That would create two gigantic holes in their defenses and draw their attention.”

“That’s a smart idea,” Mason said, agreeing.

“Could work,” Rick admitted.

“It will also draw every zombie in the vicinity,” Ellen said. “Do we want that?”

“I think we do. Imagine the chaos,” Rick said.

“Yes, but what about the danger to us?” Ellen asked.

“We could blow the claymores and wait for the undead to arrive. Once Blackwell and his men are busy fighting the zombies, the rest of us can waltz in through the front gate,” Rick said.

“It’s covered with a steel plate,” Amelia pointed out.

“Ram it with something big?” Rick said.

“It would have to be big and heavy,” Mason said.

“We can find something, I’m sure,” Rick said. “There’s a construction site not far from here,” Rick said. “We could get a front loader or something.”

“We’d need to take out the machine gun. That thing will cut us to pieces,” Leo said, speaking up for the first time.

“I’ll do it,” Chris offered.

“I’ll go with him for backup,” Matt offered.

“Are you sure?” Mason asked. “It’ll be dangerous.”

“We’ll get the job done,” Chris said with a determined nod.

“Excellent. With three holes in their defenses, they’d be wide open and vulnerable to our attack. We could go in there with the smoke grenades and our guns blazing,”

Ellen spoke up. “We need to ensure we have enough cover fire when we attack. We don’t want to get caught out in the open, especially not by a bunch of zombies.”

“She’s right,” Amelia said. “We also need an escape route and vehicle. Just in case.”

“Good. Does anyone else have any input?” Mason asked.

He waited a few minutes but continued when no one spoke up. “We can flesh out the minor details later, but we must decide on a date.”

“How about the night after tomorrow?” Amelia asked. “It’s a new moon, meaning there will be very little light. We have a few pairs of night vision goggles which we can use. That’ll give us a massive advantage.”

“I like it. Two nights give us enough time to finalize the plan and gather our equipment,” Mason said. “Everyone okay with that?”

There were nods of agreement around the room.

“Good. Let’s get to work then,” Mason said. “We have a lot to do in two days.”

As the group dispersed, Mason approached Zoey’s door and knocked softly.

“Come in,” Zoey called out.

Mason opened the door to find Zoey sitting on the bed, staring blankly ahead.

“You okay?” Mason asked.

“Not really,” Zoey said, her voice barely audible. “It was horrible out there.”

“I can only imagine,” Mason said. “But you’re safe now. We’ll take care of you.”

“I don’t want to be taken care of,” Zoey said, her voice rising slightly. “I want to be a part of the team. I want to help take down Blackwell.”

“You will,” Mason said. “But not until you’re ready. We need to make sure you’re okay first.”

“I’m fine,” Zoey said, standing up. “Just a little shaken up, that’s all.”

“Okay, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” Mason said.

“Thanks,” Zoey said, determination in her voice. “But I’m going with you when the time comes. I’ll crawl there if I have to.”

“Zoey, please. I want you to be safe.”

“I need this, Mason. Don’t you understand?” Zoey pleaded with him. “I’ll never be able to rest until I see them both dead. Lucien and Blackwell.”

Mason understood only too well, and he nodded. “Alright. We attack the night after tomorrow. Make sure you’re ready and stick with me the entire time. Get it?”

“I get it,” Zoey said, looking relieved.

“Rest now,” Mason said, squeezing her shoulder. “You’ll need your strength.”

“Thank you for everything, Mason. You saved my life,” Zoey said, her voice soft as she curled up on her cot.

Mason left her like that, his heart aching for her loss. She was clearly in a crisis, and he hoped Lucien’s and Blackwell’s deaths brought her peace. Sadly, he knew all too well the pitfalls of revenge and doubted she’d feel better once the deed was done.
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A few days after leaving Joe’s, Nikki and Cooper finally reached the outskirts of Burlington. They were tired, dirty, and hungry. Their feet hurt, and their muscles ached after traveling across miles and miles of countryside.

Well-supplied thanks to Joe, Nikki had avoided any signs of civilization, and their journey had been uneventful. She’d managed to find clean water and shelter along the way, and they had enough food to last a few days. Even so, it wasn’t easy, and she was glad they’d reached their destination.

Topping out on a rise, Nikki stopped to catch her breath and survey the sprawl of buildings and streets stretched out before her. The sun was still high in the sky, casting a benevolent golden glow over the deserted city. From a distance, it looked peaceful, and she even caught a glimpse of the river snaking across its length, a glittering emerald snake.

The scene’s beauty was marred only by a pall of smoke hanging over some parts of the city, blackened buildings reaching to the sky with charred timbers. It was an early warning that all was not well, and for a moment, her courage wavered.

Within its multitude of streets awaited thousands of infected. By now, most of them would be slow and clumsy, their bodies decaying into nothing. But they had numbers on their side. That and their single-minded fixation on their prey. They never stopped hunting, couldn’t feel pain, and never grew weary.

But Nikki had come too far to stop now. George was down there somewhere, and she had to find him, or at least try. Maybe he was dead or a zombie, but she’d never be able to rest if she didn’t give it a shot.

Adjusting the straps on her backpack, she looked at Cooper. “Come on, boy. Let’s find my brother.”

With Cooper closely by her side, she began the treacherous descent into the city, her heart pounding with excitement and fear.

Realizing that she couldn’t just walk straight into a zombie-infested metropolis, Nikki decided to take a roundabout route, sticking to the city’s quieter and less populated parts. She avoided the main roads and shopping centers where the infected were more likely to congregate.

As she walked, she kept a sharp eye out for any movement or sounds that might betray the presence of the undead. When she spotted zombies in the distance, she quickly found a place to hide, holding Cooper close to her chest as she waited for them to pass.

It was a tense and nerve-wracking process - every time they encountered a pack of zombies, Nikki felt her heart quicken in her chest, fear and adrenaline coursing through her veins. But Cooper was a great comfort to her, his warm furry body pressed against hers, his panting breaths a soothing presence in the darkness.

Those moments made her thankful for their time on the road. It had taught them the rules of survival, and they’d quickly learned that avoidance trumped confrontation. It was better to hide and move with stealth than fight. That way lay only death: death and infection.

Despite her fears, Nikki pressed on, determined to find her brother. The sun passed overhead, and she picked up the pace as they drew closer to the firehouse, grateful for the map Joe had provided. Using it as a beacon, she closed the distance.

As the sun began to set and the sky turned dark, Nikki finally arrived at the firehouse, only to have her heart sink into her boots. Nothing remained but a hollow, burnt-out shell. A fire had destroyed the iconic building, ravaging its insides until nothing remained but blackened timbers, charred bricks, and dust. Two fire trucks were still parked inside, the once fire-red engines now looking like blackened skeletons in the gloom.

Tears pricked Nikki’s eyes as she gazed at the ruins of the firehouse. She had come all this way only to find nothing. The tight knot of hope in her chest unraveled, and she sank to the ground, burying her face in her hands. Cooper whined and nuzzled her hand, trying to comfort her. “It’s gone, Cooper. It’s all gone.”

At that moment, she realized she’d never truly wanted revenge. All she’d wanted was to find George alive and well. Her brother. Her anger and resentment faded away until nothing but loss and grief remained. “Oh, George. I’m so sorry. I never hated you. I just thought I did, but I’m glad you left home when you had the chance. I’m glad you got to live your life the way you wanted, even if it was just for a little while.”

Bitter tears coursed down her cheeks, and she held onto Cooper as if her life depended on it. And maybe it did. He was the only thing she had left to live for now. He was her only friend, and his safety was her responsibility. She couldn’t let him down.

With one last mournful look at the ruins of the firehouse, she stood up and dusted off her pants. “Come on, Cooper,” she said, her voice tight. “We need to find somewhere to stay for the night.”

As they made their way through the deserted streets, Nikki felt her anxiety rise with every passing moment. The darkness deepened, the gathering gloom casting long, eerie shadows across her path. The sound of distant moans reached her ears, adding to her unease.

It was a race against time. Nikki needed to find somewhere to hide before the undead found her. She scanned the area, searching for any sign of a building that might provide refuge. Finally, she spotted a warehouse on the city’s outskirts, its doors locked but its walls high and secure.

“Over there,” she said, pointing. “We can hide there for the night.”

Cooper barked his agreement, his tail wagging in excitement. Nikki quickened her pace, her heart pounding in her chest. She was almost there when she heard a low growl from behind her.

She spun around to see a zombie lunging towards her, its decaying body illuminated by the light of the moon. Reacting on instinct, she drew her gun and fired, the sharp crack echoing through the night. The zombie crumpled to the ground, its body convulsing as it died.

Nikki slowly lowered her gun, appalled at what she’d done. The sound of the shot would draw more infected to her location, and she barely had a moment to catch her breath before she heard more zombies in the distance. “Shit, we have to go.”

Holstering her gun, she ran toward the warehouse, looking for a way in. A small gap in the chain link fence beckoned, and she quickly shrugged off her backpack. Tossing it over the fence, she wriggled through the hole, pulling Cooper after her.

She hurried toward the nearest entrance, a door leading to the reception area. It was locked, but the door was made from simple plywood and an ordinary lock. Using the hammer, she broke off the handle and kicked it open.

With the hammer held ready, Nikki looked around for danger, but there was nothing but stale air and a thick layer of dust. The place was deserted. After a careful search, she determined that no one was home or had been in a long time.

A desk sat undisturbed in the corner, a blank monitor pointing at the wall. Neat stacks of papers and files waited for a secretary who would never return, the phone silent in its cradle. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished with a couple of chairs, a table topped with old magazines, and a water cooler with disposable cups against the wall. A second door led to a small bathroom, while a third led into the rest of the building.

After checking that it was locked, she left the third door alone. She had no idea what waited inside the rest of the warehouse and had no desire to find out. Looking around, she sighed. “I guess this is our home for the night, boy.”

Cooper sniffed around, his nose to the ground as he investigated their new home. Leaving him to settle in, she peeked through the broken front door and sucked in a breath. The area outside the fence teemed with the undead, drawn by the sound of the gunshot, and she could only hope they’d be gone by morning.

Shaking her head, Nikki ducked back inside and barricaded the broken door with a filing cabinet. It was heavy and would take a lot of muscle power to budge, leaving them reasonably secure for the night. The only windows were barred, and no one knew they were there. “All right, boy. Let’s eat.”

Finding a quiet corner, she settled down and untied her bedroll from the bottom of her pack. After making their bed, she pulled out a can of beans and shared it with Cooper, grateful for the meager meal.

Afterward, she did her business in the bathroom, dismayed to find no running water. At least the water cooler was full; she could fill Cooper’s water bowl and her empty water bottles. Next, she brushed her teeth and washed using a damp towel. It was better than nothing, and she felt far more relaxed when she settled down on her makeshift bed with a flashlight and an old magazine.

As Nikki flipped through the magazine’s glossy pages, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia for the old world. A world of beauty and luxury, where people could indulge in the latest fashions and the hottest trends without a care in the world. She remembered flipping through magazines like this in her childhood home, dreaming of the day she could afford such luxuries.

But now, the old ways seemed frivolous and over the top. The photo shoots she used to ogle were ridiculous and fake. The only thing that mattered now was survival, which meant scavenging for food, water, and shelter. Her life had been reduced to a never-ending cycle of fear and desperation, with no end in sight.

But amid the sorrow and frustration, there was a spark of hope in Nikki’s heart. She was still alive, and with Cooper by her side, she had a reason to keep going. She closed the magazine and snuggled deeper into her bedroll, feeling the warmth and comfort only a loyal companion could provide.

With Cooper’s soft snores as her lullaby, she drifted off to sleep, her mind filled with dreams of a better world where death wasn’t always an instant away.
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A few days after their sojourn next to the stream, George and Priya embarked on another patrol. Mounted on their favorite horses, Copper and Dusty, they followed the perimeter at a leisurely trot, enjoying the late afternoon sun. As they checked the fences for weak points and breakages, they discussed their hopes and dreams for the future.

“I’d like to have a place like this one day,” George said. “Maybe a bit smaller than this. A couple of cows, some chickens, and a few goats.”

“That would be nice, though I’m not so sure about the goats. Horses, definitely,” Priya said.

“I can’t imagine cars being a thing of the future,” George agreed, waving a fly out of his face. “They can be stinky, however.”

Priya laughed. “I’d like to get married one day. But I don’t know how I feel about kids with the zombie apocalypse and everything.”

“I get that. It’s hard enough looking after ourselves, let alone a baby.”

They continued their patrol, discussing their views on love, life, and everything in between. It was incredibly peaceful, and George felt as if nothing bad could ever happen. But as they emerged from a thicket of trees, they saw something that made their hearts stop.

A column of black smoke rose in the distance, the ash cloud sucking the joy from his bones. Smoke like that could only mean one thing. Fire. A big one.

“We’d better get back to the farmhouse,” George said, reigning his horse in. “It could be a wildfire. Or raiders burning down our neighbors’ homes.”

“I’m right beside you,” Priya said, her eyes filled with fear.

Turning around, George spurred his horse into a gallop, its hooves thundering across the hardpacked earth. Priya was right by his side, her hair whipping in the wind like a flag.

They rode like the wind, the farmhouse coming into view as they crested the last hill. It looked untouched, which was a relief, but George’s heart was still pounding in his chest. Something was wrong. Seriously wrong.

To his surprise, a knot of other farmers were gathered on the porch, their voices raised in panicked argument. He dismounted and ran closer, flanked by Priya.

John turned to greet them, his expression serious. “George, Priya. We have a situation on our hands.”

“What’s going on?” George asked.

“We saw smoke,” Priya added.

“It’s the McKenzie’s place,” he said, his voice low. “They were overrun by a horde of the undead. No one survived.”

“No one?” Priya said with a horrified gasp.

“Unfortunately not,” John replied.

“Wait a minute. You said a horde overran them? Where is it now?” George asked, knowing that the McKenzie place was only fifteen miles away

“On its way here.”

George’s heart dropped, and his hand began to shake. “How many?”

“Hundreds. Maybe thousands. The horde stretches as far as the eye can see,” one of the other farmers replied, his tone grim.

“We can’t fight that many,” George said, stating a fact.

“No. Our only option is to evacuate,” John said.

“Where can we go?” George asked. “How much time do we have?”

“We have a few hours at most,” John said. “The horde is slow. They’re covering roughly two to three miles an hour.”

“So, nine hours at most,” George said. “Probably less.”

“That’s right,” John said. “As for where we’re going, we hoped you could help us with that.”

“Me?” George said, flabbergasted.

“Would your people be willing to take us in?” John asked. “On the island, I mean.”

“I’m sure they would, but there’s not a lot of space. How many people are we talking here?”

“A few dozen people. Some animals. Supplies. As much as we can cart out,” John said.

George nodded. “Get me to a radio, and I’ll talk to them. I’m sure they can squeeze us in.”

“Thanks,” John said, a tiny amount of the tension leeching from his stiff frame.

“But whether they take us or not, we’d better get ready to leave,” Priya said.

“Agreed,” John said, turning to the other farmers. “Go home and load as much as possible—food, water, medicine, blankets, equipment, and weapons. Lock up whatever you can’t take. We might be able to come back for it.”

“What about our animals?” one farmer asked.

“Take as many as you can load on your trailers and set the rest free. We meet back here in four hours. No later.”

The other farmers nodded, and they quickly dispersed. It was a race against time, and no one wanted to be the loser.

“I’ll talk to Clare. Explain the situation,” George said.

“Thanks, George,” John said, clapping him on the shoulder.

George nodded and turned to Priya. He could see the fear in her eyes, but he also saw strength there, the same strength that had drawn him to her in the first place.

“We’d better get moving,” she said, her voice steady. “I’ll pack my things and water the horses. They need it after the long run.

George nodded before heading into the farmhouse. Glenda pointed him toward the radio, and he sat down with a heavy sign.

“Island community, come in. Island community. It’s the farm here.”

The radio crackled before someone called Jakes answered.

“Can I talk to Clare? Over.”

“She’s out on patrol. Can I give her a message?”

“This is urgent. We’re about to be overrun by a horde of zombies, and we need your help.”

The radio crackled some more, and for a long time, there was no answer.

“Hello? Jakes, are you there?”

“George? Is that you?” a woman asked.

“It’s me. Who’s this?”

“It’s Theresa. I heard your message, and I sent Jakes to find Clare.”

George sagged with relief. “Thank fuck.”

“Language, George,” Theresa said.

“Sorry.”

“What’s the situation? Tell me everything?”

George told her everything down to the last detail, ending with, “We need your help, Theresa.”

“You’ve got it,” she said, her tone brisk. “I’ll get everything ready.”

“What? Don’t I need to wait for Clare?”

“You’re family, George. We’re on our way with as many vehicles and guns as we can spare. Hold tight.”

“Thank you, Theresa,” George said, a knot forming in his throat.

He switched off the radio and stepped outside. “They’re coming,” he told John. “And they’ll bring extra trucks and guns.”

“Good. We never know what might happen,” John said. “Cars break down, people panic, and animals stampede. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

“George nodded.

“Come. We’ve got work to do,” John said, heading toward the barn.

George joined him, and together, they loaded the horses into the waiting trailers before moving on to the cows, pigs, and chickens.

Priya, Sarah, and Glenda packed the house, loading everything into boxes and onto the back of a pickup truck.

Timothy, Jack, and Eddie emptied the bunkhouse before joining George and John in the barn. After loading as much animal feed and equipment as their trailers could hold, they locked up all the buildings, opened the paddocks, and set free the cattle closest to home, chasing them to the far end of the property.

Glenda lamented her famed vegetable patch and fruit trees, but there was little they could do except save a few choice plants and seeds for the road.

Finally, they were done. Just in time, too. The other farmers began to trickle in one by one—a neverending convoy of trucks, cars, pickups, and trailers.

George watched them fill the yard, a pall of dust covering the convoy. The sight both gladdened and saddened him. On the one hand, he was happy to see so many faces escaping the zombie horde. On the other, he was sad to leave. In the short time he’d been there, the place had become his home.

A hand crept into his, and he looked at Priya standing beside him. “I’m going to miss it too.”

“How did you know what I was thinking?”

“It wasn’t hard. I was thinking it, too.”

Together, they paid silent homage to the place they’d come to call home, but George took quiet comfort in the fact that he still had Priya. As long as he had her by his side, he’d be okay.








  
  
  Chapter 15 - Clare

  
  




It was mid-afternoon, and lunch was over, the dirty dishes and leftovers cleared away. There followed a rare period of peace when everyone, including the kids, had a half-hour to themselves before returning to their various chores and lessons.

Clare sat in the common area, reading a story to Paisley and a few other kids. They surrounded her like a school of little fishes, their mouths perfect circles of wonder as they soaked up her words.

Sandi sat next to her, eyes shining while she watched. She was an excellent teacher but an even better friend, and Clare enjoyed her company.

She enjoyed everybody’s company, which wasn’t difficult when surrounded by such a big group of wonderful people. Once again, she thanked her lucky stars for ending up with such a community.

Clare finished reading the chapter and closed the book. The children all groaned in unison, disappointed that the adventure had to come to an end.

Paisley tugged on Clare’s sleeve. “Can we have another story?”

“Um, I don’t know. Maybe tomorrow,” Clare said. “I’ve got some chores to do.”

“Please,” Paisley begged, joined by the other children.

“Okay, fine,” Clare said, reaching for another book. “Let’s see…how about The Giving Tree?”

Paisley and the other children scooted closer, enraptured by Clare’s words.

“Once, there was a tree that loved a little boy,” she began, her voice carrying over the murmur of the community. “And every day, the boy would play among the tree’s branches.”

As Clare read on, the kids listened in wide-eyed wonder, captivated by the selfless acts of the tree, who gave everything she had to ensure the happiness and well-being of the boy she loved.

When Clare finished the story, the kids were silent for a moment, taking in the heartwarming tale.

“Wow,” Paisley said softly, her eyes shining with emotion. “That tree was so kind and loving.”

“Yes, she was,” Clare agreed with a smile. “And that’s why it’s so important to take care of the things we love. Whether it’s a tree or a person, we should always do our best to give back what we can.”

The children nodded in agreement, each taking a moment to think about everything they were grateful for.

For Clare, it was a moment of rare beauty as she watched the kids absorb her lesson. It made her feel that what they were doing, working, laboring, and suffering to create a future, was worth it.

She was especially grateful to see Paisley adjusting so well, given everything the poor child had gone through. But the moment was interrupted when Jakes ran over, his face the picture of urgency.

Clare stiffened, realizing something was wrong. Handing the storybook to Sandi, she said, “I think it’s time I got back to work. Will you see the children to the classroom?”

“Of course. See you later,” Sandi said, herding the kids away.

Clare turned to Jakes. “What’s wrong?”

“George called on the radio. They need our help,” Jakes said.

“What kind of help?”

Jakes explained the situation, and Clare paled. “Shit, we need to get over there right away. How many vehicles do we have? How many drivers? Guns? Shooters?” She paced around, one hand pressed to her forehead. “Volunteers. We need volunteers. I can’t force people to go.”

She stopped and looked around. “And what about the island? We can’t leave it undefended.”

“Clare, calm down. Theresa is making all of the arrangements,” Jakes said in a soothing tone.

“She is?” Clare asked with desperate hope, feeling out of her depth.

“You know Theresa. Organization is her superpower,” Jakes said. “She told me to tell you she’s got everything covered. You leave in thirty minutes.”

“So, what am I supposed to do?” Clare asked, just the tiniest bit offended.

“Grab your gear, say your goodbyes, and get your ass to the parking lot in half an hour,” Jakes said. “See you there.”

Clare watched him leave with her mouth hanging wide open. “Did he just tell me what to do like a little kid?”

“You bet your ass he did,” Susan said with a chuckle. “Now run off and do what he said.”

“Fine, but what did he mean about goodbyes? I’m planning on coming back.”

“Just in case, sweetheart,” Susan said, wagging a finger. “This is a harsh world, and there are no guarantees.”

“I guess you’re right,” Clare said. She headed toward her quarters, ready to grab her gear. As she walked, she thought about saying goodbye and realized there was only one person she needed to talk to. Mason. You’d better answer the radio, Bro. 

Clare quickly made her way to her quarters, grabbed her go bag, and checked its contents. Weapons, ammunition, water bottle, energy bars, first aid kit, and a few other essentials. She ensured she was fully stocked before going to the radio room.

Pushing the door open, Clare saw the radio sitting on the table, its wires and knobs looking familiar and comforting. She quickly picked it up and hit the call button.

“Mason, you there?” she said, listening intently for any response.

A crackle sounded from the speaker, and Clare’s breath caught in her throat as she waited for a reply.

“Clare?” came a voice. “This is Leo.”

“Leo? Can I speak to Mason? Is he there?” Clare asked with desperate hope.

“He’s here. We’re preparing for the big assault tonight,” Leo said.

“You are? How did I not know that?”

“I’m sure he was going to call you. It’s been a busy day getting everything ready.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What’s going on?” Leo asked.

Clare quickly explained the situation before calling Mason, and She chewed nervously on her bottom lip while she waited.

“Clare? Are you there?”

“Mason? It’s me,” Clare said, relieved to hear his voice.

“I heard about the zombies. We’re on our way,” Mason said.

“No, we don’t need your help. That’s not why I called.”

“You don’t need us?” Mason asked, confused.

“We can manage. We’re leaving in a few minutes,” Clare said. “Besides, by the time you get here, it’ll be too late anyway.”

“Then, why did you call?” Mason asked.

“Because I wanted to hear your voice again. You know. Just in case.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not dying tonight,” Mason said. “You’re coming back home in one piece. Got it?”

“I know, but….”

“Ah, Sis. What a mess,” Mason said. “How am I supposed to let you face this alone?”

“I’m not alone,” Clare said. “Besides, I’m tougher than you think.”

Mason closed his eyes and sighed. “Be careful out there, Sis.”

“You too, Bro. I hear you’re taking Blackwell out tonight?”

“We are.”

“Give them hell for me. For all of us,” Clare said.

“Will do, Sis. That’s a promise.”

“Love you, Bro. Bye.”

“Love you too, Sis.”

With a heavy heart, Clare set down the radio and left the room, her mind racing with the tasks ahead. There was no time to waste. People’s lives depended on it.








  
  
  Chapter 16 - Mason

  
  




Two days later, Mason paced up and down the warehouse, his boots squeaking on the tired linoleum floor. It was late afternoon, and only hours remained until their plan would take effect, but it felt like an eternity to him.

All around him, his team prepared for the night ahead. They checked their gear, readied their weapons, ate a light meal, and calmed their nerves. They’d already gone over the plan repeatedly, hashing out every detail until they could recite it in their sleep.

Chris and Matt would plant the claymores, set them off, and hoof it back to the front gate. As soon as the mines exploded, blowing two gaping holes in their defenses, they’d jump the wall and take out the gunner guarding the entrance.

At the same time, Rick, Mike, Leo, Zoey, and Mason would smash through the gate with the front loader they’d liberated from the construction site. Amelia and Daisy would follow, covering their rear while Ellen waited in the getaway vehicle with a fully equipped first-aid kit.

They’d time the attack for the shift change closest to midnight when the night was at its darkest and the guards’ morale at its lowest. No one liked going on shift in the middle of a cold, dark, wintry night.

It was a simple plan, the best kind in his opinion, but even the finest of plans could go wrong. He was trying to think of every possible problem and devise a solution in advance. But he knew it was impossible, and he was only driving himself crazy.

With a sigh, Mason tossed himself into the nearest chair and checked his gear for the tenth time that day.

“Don’t worry,” Amelia said. “We all feel like that.”

“What?”

“Nervous. On edge. Wondering how tonight’s going to end,” she said.

“Oh, like that,” Mason said, quirking his lips.

“Yeah, like that,” Amelia said with a chuckle. “But we’re going to make it through. We’ve faced worse than this.”

“I know, but I can’t shake this feeling,” Mason said, running a hand through his hair.

“Hey,” Amelia said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We’re in this together. We’ve got each other’s backs. And we’re stronger as a team than we are alone.”

Mason nodded, grateful for her words.

There was a moment of silence as they sat there, lost in their thoughts. Then Zoey appeared, fully geared up and looking like she was ready to take on the world.

“I’m ready,” she said, her voice steady and firm.

“I can see that,” Mason said, smiling at her. “You look ready to kick some ass.”

“I am,” Zoey said, and Mason could see the determination burning bright in her eyes.

“Well, we’re moving out in an hour, so we still have some time to kill,” Mason said with a shrug.

“I hate this,” Zoey said. “The waiting. The anticipation.”

“The fear,” Daisy added.

“You’re afraid?” Mason asked.

“I’m terrified.”

“So am I,” Amelia said.

“I think we all are,” Zoey said. “We’re just too proud to say it out loud.”

“You’re probably right. It’s natural to be scared. We could all die tonight,” Mason said, shaking his head.

“At least we’re dying for a cause,” Zoey said.

“Yes, we’re fighting for the lives and safety of our loved ones,” Amelia said. “As long as Blackwell and his men are alive, they’ll never be safe.”

“Yes, so let’s make sure they’re no longer around after tonight,” Daisy said with a predatory grin.

“Hear, hear,” Ellen said, chiming in from across the room.

“I’m up for slicing some throats,” Amelia said, testing the edge of her blade.

“Dang, you ladies are scary,” Mason said, chuckling out loud.

“Trust me. I’d rather face Blackwell’s men before I go up against Ellen,” Rick said.

“Or any of them,” Chris said.

Everyone laughed, and the tension inside the warehouse faded for a few precious moments. It lifted the atmosphere, and everyone felt a little bit lighter afterward.

Suddenly, Leo appeared from the offices, his face pale. “Mason. We’ve got a problem.”

Mason jumped up, a feeling of impending doom filling his chest. “What is it?”

“I just got off the radio with Clare. A horde of zombies are converging on Timothy’s family farm. They’re running right over everything in their path and need help.”

Mason gaped at Leo, unable to believe his ears. “A horde? What do you mean a horde?”

“Hundreds. Maybe thousands,” Leo said. “There are too many to count.”

“How far away are they from the farm?”

“A few hours at most. Not long,” Leo said. “Clare and a handful of her volunteers are on their way to assist.”

“Assist?” Mason cried. “They can’t kill hundreds of zombies.”

“They’re not going to kill them. They’re going to evacuate Timothy and his family and friends,” Leo said.

“And they need our help?” Mason asked.

“Actually, no,” Leo said. “Clare said they can handle it. “She just wants to speak to you.”

“Now?”

Leo nodded. “She’s waiting.”

“Thanks,” Mason said, running toward the office where they’d set up the radio.

Forgetting all protocol, he grabbed the mike and said, “Clare? Are you there?”

“Mason? It’s me.”

“I heard about the zombies. We’re on our way,” Mason said.

“No, we don’t need your help. That’s not why I called.”

“You don’t need us?” Mason asked, confused.

“We can manage. We’re leaving in a few minutes,” Clare said. “Besides, by the time you get here, it’ll be too late anyway.”

“Then, why did you call?” Mason asked, more than a little confused.

“Because I wanted to hear your voice again. You know. Just in case.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not dying tonight,” Mason said. “You’re coming back home in one piece. Got it?”

“I know, but….”

“Ah, Sis. What a mess,” Mason said. “How am I supposed to let you face this alone?”

“I’m not alone,” Clare said with a hint of amusement. “Besides, I’m tougher than you think.”

Mason closed his eyes and sighed. “Be careful out there, Sis.”

“You too, Bro. I hear you’re taking Blackwell out tonight?”

“We are.”

“Give them hell for me. For all of us,” Clare said.

“Will do, Sis. That’s a promise.”

“Love you, Bro. Bye.”

“Love you too.”

The line went dead, and Mason was left staring at the device. He didn’t realize he had been holding his breath until he let it out with a long exhale. Running a hand through his hair, he returned to the rest of the team. They had all gone quiet, staring at him with questioning gazes.

“What’s going on?” Zoey asked, breaking the silence.

“As you heard, a horde of zombies are heading towards Timothy’s farm. Clare and her team will evacuate the survivors, but they don’t need our help,” Mason said.

“Then why do you look like Clare just told you she’s going to sacrifice herself to the zombie gods?” Amelia asked.

Mason shook his head, letting out a bitter laugh. “She just wanted to hear my voice again. You know, just in case.”

The team fell silent once again, and Mason could feel their worry and fear radiating off of them. He knew they were all thinking the same thing - what if they were in Clare’s shoes? What if they had to face a horde of zombies alone?

Swallowing the lump in his throat, Mason forced himself to focus on the task at hand. “We still have a mission to complete. Let’s get our heads back in the game.”

“Shouldn’t we help Clare and Timothy?” Ellen asked. “I mean, screw the mission. It can wait. These are our people.”

“It wouldn’t matter. We’d be too late to help anyway,” Mason said. “Besides, we’re doing this for our people. As long as Blackwell and his men are in the picture, they’re all in danger, and the longer we delay the attack, the deeper they’ll entrench themselves in this city. We have to take them out now while we still can.”

“Mason’s right. We do this now, or not at all,” Amelia said. “Clare and the others are on their own.”

The team nodded, and they began to gear up again without another word. But Mason couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that lingered in his chest. He didn’t want to think about what might happen if they failed. Or even worse, if Clare failed. She was the last of his blood, and he couldn’t bear to lose her. Be careful, Sis. You’re all I have left in this world. 








  
  
  Epilogue - Nikki

  
  




The scuffle of footsteps and low moans woke Nikki from slumber. She sat upright, gripping her gun with one sweaty palm. Cooper stirred beside her, his ears perked and alert, sensing danger. His hair stood on end, and she knew her fears were genuine. 

“Quiet, boy. Don’t make a sound,” Nikki warned, and his ears flicked in acknowledgment.

Nikki crawled towards the nearest window and peeked through the bars. The moon cast an eerie glow on the surrounding area, and she immediately spotted the figures lurking beyond the fence. They were zombies, and there were at least ten, maybe more.

Her heart pounded in her chest, fear gripping her like a vise. How had they found her? She’d been careful not to make any noise. Was it a coincidence? Were they wandering around looking for food? She had no idea.

Nikki backed away from the window, her mind racing as she tried to devise a plan. She couldn’t fight them all, and Cooper was no match for them either. She didn’t dare use her gun and didn’t want to move deeper into the warehouse. Anything could be waiting inside, and she wasn’t willing to take the risk. Her heart sank as she realized their only hope was to wait it out and hope the zombies would eventually lose interest and move on.

But waiting was agonizing. Every creak of wood, every groan of the undead, every shuffling footstep seemed amplified in the silence of the night. Unable to sleep further, Nikki clutched her weapons to her chest, her eyes fixed on the fence.

The minutes turned into hours, and still, the zombies lingered, their plaintive moans setting her teeth on edge. Suddenly, a distant rumble filled the air just when she was about to give up. It was the sound of a car engine, and the undead followed it with eager hunger. To them, it signaled life, and that meant food.

Relieved, Nikki slumped to the ground, exhausted after hours spent fearing for her life. Whoever was driving that car had saved her life, and she silently thanked them. Pushed beyond her limits, she pulled Cooper into her arms and curled into a ball.

But even in sleep, she was granted no reprieve. Visions of George burning to death plagued her slumber. She envisioned flames licking at his flesh while he screamed in agony, only to reanimate as a zombie, even more monstrous in death.

Jerking awake, she dashed away the tears that stained her cheeks, the nightmares so vivid it filled her with horror. The grief was still fresh, and she had yet to reconcile herself to the idea that George was gone forever. The nagging hope that he was still alive didn’t help, and she doubted if she’d ever get any closure. 

Cooper whined and licked her cheeks, offering her the comfort of his love. Scratching his ears, she said, “You’re all I have left now that George is gone. What do I do, boy? Where do I go?”

She thought about returning to Joe’s, but somehow, it didn’t feel right, and she dismissed the idea. Next, she thought about continuing the search for her brother. After all, she hadn’t found his body, and she had no concrete proof that he was dead. But wandering the city alone was suicide. Even she knew that much. Besides, would he want her to risk her life for a foolish hope?

Finally, she decided it was time to move on. Maybe George wasn’t dead. Maybe he was still out there, somewhere. But she couldn’t jeopardize her and Cooper’s lives anymore. It was time she accepted he was gone, and she’d probably never see him again. Dead or not. 

Somewhere in the world, there waited a home for her. A home filled with people who would love and accept her for who she was. People who’d cherish her, not hurt her. She just had to find them. 

Despite the hurt in her heart, she smiled and whispered, “Tomorrow, we’re leaving the city, boy. It’s time we looked out for ourselves now. It’s time we found a home.”

Cooper nuzzled his face against hers, and she took it as a yes. Smiling, she closed her eyes and said, “Go back to sleep, boy. Tomorrow is a new day, and we’ll need every ounce of energy we’ve got if we want to make it.”

Huddled together, Nikki and Cooper fell asleep once more. Only this time, it was a healing sleep. The kind that smoothed away the jagged edges of hurt, making room for fresh hope and new beginnings.




The End.




But there’s a lot more where this came from. Book 7 in the series, Guard the Gates is coming soon. If you’d like to be notified and kept up to date on its release, please sign up for my newsletter right here: https://www.subscribepage.com/i0d7r8




In the meantime, I’ve included sneak peeks at some of my other works for your enjoyment. Continue the adventure!

Apocalypse Z - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XKVD6NH

Children of the Apocalypse - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07R8GCMVW
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Chapter 1




The people of Springfield thronged the entrance of the shopping center, jostling for space as they fought their way inside. Angry shouts were overlaid by shrill screams and the cries of frightened children. The blare of car alarms filled the parking lot, and columns of black smoke rose against the skyline. A single ambulance pushed its way through the dense traffic, the first one she’d seen all day despite the bloodshed.

Dylan grabbed a free shopping cart and added her struggles to the rest of the crowd, trying to get inside the supermarket. Coming here was a huge risk, but she needed food and water, or she’d never survive the coming days.

Gritting her teeth, she shoved her way through a gap between two middle-aged women. They screeched at her like banshees, their hostility palpable in the chaotic atmosphere, but she ignored them like the clucking chickens they were.

With her eyes set straight ahead, Dylan continued to forge a path through the mass of bodies blocking her way. She couldn’t afford to care about anyone else or back down from a fight. It was every man for himself now, and people were desperate to survive. Desperate enough to kill, maim, or steal if need be. And I don’t plan on becoming a victim.

She avoided the fridges and headed straight for the water, cramming a case of plastic-wrapped bottles into the bottom of her cart. The canned aisle was next, and she focused her attention on protein and vegetables such as tuna, salmon, corn, peas, soups, and tomatoes. Among the dried goods, she found a few protein bars and packets of dried fruits and nuts.

It was a struggle. Every step of the way was a battle, and Dylan grew increasingly aware of the gun nestled against her hip and the crowbar clenched in her right hand. She hoped she wouldn’t need either weapon, but that was becoming more unlikely with each passing second.

A toddler stared at her as she passed, its face swollen with tears while its young mother fought to get her hands on diapers and formula. Two men wrestled over a television, and she shook her head in wonder. What did any of that matter now? Three more were kicking another that lay prone on the floor, his head covered with his arms. Blood spattered their clothes, and they looked like savages.

Averting her gaze, Dylan ran through the last few aisles, grabbing anything useful she could get her hands on. Coffee, sugar, powdered milk, dried beans, rice, batteries, toilet paper, and vitamins.

Suddenly, a strange woman blocked her way, wielding a steak knife. Her eyes gleamed above nicotine-stained teeth, and her breath smelled of alcohol. “Give me your stuff. Now.”

Dylan bared her teeth and growled. “Fuck off.”

The woman waved the knife in front of her face. “I’m not telling you again, bitch. Give me your stuff.”

“If you want it, take it,” Dylan taunted.

The woman grabbed the cart with one hand and pulled, still waving her knife in the air. Gripping the crowbar with both hands, Dylan swung it at the woman’s wrist. It connected with a loud crack, and the woman screamed as she dropped the knife from her nerveless fingers. Letting go of the cart, she scrambled backward while holding her injured limb. “You bitch! You broke my arm!”

“You asked for it. Now scram!” Dylan said with a threatening wave of her weapon. The woman ducked away and disappeared into the press of bodies to look for easier prey, though Dylan doubted she’d be able to do much damage with her broken wrist. With a satisfied grin, she resumed her search for supplies.

As she reached the end of the aisle, the sounds inside the store changed in tone and pitch. Terrified screams rose all around her, a chant taken up by all as it passed around from mouth to mouth. Dylan froze on the spot as she fought to make out the words. When she did, all the blood drained from her face, leaving her cold and numb.

“The dead!”

“They’re coming!”

“Get inside!”

“Block the entrance!”

People stampeded away from the doors. They pushed their way deeper into the store to get away from the horror that approached from the outside. Dylan knew only too well what it was, and fear spurted through her veins at the thought.

Desperation fueled her actions, and she pulled back from the surging mass of bodies before she could be crushed or trampled underfoot. Using her shopping cart as a battering ram, Dylan forged a path to the back of the store where a familiar door awaited.

Staff Only.

It led toward the storage room and loading bay at the back of the store, as well as the manager’s office, staff quarters, and bathrooms. She’d spent a few months during the last year working at the supermarket as a bagger. It was the reason she chose this place above all the others that were closer to home. The reason she carried her old keycard in her pocket, praying she wouldn’t need it, but hoping it would still work if she did.

Dylan reached her destination and pulled up to the heavy iron door, usually locked to prevent easy access. With fumbling fingers, she pulled out her card and ran it through the slot. A negative beep sounded, and the red light shined. “No!”

Behind her, the screams were growing louder, and she frantically tried again, but to no avail. The store had become a death trap. The crush of panicking people grew worse, and she was pushed up against the door with her loaded cart pressed painfully into her midriff.

Gasping for breath, Dylan scanned the walls and ceiling for an escape. Any escape. Abandoning her supplies was better than dying for them. A few windows set high in the walls beckoned, as did the fire escape on the far side. Could she make it to any of them?

A shoulder rammed into her side, and Dylan hissed as her ribs exploded in red-hot agony. She almost lost her grip on the cart, but managed to hold on as she fell to the floor.

She looked up in time to see the nearest rack topple over with a ponderous groan. It crashed on top of her, and only the shopping cart prevented her from being crushed. Bottles of bleach and disinfectant burst on impact, and harsh fumes burned her nostrils.

Through tear-filled eyes, she gazed around in horror. Many had not been as lucky as her, and several people were trapped or injured. The rest of the store continued its rampage of terror, the crowd killing itself as it tried to escape the undead.

Even as she stared, jerky figures entered the store and sprinted toward the nearest victims. With guttural growls, they pounced on their prey, digging their teeth and nails into any open flesh they could reach. The coppery scent of blood filled the air, and the masses were whipped into a frenzy as death approached.

Pinned between the wall and her cart, Dylan was trapped. No amount of wriggling or pushing could get the rack to shift even an inch. Sitting in a puddle of bleach, she closed her eyes and tried to regain a semblance of calm. “There has to be a way out. There has to.”

A low snarl caused her eyes to pop open, and she found herself looking at one of the infected. He was perched on top of the debris like a hungry wolf, his teeth bared in a threatening grimace. Black veins crisscrossed his pale skin. There was something primal about him, something so wild she knew there could be no reasoning with such a creature. He was no longer human.

With her heart pounding in her chest, she watched him sniff at the crushed bottles of cleaning supplies, wrinkling his nose at the sharp smell. An injured woman groaned, and he honed in on her with deadly intensity. Pouncing like a tiger, he tore into the helpless woman’s throat, and her screams were lost in a gurgling fountain of blood.

Dylan pressed her hands to her lips to contain her screams, but the horror was too overwhelming. Not caring who or what heard her, she twisted around and slammed her fists against the door behind her. “Somebody help me! Please!”

Undiluted fear coursed through her veins like acid, and she kept yelling and banging until her throat grew raw. A snarl caused her to look back. The infected man prowled toward her on all fours, blood dripping from his chin.

Dylan twisted to the side, reaching for her gun. Her hand closed on the pistol grip, and she pulled it free from its holster. Breathing hard, she sought to still her trembling hands. Remember your training. You didn’t spend all those afternoons at the range for nothing.

The infected paused, and his thigh muscles bunched, ready to leap. She took careful aim. He was so close. Too close. It has to be the head. That’s what the CDC said in their last broadcast. 

As she pulled the trigger, a silly thought occurred to her. Why was it always the damn head?

The bullet drilled a hole between the man’s eyes, and he collapsed with half of his skull missing. The next moment, Dylan fell backward as the door behind her opened without warning. A set of familiar blue eyes gazed down into hers, and she gasped with surprise. “Ben? Ben Randall?”

“Dylan? Is that you?” he asked.

She nodded, pathetically grateful to see her old manager. He’d always been good to her, and she prayed he still liked her enough to help her. “It’s me.”

He grabbed her by the arms and hauled her to her feet. “Hurry. They’re coming!”

Dylan glanced at the inside of the supermarket and blanched. Every infected inside the space was running toward them, drawn by the gunshot. Her eyes fell on her cart, and her lips compressed. “I’m not leaving my stuff.”

Jamming the gun back into its holster, she grabbed the cart’s handles and yanked it toward her. It rolled inside, and she slammed the door shut with a yell of defiance. An avalanche of crap had followed the cart, however, and the door caught on a bottle of laundry detergent. “Oh, shit.”

Kicking at the bottle with her foot, Dylan tried to clear the way, but it was hooked on something and refused to budge. An infected woman reached the entrance and threw herself at it with a screech. Her hand thrust through the opening and reached for Dylan’s face. She ripped out a clump of hair, and tears filled Dylan’s eyes. More infected followed, howling like wolves.

Desperate to shut the door, Dylan grabbed the woman by the wrist and pushed. “Get out!”

The infected woman was as slippery as an eel, but Dylan refused to give up. Sharp pain lanced up her forearm as the woman attacked her exposed flesh, but she couldn’t let go.

At the same time, Ben yanked the blockage away from the door and yelled. “Close it now!”

Dylan slammed it shut, and the lock clicked into place, sealing them inside the storage room. Silence fell, broken only by their harsh breathing. The infected beat on the door, but the steel was thick, and it only registered as dull thuds. They were safe. For the moment.

On wobbly legs, Dylan stumbled toward the nearest crate. She wiped the sweat and tears from her face. Everything smelled like bleach, and her clothes were soaked with the stuff. Her scalp burned where she was missing a hank of hair, and her limbs were stiff and bruised.

Despite this, Dylan managed a tremulous smile as she looked at her rescuer. “We made it. Now, we just have to get out of here.”

Ben stared at her with a grim expression, his spectacles slightly askew on his face. Somehow, that detail bothered her more than anything else. She’d never seen him with so much as a hair out of place. He was always painfully neat and tidy. “I’m sorry, Dylan, but you’re on your own.”

The fluorescent light above their heads flickered, casting Ben’s face into shadow for a second. She frowned, unable to comprehend his words. “What do you mean? Surely, it makes sense to stick together. At least until we get out of here.”

As he shook his head, he pointed at her arms resting on her knees. “That zombie bit you, Dylan. You’re not going anywhere.”

She stared at him for a breathless moment before dropping her gaze. Her eyes fixed on the tender flesh of her forearm, the skin smooth and unbroken except for a few scratches caused by long fingernails…and a half-moon crescent that leaked tiny droplets of blood. She sucked in a deep breath. When had that happened? She’d never even noticed it during the struggle.

It was a small wound. Not deep enough to warrant a single stitch, but it was more than enough to kill her. To send the virus tumbling through her bloodstream and into her brain. The world around her faded away as Dylan faced the undeniable truth. “I’m infected.”




End of preview. Loved what you saw? Get the book right here! https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09KPM3BFQ
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The steady thudding of his fists on the door had become a part of her. Like the beating of her heart, she relied on the sound to keep her sane. It prevented her from screaming, reminding her she was still alive. For the moment, at least.

For what seemed like an eternity, Morgan huddled in the shower. With her arms wrapped around her knees, she listened to the constant crashes interspersed with frustrated hisses. An occasional drop of cold water from the showerhead dripped onto her back. She might have sat there forever if a new sound hadn’t joined the first.

“No! No, no, no,” she cried, jumping to her feet.

The wood was splintering around the lock at a rapid rate. It wouldn’t last much longer. Raging adrenaline triggered a desperate need for survival. She scanned the tiny bathroom for a weapon. Her eyes landed on the shower rail.

Morgan grabbed it and shook off the curtain, ripping the plastic stoppers from the ends. She barely had time to ready herself before the door burst inwards with a shuddering crash.

Immediately, Brian was upon her, moving fast with hands outstretched and teeth bared in a vicious grin. Growls sawed through his throat, and his eyes were bloodshot and crazed. She gripped the rail and thrust it into his chest. He staggered, regained his balance, and lunged again.

Morgan gasped, stumbling backward. Her mind slipped into pure terror. It was a scene from her worst nightmares. Again, she stabbed him with the pipe, but the blow skimmed off his shoulder. He grabbed her, digging his fingers into her arms with brutal strength while snapping at her face.

She pushed against his chest with the pipe held in both hands as a shield, keeping his teeth at a distance. He slammed her up against the wall. Pain exploded through her head as it smashed against the tiles. He had her in a death grip, bloody lips a mere breath from her face.

“What’s wrong with you?” she screamed. “Please stop! It’s me, Morgan.”

Time slowed as she stared into his eyes, searching for a sign that he was still human, still the man she loved, but his eyes were empty. Brian was gone.

Fear and determination lent her strength. With a great shove, Morgan pushed him away, kicking him in the stomach to gain distance. She lifted the rail and used it as a spear, aiming for his throat.

The metal end tore into the soft flesh, impaling him. Clotted, black blood spurted from the wound and splashed onto her chest. She pinned him against the opposite wall and slid him around like a dog on a leash until she stood with her back to the broken bathroom door.

Her newfound strength waned. With no idea what to do, Morgan bolted. Her bare feet slapped a staccato beat on the floor, echoed by Brian’s heavier tread. She slid around a corner and headed for the front door, silk pajamas billowing behind her. She slammed up against it and tore at the deadbolt with frantic fingers. With seconds to spare, she unlocked it and stumbled through, pulling the door shut as his body connected with a crash.

Morgan stumbled back on legs turned to water, and stared at the peeling paint on the wood. Brian growled with anger, and she flinched as the now-familiar beat of his fists filled the air. However, the bathroom door had been locked while the front door was not. The seconds ticked by as she waited.

Waited for him to open the door.

Waited for him to find another way out.

Waited for death.

Her husband had turned into a monster, and nothing made sense anymore. After a while, however, it became evident he didn’t know how to turn the knob. Nor did he have the intelligence left to look for another way out.

In the fresh air, Morgan fought to gain control of her body. Her heartbeat slowed, and she noticed her surroundings for the first time. Standing on the front patio in her pajamas, she shivered and folded her arms. What the hell is going on? What happened to Brian? 

Until today, Morgan would never have believed him capable of harm. With searching fingers, she touched the marks his hands had left. It hurt, the flesh bruised. The back of her head was tender and swollen.

Morgan turned and stared out into the street. It was chaos. The whole neighborhood was going to hell. She stumbled across the lawn to get a closer look. Were there more people as sick as her husband? Was this a disease? Something that drove them crazy? It was the only explanation her frozen mind would accept.

Whatever it was, it was spreading with the ferocity of wildfire. A car sped around the corner, tires screeching. The driver never spared her a glance, and she was too numb to care.

To her left, a trio of sick people cornered a woman and ripped away at her flesh. The agonizing screams tore at Morgan’s heart before they were abruptly cut off. More bodies lay scattered around on the immaculate green lawns of their front yards.

A corpse stirred and rose to its feet. A man. He stood there, strips of flesh hanging off of limbs covered in blood. His intestines dragged across the ground as he staggered around. Morgan reeled, vertigo making her sway. It can’t be. He can’t be alive!

Dogs barked at the monsters that used to be their owners until they died in a welter of howls. Wincing at the distressing sounds, she realized anything and everything that moved would fall victim to these things. Further up the street, shots rang out. Through her fence, she glimpsed a man herding his family into a car.

Morgan knew she should move, but her limbs remained frozen to the spot until something caught her eye. One of the walking dead clawed at the palisades bordering her lawn. It rasped through a ruined throat and reached out a bloody hand as if in supplication. Behind it, two more had noticed and followed. I’m being surrounded!

This thought galvanized Morgan into action, and she sprinted around the house to the backyard. Brian’s truck was the only realistic means of escape. She ran to it and reached for the handle, crying with frustration when she realized it was locked.

“Shit, where are the keys?” They hung on a board in the kitchen. “I can’t go back in there.”

She had no choice, though. Maybe if she moved fast enough, she could grab them and get out while Brian still hammered on the front door. Luckily, the back door was unlocked owing to her clandestine smoking habits. She’d gone out for a quick cigarette that morning while he still slept.

Before her nerves could fail, she rushed into the kitchen and ran to the board, searching for the keys. She heard Brian’s growls pause before they resumed in heightened pitch as they headed her way.

Morgan ran trembling fingertips over the keys, and her heart hammered in her chest until she found the right ones. Grabbing them, she turned to run but fumbled her grip. They clattered to the floor.

“Fuck,” she cried, scrambling around on all fours.

The slap of Brian’s feet on the kitchen tiles caused her heart to stutter. She snatched up the keys and lunged outside. A brief glimpse of his pale, inhuman visage tore at her as she shut the door in his face. Morgan crumpled to her knees with a cry. “I can’t do this. I can’t.”

She reached up and laid a hand on the wood. It shivered beneath her palm from the force of his blows. “Brian, please come back. What am I supposed to do now?”

She was ready to give up and slumped to the ground, but a voice from within nagged at her. Get up. Run.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

Do it. You can’t give up now. What about your family? Your friends?

“Oh, my God. Mom. Dad.”

Morgan bolted for the truck, barely noticing the gravel cutting into her bare feet. She pushed the remote button to unlock it and jumped in. After a deep breath, she turned the key in the ignition and shifted the truck into gear.

At the gate, a mob of infected had gathered. They clawed through the gaps with creepy yearning. She hesitated. They were people, after all, but they also blocked the exit. This left her no choice. She had to go through it.

“Here goes,” she said and pushed the remote button.

The gate opened, and they flooded inside, swamping the car. They beat on the windows and climbed onto the hood, crawling over each other like insects. She shuddered in disgust as one licked the window next to her face, leaving a smear of bloody spittle behind. For once, she was grateful she’d never gotten to know her neighbors.

When the gate was finally open, she floored the gas and roared through, biting her lower lip when she ran over a few of them. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.

A glance at the clock read twenty past eleven. She’d hidden in the shower for far too long. For all she knew, her parents, her sister, and everyone she loved could be one of those things. “I’m coming. Please be okay. I need you to be okay.”

The trip through town gave her a clear view of the chaos everywhere. It was horrific. People tried to escape, loading possessions, kids, and pets into cars. Most didn’t make it. Infected swarmed through the neighborhoods and descended on the healthy with rabid hunger. They left the dead in their wake, only to have them rise minutes later to join the hunt. Screams rang through the air and confronted her at every turn.

A young mother ran out of her house, dragging a little boy by the arm. She spotted Morgan and rushed out into the street. “Help us! Please, help!”

Behind her, a man burst through the door and sprinted towards them. Morgan slammed on the brakes and leaned over to unlock the passenger door. “Get in. Hurry!”

The woman ran towards her, feet slapping on the tar road as she closed the distance. The child cried, his mother half-carrying and half-dragging him. Morgan stared at the unfolding scene, and her heart sank when she realized the truth. “They’re not going to make it.”

The infected man reached them and latched onto the boy first, ripping him out of his mother’s hands.

“No,” the woman cried, stumbling to a halt. “He’s your son.”

He ignored her and buried his face in the boy’s neck. Blood, bright red and arterial, spurted through the air. The woman screamed, her desperate wails stabbing into Morgan’s heart.

She wanted to close her eyes and look away but couldn’t. Instead, she watched as the woman grappled with the man who used to be her husband, fighting for her child’s life. It was no use.

The boy was tossed aside to bleed out on the asphalt like a rag doll. His eyes glazed over in death while his mother was savaged beside him.

The spell broke, and at last, Morgan looked away. She leaned over and locked the passenger door, the click loud in her ears. With an iron grip on the wheel, she steered the truck around the family and drove away. The entire time, she whispered, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” until the words were branded into her psyche. That was the last stop she made.

Morgan headed for the suburb where her parents lived. It lay on the edge of town. If they were lucky, the infection hadn’t reached there yet. As she drove, the streets became quieter, and her hope grew apace. A hope dashed once she reached her destination.

A knot of a dozen infected crawled on the front lawn of a neighbor’s house. They were feeding. As the group shifted, a bloody arm flopped out. Morgan swallowed as a flood of bile pushed up her throat. She recognized the next-door neighbors, the Robertsons, in the pack. Mrs. Robertson still wore a robe with curlers in her hair which prompted a hysterical laugh from Morgan, one she quickly swallowed.

There was no time for weakness now. Not with her parents and little sister waiting, possibly alive. It was a hope she couldn’t let go of just yet. Morgan stared at the infected and tried to come up with a plan. There was no way she could run past them. Barefoot and unarmed, they’d pull her down and rip her to shreds. However, she sat inside a solid mass of driven metal.

She rammed into the front runners with a crunch. Bodies bounced off the hood while others disappeared beneath the wheels. The truck plowed through them effortlessly, up onto the lawn into the knot. She shifted into reverse and rolled back, clipping a straggler to the left, then she repeated the whole procedure again and again.

It was sickening, but a small part of her felt pride at overcoming such an obstacle. The rest of her was horrified at the slaughter of innocents, no matter how dangerous they might be.

Afterward, she sat, staring at the carnage. It brought to mind a medieval battlefield with torn and crushed body parts strewn about. A few still tried to move despite their gruesome injuries. That single horrific detail confirmed one crucial fact—they were neither sick nor crazy. They were dead. Zombies.

Morgan reversed into the driveway with the nose pointed toward the gate for a quick escape. She unlocked the doors and left the keys in the ignition. Behind the seats, she found a tire iron.

With one last look around, she slid out of the truck and softly closed the door. She felt vulnerable, standing in the open air while imagining what those things could do to her exposed flesh.

With a deep breath, Morgan gripped the tire iron and walked up the driveway. She ignored the few broken corpses that groaned as she passed. They were no threat to her anymore.

The concrete felt cold and rough beneath her feet, grounding her in the present. She tested the front door and found it locked. With a muttered curse, she walked around to the back. Her nerves tingled. She kept hearing sinister sounds behind her, and only the thought of her family kept her going.

Morgan turned a corner and screamed as she spotted the remains of her parents’ domestic worker. The woman was barely recognizable. Bloodstained bandages covered her arms, but the cause of death was apparent: A gunshot to the head.

Hope for her family’s safety faded as she stepped around the body. The back door stood open, and she inched forward to peer inside the kitchen. Her eyes flew to puddles of blood on the floor. The drops formed a trail into the hallway and bedrooms.

She crossed the kitchen and dared a peek into the hall, then the living and dining rooms. Nothing. It was empty. No signs of a struggle. No sign of her family, either.

Morgan swallowed, her mouth dry, and moved onward. The silence was eerie. A subtle threat hung in the air. She quailed at the thought of being confronted by the sight of her parents turned into monsters or, even worse, her baby sister.

The passage promised terror with sticky patches of smeared blood that led past Meghan’s bedroom. Inside, everything was just as she remembered. The stuffed animals on the bed and posters of ponies on the walls made her heart flutter. “Please, God. Let her be okay.”

After that came the spare bedroom and the hallway bathroom. Both were closed, and she crept past on silent feet. The main bedroom beckoned—a yawning gateway to a mysterious horror. With a growing sense of dread, she moved through the doorway.

Morgan stopped abruptly, one hand flying to her mouth. On the bed lay her father, stretched out on his back. He was torn up, and she guessed he was attacked. Blood pooled beneath his body and stained the duvet cover.

She stared, unable to utter a word. First, her husband, and now her father. How many more people would she lose today? Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and her knees threatened to buckle. Why? Why did this happen?

A part of her remained alert, though, and after a moment, she dragged a hand across her eyes. No more tears. She needed to find her mother and Meghan before it was too late.

Morgan was about to leave when the smallest sounds echoed behind her. The hair on the back of her neck rose. She whirled around, swinging up the tire iron.




End of preview. Loved what you read? Continue the adventure right here!
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