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          The Fall of Man

        

      

    
    
      The world ended sometime between Jeopardy! and Wheel of Fortune. That was when the first bite and spread of infection occurred, anyway. Raleigh, North Carolina was the first "ground zero" in the world, but it all happened so fast on every part of the globe that only a few would come to know this fact. No one knew why it happened. In the modern-day world of people being glued to their phones and their TVs and everything but the world around them, people didn't think to ask why. It just did.

      Sarah stirred her tea, watching the clock on the microwave. She was starting to get nervous. Darkness had fallen hours ago, but her husband still hadn't come home from work. She rested her hand on her belly. It was so big that she often wondered with half-seriousness if it would suddenly pop like a balloon. Her due date had passed by more than a week and that made her even more nervous to be at home alone if anything were to happen.

      She waddled to the armchair in the living room and sat down, placing her tea beside her. She picked up the remote and hovered her thumb over the On button. She changed her mind and put it down again. If she hadn't, she would have seen the first reports of the most significant event in human history.

      There was a knot in her stomach that wouldn't go away. She wanted to say it was worry about her husband, but it felt heavier this time, like an intuition that she didn't understand. She felt the baby move around, as if he, too, were restless.

      She got up and went to the window over the kitchen sink, sliding it open to invite in the fresh breeze gliding through the night. The crickets chirped, a neighbor's wind chime clanged, and the leaves rustled. The cacophony of night sounds calmed her. Her hands stretched to either side of the sink as she leaned forward, gently resting her bloated belly against the edge of the counter.

      "Where are you?" she said to herself.

      She swallowed down a lump in her throat and reached for her cell phone on the counter. She pulled up her husband's contact and sent him a text: Where are you? She held the phone for a while, her eyes just blankly staring at it, expecting it to spring into life. Another few moments passed and she swallowed another lump then put the phone back on the countertop.

      The breeze coming through the window stopped. The leaves settled and the wind chime quieted. Even the crickets were silent. A dark cloud fell across the night, and she felt it seep into her lungs like black coal dust. She held her breath. It was heavy on her chest, like it would suck the life out of her if she opened her mouth. And then the moment passed.

      The crickets chirped busily, the leaves rustled and the wind chime clanged, and behind it all, perhaps so faint as to not be there at all, a scream.

      Her ears perked up, the color washing from her face. She strained an ear toward the open window, trying to find the needle in the haystack of white noise. Her mind convinced her that she heard the scream again, but this time it sang in unison with the rustling of the leaves or the rushing of the wind. Every sound she heard turned into the blood-curdling cry until she thought that maybe she hadn't heard it at all. She closed her eyes and trained her ear on the open window.

      Vrrpt! Vrrpt! Her cell phone vibrated on the countertop and made her jump. She quickly snatched it up and went to her text messages.

      Traffics terrible almost home.

      Relief washed over her, but an underlying feeling of dread clutched to her gut. Her eyes retraced the words over and over to reassure herself that everything was okay, but she knew it wasn't. Something was wrong. She didn't know how she could tell, but the feeling was strong.

      She placed a hand on her bulging stomach. Her baby boy was peaceful. The mother's intuition that she was developing was powerful in her, and she knew on a level that had never been measured by science that nothing was wrong with her baby and that nothing ever would be. A ripple of warmth emanated from her womb and ran up her arm. It comforted her, like a shining beacon in a sea of darkness.

      Something groaned outside. She dropped the phone on the counter and took an instinctive step away from the window. Leaves rustled, but the sound was much louder than before. Her eyes scanned her backyard, moving over every dark contour. Then she saw it.

      Tall hedges created a wall along the back of the yard, and a spot right in the middle of them shook violently. Another groan. It sounded like someone in great pain. Just then, an arm protruded from under the green mass. It twisted in the air, then grabbed a big handful of grass. Another arm slid out. Before long, an entire figure dragged itself out from under the hedge and wriggled across the lawn.

      Sarah took a few rubbery steps to the light switch beside the sink and punched it off. The fluorescent light that basked the sink disappeared, covering the kitchen in darkness.

      The man outside sat up on his knees and gently swayed from side to side as his head rolled around on his shoulders. A long, raspy moan escaped his throat as he looked around the yard. There was something unnatural about his movements.

      She turned off the lamp in the living room and moved to the patio door. She placed her fingers on the handle as uncertainty churned in her stomach like a roiling sea. The man looked hurt and disoriented, and he reminded her of a lost child. She wanted to go out and help him, but fear gripped her.

      She slid the door open wide enough to stick her head out.

      "Are you hurt?" she asked.

      The man's head snapped up at her.

      "Do you need help?"

      His eyes glowed in the moonlight like a pair of milky white marbles.

      Far off in the distance there was a loud crash that shattered the gentleness of the night. Screams.

      Sarah's heart jumped.

      The man hadn't been startled by the sounds at all. He just stared at her, his jaw slackened, hanging open like a cartoon character in shock. It was hard to see in the stark black of the night, but his face looked like it was the wrong color, and his skin looked rough.

      He let out a sharp grunt and then he rose. He staggered toward her, a raspy whine coming from him, as if he were trying to say something but didn't have the ability to. His lumbering figure moved closer to her, step by step. He raised his arms out to her as more distant screams pierced the gusting wind.

      She didn't know what was happening, but fear took hold of her. She snapped her head back and slammed the door, securing the lock. She stumbled backward into the living room and fumbled with the house phone. She pressed the call button and held it tightly to her ear. The phone was dead.

      She pulled the cord on the lamp, but nothing happened. The light next to the kitchen sink didn't do anything, either. It had been so dark in the house that she didn't even realize the power had gone out.

      The fear rippled through her body. She frantically checked her cell phone, but there was no signal. All her darkest fears came to life as she stood against the back wall of the living room, away from the patio door. Her arms wrapped around her stomach instinctively, protecting her baby. And again, even with fear and darkness all around her, it brought her comfort.

      The man outside walked up to the door. She expected him to try to open it, but what he did instead scared her more: he walked right into the glass and bounced off as if he didn't know it was there, then he walked forward and bounced off it again, as if he didn't care. The glowing white marbles sunken into his skull stared at her as he raised an arm and slapped it against the door. The glass reverberated in its frame, sending a sharp sound echoing through the house.

      Sarah whimpered, terrified that the glass would shatter. She moved along the wall and backed into the main hallway, keeping her eyes locked on him. She imagined him staggering through the broken glass and hurting her, hurting her baby...

      He raised his other arm and slapped it on the glass. His hands slid down, producing a loud squeaking sound that made her skin crawl, and left two long streaks on the glass of something that was too dark to make out. Then his fumbling hands found the door handle.

      The whine of the door swinging open echoed through the hallway and she screamed and spun around.

      The front door of the house stood open and her husband, David, walked in. "It's okay, honey, it's just me. Crap, the power's out, huh?" he said, flicking a switch in the hall. He fished in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, searching for the flashlight app.

      Sarah ran to him and threw her arms around him. She burst into tears as she finally felt relief from the terrors of the night. David pushed her back a little and appraised her.

      "Hey, what's wrong?" he asked.

      She tried to put everything into words, but she could only form unintelligible sounds that were somewhere between words and sobs.

      He pulled her in tight. "Hey, baby, it's okay. You're safe, I've got you. What happened?"

      Finally, she pushed herself away from him and pointed toward the living room. "There's a... there's a..." She looked at the patio door in the living room.

      The man was gone. Only the two dark streaks remained.

      She looked around frantically toward the backyard. "There was a man."

      "A man?" he said. "Where?" He let her go and walked past her toward the living room.

      She reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him to a stop. She let out a soft and unexpected sound as she felt something pop inside her. Wetness trickled down her legs.

      He saw the concerned look on her face. "What is it?"

      "I think it's coming," she said, tears still rolling down her face.

      "What... the baby?"

      "I think my water just broke."

      "Oh shit, okay..." He took her by the shoulders and led her to the front door then helped her put her flip flops on. His brain went into overdrive and he paced around, trying to remember the procedure they had planned out.

      He went off to get the go-bag of supplies they preemptively packed for the hospital when a strong cramp squeezed her uterus and she doubled over, wincing at the incredible pain.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah," she said in between shallow breaths, "but we need to go."

      "Okay." He looked around the hall, a thousand thoughts trying to fit through the doorway to his mind at once. "Okay, let's go," he said, and guided her out the front door and helped her into the car.

      He sank down into the driver's seat and shoved the keys in the ignition.

      "Oh, shit!" he said. "The bag!"

      He forgot to grab it before they left, and it still sat in the closet under the stairs like it had for the last four months.

      "I'll be back in two seconds. Sit tight."

      Before she could say anything, he jumped out of the car and disappeared into the house. She called out his name under her breath, but she was all alone in the car with no one to hear her.

      The ominous night swept around her. The entire neighborhood stood in darkness, with no power anywhere. She thought of the man in her backyard and kept trying to tell herself that he was just drunk and hurt. But the way he moved wasn't normal. There was something wrong with him. The way his pale eyes just stared at her. His skin looked cracked and it was more than just the wrong color; her mind filtered the truth earlier, protecting itself from something it couldn't understand, but the image of him slapping on the patio door was burned into her mind and she knew that his skin was gray, like ash. She thought of the way he kept walking into the glass, like he didn't understand what it was. The two dark streaks he left on it that her mind now insisted were red. The way he disappeared into the night...

      She looked around the car, but couldn't see much in the darkness. The trees bent and swayed in the wind, turning into monstrous creatures in her peripheral vision. Even the houses seemed like blank faces watching her.

      She was scared, and her chest rose and fell in panicked breaths. That horrible crash and the screams she heard echoed in her head. Just as she felt that heavy black cloud worm its way into her lungs again, David came out of the house with a duffle bag in his hand. He was probably only gone for a minute, but it felt like an eternity to her. He tossed the bag in the back of the car and got in.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, squeezing her hand.

      "Yeah, but can we get out of here? Please."

      "Of course."

      He backed out of the driveway and sped down the road. As soon as they left, Sarah felt a wave of relief wash over her.

      Another contraction ripped through her and fresh tears came out of her eyes from the pain. She could feel their baby moving around inside of her, and she rested her hand on her belly, feeling that warm connection with him radiate up her arm.

      David squeezed her hand again. "Hey, you're doing great."

      A huge smile spread across her face and she broke down and cried.

      "What's the matter? What happened tonight?"

      She shook her head. "It's nothing. I just got scared being at home by myself."

      "What were you saying about some man?"

      She paused, wondering in retrospect how much of the night she had imagined. "I... think I saw someone in the backyard. I don't know, it was dark."

      "What was he doing?"

      "I'm not sure. He came up to the house, like he was trying to get in."

      His eyes widened. "Are you okay? He didn't get in, did he?"

      "No, I think he ran away when you came home."

      "Probably some burglar," he said, navigating the car through the dark streets. "You remember where we keep the gun, don't you?"

      "Yeah." She wanted to tell him about the screaming she heard and the loud crash that startled her, but she tried to forget about it and concentrate on her breathing.

      They weaved through the residential streets of Roanoke, Virginia, heading for the hospital downtown. Sarah could feel her contractions get stronger as they went, and David talked her through them.

      The streets were quiet and mostly empty, with a few cars on the road here and there. The power outage seemed like it was city-wide. They passed a house with people sitting on the porch by candlelight. They shifted in their chairs, looking around almost frantically. She pressed her face to the window to get a better look, but the car sped by too quickly and they were out of sight.

      They turned the corner and set off down the next road. Another image flashed by the car. Someone running, their gait off-kilter. The car squealed around a bend, and another flash. One person lying on top of another in a driveway. The person on the bottom convulsing.

      She craned her neck, trying to see, but the sights were gone, replaced by empty streets again.

      "Did you hear that?" she asked him.

      "Hear what?"

      "Oh, nothing."

      She thought she heard screaming as the frightening still images sped past the car, but maybe she had imagined it. She felt safe in the car with her husband and soon-to-be-born son. Everything inside the car's glass and metal walls was a bubble of safety and warmth. The night outside was quiet and peaceful, but she couldn't shake the feeling that something very bad was happening all around them.

      Traffic started to get heavy when they got downtown. Her contractions were becoming intense and she spent the rest of the car ride doubled over, breathing rapidly between cries of pain.

      "It's not too much farther," he said. "We're almost there."

      Her eyes suddenly went wide as she looked at him.

      "What is it?"

      "I don't think I'm going to make it. I think he's coming right now."

      "Just hold on a little longer. We're so close." He held her hand as tightly as he could and stepped on the gas.

      They only made it a couple blocks before they turned a corner and saw a sea of red brake lights.

      "No, no, no... don't do this to me," he said.

      The street was jammed with cars, all stopped for some obstruction in the road ahead that he couldn't quite see. He craned his neck out the window to get a better look, then he pulled his head back in the car and looked at Sarah.

      "Hold on tight."

      "What are you doing?"

      He drove the car onto the sidewalk as gently as he could and slipped past all the cars. Honks and angry shouts chased them, but he didn't care. They made it to the front of the cars and he hit the brakes.

      A silver sedan had crashed into a bus stop on the sidewalk directly in front of them, blocking David from driving through. A confused mess of mangled vehicles sat in the middle of the road, some of them smoking and one of them upside-down. On the far side, a bus had slammed into a telephone pole, knocking it over, and then into a building.

      A crowd of people stood around surveying the wreckage and helping the injured.

      Despite the chaos, the only thing blocking them from continuing down the sidewalk was the sedan. It was empty and still looked like it was in drivable shape.

      David put the car in park and turned to Sarah. "I'm going to move that car. I have to leave for just a second, baby."

      "Don't!" she pleaded.

      "I have to. It's the only way to the hospital. It's just a little bit further."

      "I don't think I can make it," she said between labored breaths.

      He reached over and put his palm on her stomach, feeling the baby. "You're strong, honey. I know you can do this. Just a little longer." And with that, he shoved open the door and threw his weight out of the car.

      Sarah caught his arm. "Wait!"

      "What?"

      "It's Kevin, right?"

      "What?"

      "The baby. We're going with Kevin, right?"

      He looked into her eyes with such love and squeezed her hand. "Yeah. Our little Kevin." He kissed her on the forehead and was out of the car. He slammed the door shut and ran up to the driver's side of the sedan, leaning his head through the window.

      Another contraction shook her and she put both hands on her belly and clenched her stomach, trying to relieve some of the pressure. The baby was coming very soon. She fought with every bit of energy she had to hold on a little longer.

      Someone screamed. Then a lot of people screamed. The crowd standing by the wreckage started to scramble.

      Sarah's eyes shot to David. He was still leaning in the sedan's window, then like a flash of lightning, he reeled back and went down.

      She let out a cry and got out of the car. "David!" she screamed.

      He got back up to his feet and held a hand to his neck, disoriented. Someone crawled out the window of the sedan and dropped onto the ground. David held his hand out in front of him and saw blood on it, then he looked at the man on the ground in front of him as he took a few steps back, leading him out of sight behind the wreck of cars.

      "David!" she screamed again and broke into a trot. Adrenaline shot through her and kept her mind off the pain.

      More screams came from the crowd ahead as they zipped between the mangled wreckage, trying to escape from something.

      A wave of people with cracked, gray skin emerged in the distance and shambled after them, lit up in the headlights of the cars jammed in the road. They looked sickly and thin. Their eyeballs were pale white stones, like their irises and pupils had faded away. They wore bloody wounds on their flesh as if someone had bitten them in various places, and they ran clumsily, like they lost some control of their motor functions. Hanging jaws showed rows of grayish-yellow teeth, saliva pouring down them onto their chins. Their arms stretched out and swung around, scratching at the air in front of them.

      The scene turned into complete carnage. Screams shattered the sky as everyone in their cars fled on foot. The horrific gray-skinned attackers chewed and thrashed their victims, eating mouthfuls of flesh at a time. They were insatiable, feasting on everyone they could get their gnarled hands on. Blood poured into the street and flowed into the gutters, filling the air with a metallic taste.

      David stood in the middle of the chaos in a daze. Blood streamed down his neck as he kept his hand pressed to it. The man who crawled out of the sedan worked his way across the ground toward him. His skin was gray and diseased, too; his face looked like an old leather mask, caked in ash. He pulled himself along the asphalt with his arms, his mangled legs dragging behind him. He looked like a corpse who had crawled its way out of the grave. His mouth hung open and he moaned, his milky eyes staring up at David.

      David's fate had been sealed as soon as he stepped out of the car. He was in shock, staring down at the corpse approaching him. He didn't see the other one coming as it wrapped its arms around him from behind and sank its teeth into his neck.

      He crumpled to the ground like a piece of paper. They fell upon him and his limbs twitched as gallons of his warm blood spilled onto the street.

      Sarah screamed so loud her throat went raw. She stood rooted to the ground, staring at what used to be her husband. He said he would be back in a second. He said they were almost there, just a little bit farther. Kevin, he said. Their baby's name was Kevin.

      When more lumbering corpses emerged from the field of cars and came for her, she ran. Where she ran or how far she went, she didn't know.

      The last thing she remembered was huddling in a storm drain, hidden away from the world falling apart outside. She took off her pants and her soiled underwear and squatted down, and she pushed and screamed. She screamed until she couldn't scream anymore.
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          Eight Years Later

        

      

    
    
      The knife ran through the rabbit's pelt, slicing it away from the meat. Sarah held it from its nape as she jerked the blade through.

      The sun warmed her face and made her blond hair shine. It looked like another perfect day, relatively speaking. Some birds chirped in the distance, but otherwise, it was silent. The sky was pure blue and the summer heat rippled around the lazy day.

      The vegetables were growing quite nicely. It was a little too early in the summer to grow tomatoes, but she had plenty of green beans, carrots, cucumbers, bell peppers, and sweet potatoes already. She even had a small watermelon patch in the corner of the garden. It was the only fruit that she could manage to grow, and one of the only things she could feed David without a fight.

      "David," she called.

      "What?" he said without looking at her as he crashed his toy cars together.

      "Come here for a second."

      He bumped his cars into each other a few more times before finally putting them down and sauntering over to his mom.

      "I need to go get some more water," she said. "We're almost out."

      "Okay."

      "I'm going to finish with this rabbit and then head out. Can you cook it for me so it's ready when I get back?"

      "Sure," he said. He turned and walked back to his toys.

      She watched him go and worried about him. He seemed down lately. He always was, but he seemed to be getting worse. The world they lived in was no place for an eight-year-old boy, or anyone, for that matter.

      The zombie infection spread quickly and wiped out the entire planet, as far as she could tell. There was no military riding on white horses to save the day; when it happened, power and communications of all kinds were the first things to go, and after that, everyone was left in the dark. Most people were wiped out right away in the first attacks, rapidly transforming into mindless flesh-eaters after just a simple bite from an infected person. The remaining survivors slowly dwindled over time, getting careless or being drawn out from shelter when their supplies were depleted.

      But Sarah and David were in good shape. They had found a set of empty townhouses that formed a square around a courtyard where she could plant her vegetables to sustain them. They built fences in the alleys between townhouses to block off the courtyard from zombies, and for all intents and purposes, they were safe. The only thing she had to leave for on a regular basis was to get clean water from a natural spring in the woods. But the woods were close by and she followed a rarely-populated route to get there.

      Still, she never allowed David to come with her to get water, because she felt that it was too dangerous for him. On occasion she would allow him to come with her if she needed to look for other supplies in the strip mall across the street, or the houses surrounding them, but that was the only time she let him leave. One of the reasons she decided to stay in the townhouses was because it was in a lower-populated part of town where there wasn't much chance of running into anyone else. She couldn't even remember the last time she ran into a human survivor, and she liked keeping it that way. The only way to stay alive was to remain diligent when it came to potential risks to their safety. She was going to keep her son safe, no matter what it took.

      She finished skinning the rabbit and left it by the fire, then told David to put his toys away. She didn't like him being distracted by them when he was supposed to keep watch. Even just being out in the courtyard by himself made her uncomfortable if anyone were to come by.

      She rustled his hair. "Not too crispy," she said with a smile.

      "Okay."

      She said goodbye and took the wagon carrying two big glass water jugs through the gate in the fence. He closed it behind her and she waited to hear him slide the bolt into place before she left on her trek. She carried a Glock 17 pistol that she found in the cellar of a house for protection. She had only the original 17-round magazine loaded into it that she found with the gun, and she had never fired a single shot. She knew a zombie could be stopped with a bullet to the brain, but she was always too scared when the situation arose, always favoring to run and hide.

      But the trip went without incident, and she spent the whole time thinking about her son. She had been denying it for a long time, but she knew he was slipping into a deep depression. He was upset with being cooped up all day, every day, and he didn't even ask her anymore if he could come with her to do anything. It was like he didn't care anymore, like he'd given up. She wanted so badly to give him a normal life, but she knew that was impossible. She wanted to give him something to be hopeful for, but she couldn't even find it for herself.

      She made it back to the townhouses at what she guessed was around seven o'clock. As she turned into the alley to the courtyard, she stopped dead.

      The gate was wide open.

      She left the wagon and jogged into the courtyard, her heart hammering in her chest.

      David wasn't there. The fire flickered, but the pot they suspended over it to cook their meat was empty. Not a sound was in the air, and everything looked undisturbed. If robbers had come through, they didn't take much.

      "David!" she cried, searching the courtyard.

      The gate creaked behind her and she spun around.

      Her son stood frozen in the open gate, his eyes wide. After a moment, he lowered his head in shame.

      "What are you doing out?" she demanded, running over to him and yanking him inside by a handful of his filthy t-shirt. "Are you hurt?"

      "No."

      "Well?"

      "I saw a dog outside. It looked hurt."

      "Don't lie to me."

      "I'm not lying!"

      "David."

      "I just... wanted to go outside. I'm tired of staying in here all the time."

      "Honey, you know it's dangerous outside."

      "I don't care."

      She let out an exasperated sigh and sank down onto one knee. She put a hand on his shoulder, but he just rolled it off and walked to the other end of the courtyard. Anger rose in her as she was about to bark his name, but then it was replaced with pity. He disappeared around the back of a splintering wooden staircase leading up to the second floor of one of the townhouses. She let him go and tended to the open gate. She dragged the wagon full of water into the courtyard and shut the gate, sliding the bolt into place.

      A yell came from behind the stairs.

      David shot out from behind them and fell onto the concrete. A figure lunged out after him and landed on him. Its gray, parched skin peeked out from under the filthy rags it wore. Its eyes were wide and crazy, white moons of mindless insanity. It pinned him to the ground and grabbed at his face. David wiggled as hard as he could, but the zombie was too heavy. It opened its mouth wide to consume him, and half-chewed pieces of the rabbit that he left sitting on a tray next to the fire fell out of its mouth.

      Sarah ran up and bowled into it with her shoulder in a frantic act of motherly protection. It flew off and rolled on the concrete. She tumbled too, scraping her arms and legs, and the pistol slid out of her waistband and skittered along the ground. The zombie clawed at her as she tried to regain her balance and get away from it.

      David got up and bolted off. He picked up the gun and took aim at the zombie.

      Sarah threw up her hand to him. "Don't!"

      Behind the fear on his face, it sank a little in disappointment as he reluctantly lowered the gun.

      "Open the gate!" she yelled.

      As he ran off to the gate, the zombie made a pass at her and she screamed and stepped out of the way. It lost its balance and fell on its face. She snatched the hunting knife she had used to clean the rabbit from the tray next to the fire and shakily brandished it at the zombie. As it tried to get back to its feet, she screamed and plunged the knife into its back. The zombie didn't react as it stood up.

      She stood behind it, trying to pull the knife out, but it was stuck. It turned and swiped at her and she stumbled backward then turned and fled to the gate.

      David waited in the alley and they ran into the parking lot at the front of the townhouses. A patch of thick bushes sat next to the lot and they hid behind it.

      The zombie came out of the alleyway. It stopped and bobbed its head around, wondering where its meal went.

      She held her breath and clamped a hand over David's mouth. It staggered around a bit and, deciding it lost its prey, walked off across the street, the knife still in its back. It took her years to find a knife that good, and she watched it bob away in its new sheath.

      When it was safe, she brought her son back into the courtyard and bolted the gate. She made sure he was safe, did a quick sweep of the area to check for other surprises, then told him she was going to do one last check behind the stairs.

      She crouched down behind them and broke down crying. She spent a good five minutes sobbing by herself, hiding from him like an ugly troll under a bridge.

      Finally, a small hand fell on her shoulder.

      She startled and looked up to see him. She wiped the streams of tears away from her eyes. "What is it, baby?"

      He fidgeted. "Are you mad at me?"

      "No, honey," she said as she forced a tired smile. "Just don't wander off like that again, okay? I was really worried about you."

      "Okay," he said and walked off. She could tell he was ashamed, but there was also a sense of detachment that was becoming prevalent in him.

      They went to bed early that night, each in their own bed in one of the townhouses.

      She stayed awake for a long time, thinking about everything that happened. Was she mad at him, he wanted to know. No, of course not. Their dinner was ruined, the only good knife she had, gone, and the long scrape marks on her arms and legs stung her endlessly. No, she wasn't mad. How could she be mad? She cried until her eyes got heavy and she slept.
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      She sat in a rusted lawn chair in the courtyard, poking at her breakfast of salted green beans and sweet potatoes. She watched David play with his toy cars in the corner, keeping to himself. As time went on, he talked less and less, withdrawing further into himself. The tension of the events of the previous day had only made things worse between the two of them, and they had hardly said a word to each other all morning.

      He bumped his cars together one last time, not even putting in the effort to make the appropriate sound effects anymore. He took a long look at them and then scooped them all up in his arms and dumped them in a garbage pile that Sarah kept in the corner.

      "What was that all about?" Sarah asked. "You don't like playing with them anymore?"

      He shrugged.

      "What is it?"

      "It's nothing. They're boring, I guess."

      "Why don't we take a trip across the street and see if we can find some more?"

      "No, that's okay." He opened the screen door to the townhouse they used as their home and disappeared inside.

      She frowned and spent the next few minutes formulating a plan to take a trip by herself and find some new toys for him anyway, but she changed her mind. It wouldn't be any use; she tried her best to placate him with toys and other mild thrills to keep his spirits up, but she knew the problem went much deeper, and she was too scared of what the solution might cost.

      She went inside to clean and David was holed up in his room. She did the dishes and cleaned the kitchen and bathroom. As she was bent over the tile, giving it a good scrub, he walked by behind her and went back into the courtyard without saying a word to her. She sighed.

      She thought back to that night eight years ago when her son was still a little ball in her stomach and she was waiting for her husband to get home. The memories of that night still haunted her. She never told her son what happened that night. She never told anyone. The memories were like a prison in her mind that she locked herself in. The filmstrip of her husband being mauled by zombies played on repeat in her head, never wearing out. Sometimes she woke up screaming, and it startled her son every time.

      But she also remembered when she gave birth to him in that storm drain. Despite all the bloodshed around her, she was blessed with a perfect baby boy. He was like a brilliant sun lighting up the darkened world. Whenever things got bad between them, she always tried to think back to that moment, to how sweet and innocent he was. Sometimes it was harder than others.

      When she finished cleaning, she went out to the courtyard to find David talking to himself.

      "I don't know," he said, "we've been here a while, I guess."

      He was out of sight and sounded like he was in the alley.

      "Who are you talking to, honey?" Sarah asked. She rounded the corner into the alley and saw him standing at the gate.

      Just then, a deep voice came from the other side of the gate. "Hello there!" it said.

      Sarah jumped.

      "I take it you're the boy's mother," the man's booming voice said.

      "Who are you?" she asked.

      "Oh, it's just me and my wife here—" (a soft, high-pitched voice from behind the gate chimed in, "Hello!") "—and we're traveling through, looking for a safe place to stay for the night."

      Sarah went up to the gate and peeked through it. A burly man wearing a fisherman's hat and a bushy salt-and-pepper beard in a bright red shirt and suspenders stood tall on the other side. A holster was slung around his waist with a big revolver in it. Beside him and a few steps behind was a short and frumpy lady with wiry white hair and a kind look on her face. The man smiled jovially, and they both appeared to be in their sixties. Behind them were a couple of large suitcases on wheels.

      "We won't be much of a bother, and we have some food to share with you," he said.

      "It's still morning," Sarah said.

      "Well, we didn't have too good of a place to stay last night, and we were hoping to set up camp today and do a little scavenging around the area before we head off."

      "Can't you stay in one of the other houses around here?"

      "Tried to last night. There was so much dust, poor Molly here had one heck of a coughing fit. She has asthma, you see. Smelled some wood burning this morning, which led us here. Figured you might have some nicer accommodations if you're kind enough to share."

      David looked up at his mom. "Can they stay, Mom?"

      She thought about it for a moment, feeling anxious. They had never had anyone come up to the gate since they built it, much less want to come in and stay the night with them. They looked like nice people, but she just didn't know if she could trust them. The suitcases could have been empty; they might have just wanted to hurt her, hurt her son, or rob them, and she just couldn't let that happen.

      "No, I'm sorry," she said.

      As soon as the words left her mouth, David walked off in a huff and went back into the townhouse.

      "We really won't be much of a bother," the man said. "We've still got some good canned food to share if you want. I think we've got some steak and gravy, some baked beans, and some canned cherries. Does your boy like cherries?"

      "I'm sorry," Sarah said. "You can't stay here. I can't let you in."

      "Oh..." the man said. "Well, no problem, then. We'll be on our way, you have yourself a nice day."

      Sarah peeked through the gate again and watched them go. They each took a piece of luggage and wheeled it out of the alley. The man clamped a meaty hand down onto his hat and tilted his head to look up at the sky. They stopped at the end of the alley and looked around.

      "Where should we go, Herb?" Molly asked.

      He continued to look around. "I don't know, I guess we could keep going down this road. That's the direction we're headed anyway."

      "Okay," she said in her sweet voice.

      Just as they grabbed their suitcases again and headed off, Sarah yelled, "Wait!"

      They stopped and turned around.

      "Where are you heading?"

      They turned around and took a few steps back into the alley. "To Noah's Ark," Herb said. "It's a safe haven over in North Carolina. People say there's no zombies for miles, and more food than you could ever need. They say they've got this huge piece of land that's all protected, where you'll never have to worry about any of this mess again," he said, waving his arm around him. "They say it's paradise."

      "Who's they?" Sarah asked.

      "Everybody. There aren't too many people in this part of the States that haven't heard of it. Here," he said, reaching into his pocket. He produced a worn paper card and handed it to her through the gate.

      She took it and inspected it. A hand-drawn symbol of a brown boat gliding over blue waves was printed on it.

      "You'll know you're there when you see that symbol," he said. "Anyway, I should be off. It was nice to meet you." He took the card from her and rejoined his wife.

      "You said you had cherries?" Sarah asked.

      Herb stopped again. "I did."

      "My boy would like them just fine."

      She unbolted the gate and swung it open. Big smiles spread across the two travelers' faces, and they grabbed their luggage and came in. Sarah closed the gate behind them and showed them around. David came out again when he heard them and they were all introduced to each other. They shared some food for lunch, and when everyone was ready, they persuaded Sarah to come with them on a scavenging trip. She even let her son come with them, feeling that they would be safe enough with Herb and his huge cannon for a gun. He even convinced her to venture out farther than she ever had to get better supplies. David was thrilled to get out of the house, and Sarah even found that her enjoyment overrode her anxiety. When they returned in the evening, they all sat around the courtyard for dinner.

      Sarah started to light the fire, but Herb stopped her.

      "Here," he said. He opened his suitcase and took out a portable gas stove. "Much easier. Attracts less attention, too. You just need to find a little propane here and there." He ignited the flame and set Sarah's pot on it, then dumped a few cans of ham and veggies they found that day and warmed them up. They all ate gratefully, and when they finished, Herb opened a can of cherries in sauce and passed it to David. He thanked him for it and ate it with delight. They sat for hours in the courtyard after dinner, sharing stories. David found a Transformers action figure when they were out scavenging that day, but instead of playing with it, he kept his butt glued to his lawn chair, wanting to hear more about Herb's stories and Noah's Ark.

      "Are there other kids there?" David asked.

      "Oh, there must be," Molly said with a smile. "I'm sure you'd make friends in no time."

      Sarah had been intrigued to hear of this safe haven, but she knew there was no way her and David could ever get there. If it had been near the city, maybe, but it was in the next state over. She could tell David was getting excited about it, and she didn't want to get his hopes too high.

      "So how long have you two been traveling?" she asked.

      "We've been on the road for about a month now, I think," Molly said. "Maybe a little more. Came out of a small town all the way over near Columbus, Ohio, we did. We took a couple rests here and there; you have to when you get to be our age."

      "Yup," Herb said. "How a couple of old farts like us ever made it this far, I'll never know," he said with a chuckle.

      "How come you didn't drive?" David said. "Aren't there any cars out there?"

      Herb laughed. "Cars don't do too good without gasoline, and all the gas ran out a long time ago. Could've ridden a bike, I guess." He looked at his wife. "Could you see us riding bikes all the way here?" They both had a good laugh over this.

      "Isn't it dangerous out there?" Sarah asked. "How did you survive traveling all that way?"

      "Yeah, sure, it's plenty dangerous out there," he said. "You try to move through the less populated areas the best you can, but there's a lot of zombies out there. You get used to 'em, but they can wear you down after a while. You gotta be careful. They don't run so fast, but then again, neither do we," he said, motioning toward his wife. "You just gotta know your strengths and be careful. Lotta times they tend to congregate into large groups. Even the dead like to socialize, I guess. But just keep your wits about you, and as they say, 'speak softly, and carry a big stick.'" He pulled the revolver out of his holster for all to appraise then returned it.

      "Zombies are attracted to noise, though," Sarah said. "Don't you ever run into trouble with that?"

      "Well, yes, but it's not quite like the movies. Zombies see a human and that means food to them, so they start running. But if zombies hear a gunshot, it's just a sound. It doesn't mean anything to them. They come around eventually, just 'cause they've got nothing better to do, I guess, but they don't come running, so much. It's like asking your boy to do the dishes; sure they'll get done eventually, but it might take a while. But general rule of thumb: if you make a loud noise, you might want to think about movin' your butt."

      "What about humans?" Sarah asked. "Do you ever run into any bad people?"

      "Not really. I know every post-apocalyptic movie you've ever seen has taught you that as soon as the world goes to shit, pardon my French, everybody turns into a murderous psychopath."

      Sarah had a look on her face as if to say, "Don't they?"

      "Have a little more faith in humanity than that," Herb said. "We're not so bad once we've gotten our coffee in the morning. Believe it or not, humans are a generally agreeable, friendly bunch. You're actually one of the more unfriendly ones I've come across. No offense." He chuckled. "Most people let us in the first time I asked."

      Sarah took the jab in stride. "Those canned cherries must get them every time," she said.

      "So you guys are heading to Noah's Ark in the morning?" David asked.

      "We are," Molly said with a smile. "Not too much longer now. Our journey is almost at an end."

      "So we can come with you, then?" he asked.

      Tension rippled through Sarah's chest. She knew the conversation would inevitably come to this conclusion, but she didn't want to fill David's head with pipe dreams.

      "Well, I suppose so," Molly said, "if it's okay with your mom." When she looked at Sarah and saw the strained look on her face, she changed her tone and stumbled over her words, trying to change her answer.

      Herb stepped in. "Uh, that'll have to be up to your mother, son. But uh, we have to make a long trip out of the way first to meet up with some family before we go there, so it's best if you don't come with us." He paused and wondered if there was anything else to say or if that was good enough.

      "Can we leave tomorrow, Mom?" David asked.

      Sarah forced a smile. "We'll talk all about it tomorrow, honey."

      Herb tried to break the tension by asking David about his new Transformers toy. It seemed to work well enough, and David was in a good mood for the rest of the night, thinking that they were heading off for the safe haven the next morning. The conversation became stilted after that, and everybody retired early. Sarah brought Herb and Molly into another townhouse that was decently clean and had a good bed, and they all went to sleep.

      Herb and Molly set off early in the morning. They wanted to get up and leave before David woke and got excited again, but he could hardly sleep a wink. Herb took Sarah aside and gave her some quick instruction on how to use a gun, having noticed the pistol sitting next to her the night before, and also left her with some parting wisdom.

      "Look," he said, "if you don't want to leave for Noah's Ark, I'm sorry for putting ideas in the boy's head. I'm not gonna lie to you, it is dangerous out there, more than I let on. I've seen some things out there... things I would never mention in front of the boy. But I wasn't lying when I said there are good people out there. A lot of them. Walking from here to North Carolina might be the hardest thing you'll ever have to do, but it'll be worth it. No more staying up at night, worrying about your boy. No more wondering if he'll make it."

      Sarah put a hand to her mouth as tears stung her eyes. He put a big hand on her shoulder.

      "Just think about it," he said. "For the boy."

      He pulled out the worn paper card with the symbol for Noah's Ark on it and gave it to her.

      "You keep it," he said. "If you choose to go, just look for that symbol. It's in Durham. Durham, North Carolina."

      She eyed the symbol again and put the card in her pocket. "Okay. Thank you."

      "Maybe we'll see you there," he said with a smile, then he joined Molly and off they went.
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      "I hate you!"

      "David, don't say that."

      "You never want to do anything for us! You just want to stay in this stupid place and die!" He stormed off into the townhouse and slammed the door shut.

      Sarah stood in shock. He'd had his outbursts like this before, but they never got easier; it always felt like being stabbed in the heart. Under the circumstances, outbursts like these were inevitable. She knew he would get over it in time. He always did. He would be angry at her for a few days, but then he would come around. He was still just a kid and he didn't understand how things worked yet. She always told herself this whenever this happened, but it never made it any easier.

      When the shock wore off, emotion took her and she squatted down and buried her face in her hands. She could never reconcile being so deeply hurt by the only person in the world that she loved, even if he was just a kid.

      Eventually she dragged herself up and went on with her day. It was the first cloudy day in a while and it looked like a heavy rain was about to fall. It was a nice reprieve from the boiling heat of the summer so far, and she enjoyed the cool breeze on her skin as she tended to the garden and held back the occasional sob. She picked some green beans and put them on the tray, then put a pot of water on the fire and boiled them. She opened a couple cans of Salisbury steak and gravy that Herb and Molly gave to them and heated them over the fire, then brought all of it inside.

      David lay facedown on his bed. She put a plate of food down on the nightstand next to him and left. She didn't know why she bothered to heat up his food, because when he was angry like this he refused to eat, anyway. But he would always give in hours later and eat all of it.

      She went back outside into the cool weather and sat down, eating her breakfast. The tension of the altercation stiffened her jaw like rubber bands holding them together, making it hard to chew. She choked it down and just sat there for a long time, thinking about everything. Thinking about her son, thinking about the fight they had, thinking about Noah's Ark.

      Noah's Ark, this "safe haven"... it couldn't be true. The journey itself was far too dangerous, and what would she tell her son if they got there and they found out it was nothing but a mirage? What would they do then?

      She knew it was hard, almost impossible, to live in this world. Nobody chose to be there. And she knew it was hard to be stuck in one place for a long time. Maybe one day she would think about searching around the area for a better place to stay, something to switch up the monotony of their lives and give David some new scenery to look at. Maybe when he got older, he would understand why things had to be this way. Maybe when he became a man, he could...

      He could what? she thought. Go to college? Meet a girl and start a family?

      The future was so uncertain, and the reason that terrified her was because she knew they had no future. She wanted to teach him to hope for something, but hope died with the rest of humanity. So even though the idea of journeying to the next state was crazy, she couldn't help but let the thought be planted in her head like a little seed.

      The first drops of rain fell and she had just enough time to put out the fire and go inside before it started to pour.

      David was still in his room not making a sound. She tidied up around the house to keep herself busy, but she just did it to pass the time, and it quickly became tedious. She went upstairs and stared at David's closed bedroom door at the end of the hall, wrestling with herself. Finally, she opened it.

      The plate of steak and beans that she made for David sat untouched next to his bed. And he was gone.

      "David?" she said. She looked all over the room, in the closet, and under the bed. All empty. She was about to check the rest of the house when her eyes fell on the open window, its thin curtains rippling in the light breeze.

      She ran to the window and leaned out. The parking lot and street were empty, and the row of houses across the street and the strip mall down the road didn't have any signs of life, either. A thick patch of grass sat below the second-story window. There was no rope made of bed sheets hanging down, so he must have jumped. It was at least a ten-foot drop, and that scared her to death. What was even worse than the thought of him wandering off on his own was the thought of him doing it while injured. And she knew that he wasn't just taking a walk around the block like last time; this was the final straw, and it would be a long time before he came back. If he came back...

      She ran out the front door of the house to the parking lot, so frantic that she forgot the pistol. Her body trembled as she ran to the road, looking around.

      "David?" she called.

      The rain was still coming down hard on the deserted road. She spun in circles, trying to figure out where he would have gone. The only thing around that seemed to be of any interest was the strip mall just a stone's throw down the road. She briefly wondered if he had simply started heading for North Carolina, but she dismissed the thought quickly. He had no idea which direction North Carolina was, let alone where it was. There were many things she had taught him growing up, but in the midst of the apocalypse, US geography somehow didn't seem so important.

      She spotted something black sitting at the side of the road up toward the strip mall. It was one of his shoes.

      "No," she said to herself. She ran to it and picked it up. There was no sign of damage, and no blood. David was used to simply hanging around the courtyard, so he never tied his shoes. It could have come off easily if he was running or if he tripped, but the only reason he would have left it behind was if he were in trouble.

      She clutched the shoe to her chest and rounded the corner to the front of the strip mall.

      The first store was a Walgreens. She stepped through the broken glass in the doorway and made her way inside. The dim sun behind the clouds lit just the front of the store, leaving most of it in pitch-blackness.

      "David!" she cried, searching the front of the store.

      She stumbled into the darkness, just barely able to see anything, and felt her way around. The store was a mess, with shelves knocked down, boxes of items sprawled across the floor and displays tipped over. She bumped into nearly everything as she went, and she made it halfway into the store before it got too dark to see anything at all.

      She whispered his name and waited for an answer.

      Then she got it. It was deep and wailing, a telltale raspiness to it. That same moan she had heard a thousand times, coming from the darkness in front of her. Then came the shuffling, the sound of feet dragging across tile.

      Her heart pounded and she staggered backward. Her foot clipped an overturned wire rack and she crashed to the floor. David's shoe flew from her hands and was lost in the darkness. She spun around and scrambled over the rack, but not before a cold hand wrapped around her ankle. The skin was so rough and clammy that it sent a chill of disgust down her spine. She tried to climb over the rack, but the hand just kept pulling her back. Her head jerked around and she could see just the faintest bit of it lurking in the darkness. A glint of its wide eyes and its open jaw.

      She felt drops of slimy wetness touch the skin of her legs as it salivated over her. Her hand lost its grip on the rack and she was dragged back into the darkness.

      It opened its mouth wide, gnashing its teeth at her soft leg. It was so close to her that she could feel its cold breath blowing on her skin.

      She kicked at it with her other foot until she connected and knocked it away. Her ankle came loose and she scrambled over the rack.

      It got to its feet and emerged from the darkness. It tripped over the rack and sailed to the ground like a missile, hitting the tile floor hard with a sound akin to a leather strap slapping against something. Its rotting fingertips reached out for her and grazed along her legs before she was out of reach, hurtling over piles of mess in the semi-dark.

      She ran out the exit and hid around the corner, just inside the entrance of the Food Way next door.

      The zombie stumbled out of the Walgreens a moment later and ran several paces into the parking lot before realizing she was gone. It let out a long moan, almost as if in frustration or disappointment, then it looked around for a moment before turning back into the store.

      She let out a sigh of relief and inspected her ankle to make sure the zombie hadn't injured her. But aside from the marks from tussling with the zombie in the courtyard two days prior, her legs were in fine shape.

      She threw a nervous glance behind her in the Food Way, but there was nothing around, save for the dilapidated shelves that had long since been picked clean.

      A huge parking lot sprawled in front of her outside, sizzling in the cool rain. Several abandoned cars sat in it like rusted relics. Off in the distance, there was an old gas station that was the first thing to be depleted when the apocalypse hit. The pumps were dry and the accompanying store had been picked to the bone, minus some cheap knickknacks or old maps. And a head bobbing around inside.

      Sarah stood on her toes, trying to get a good peek. It was David, no doubt about it. She recognized his brown hair and the way that she kept it trimmed for him.

      She ran across the parking lot, her clothes now fully soaked through from the rain.

      "David!" she cried as she flung herself through the door.

      He stood by a rack and looked at her like he'd seen a ghost. A black running shoe was fastened to one of his feet and only a soggy gray sock was on the other.

      "What on earth do you think you're doing?" she demanded. Anger, worry and relief mixed together into a hot ball of energy in her chest. Her words shot out almost as venom to him.

      "I..." he started.

      "What?" she demanded again.

      His mouth hung open, but no words came out. He was too stunned and scared to speak.

      "Are you hurt?" She marched over to him and inspected him for bites or scratches. He seemed okay, and she checked the bottom of his shoeless foot to see if he stepped on something sharp, but he was fine. She noticed that he held something in his hand that looked like a small stack of paper.

      "What have you got there?" she asked, snatching it out of his hands. It was a set of two folded Rand McNally maps, one for southern Virginia, and one covering the northern region of North Carolina.

      "Are you kidding me!" she yelled, brandishing the maps in front of him. "You came over here and almost got yourself killed for this?" She looked at them in disgust then threw them on the ground.

      She expected him to get angry and run off, but he just started crying.

      "Don't do that," she said.

      He kept crying.

      "David, don't cry. We can't go."

      "Why not?" he said as he snorted snot back into his nose.

      "It's too dangerous. You lost a shoe just coming here."

      "It snuck up on me. If I saw it, I would've been okay."

      She knelt down next to him and stroked his hair, and he buried his head in her chest and kept crying. "It's okay, sweetie. It's okay."

      When he calmed down, he pulled his head away from her and said, "I'm sorry I lost my shoe, Mom. I'll go back and get it."

      "Don't worry about it. We'll find it tomorrow. Let's just get back home."

      He nodded and she helped him to the door. He sniffled and looked as sad as she'd ever seen him. His shoulders were slumped and he looked utterly defeated. Watching him listen to Herb's stories of Noah's Ark was the happiest she'd seen him in years. By no means was she saying yes to going, but if looking at the maps made him happy, she figured she had to at least give him that.

      She walked back into the store and picked up the two maps off the grimy floor. When she turned around, he had already gone outside.

      "David," she said, exasperated. She walked out the door and froze.

      He was standing a few paces ahead of her, and right in front of them by the pumps were three zombies. There were two men and one girl in the party. One of the men was bearded and baldheaded, and looked to be at least six and a half feet tall. The other man was of a medium height and middle-aged, and the girl was young, maybe sixteen, with blond pigtails and what must have been an adorably cute face when she was still alive. But that cuteness was long gone. Her cloudy eyes reflected the grim sky above her and her face was permanently twisted into a horrific grimace. Dark rings rimmed her eyes, set deep in her leathery gray face, and her skin was cracked like the earth of an arid flatland. A large gash ran down the middle of her rotted lip, splaying it open and showing an uneven row of grayish-yellow teeth behind. All three of them were sickly thin, like malnourished cancer patients, tattered clothing hanging loosely from them.

      Their eyes went wide with hunger as they approached Sarah and David. They felt no pain, no fear, and had no concept of preserving their wellbeing. All they cared about was flesh. Fresh, nourishing flesh.

      They lumbered toward them and Sarah knew they would break into a run at any moment. But she was stuck like a deer in the headlights. Adults could usually outrun a zombie, but three zombies chasing an eight-year-old child was a different story. She would have to distract them so he could get away. The terrifying thought that she might die crossed her mind, and she prepared herself for what she had to do.

      But then something strange happened.

      The zombies slowed down into a lazy shuffle. The crazed looks on their faces faded, and then they did something that absolutely shocked Sarah: they turned and walked away.

      She was stunned as she watched them split up and wander into the distance.

      David just stood there, calm. She asked if he was okay and he nodded, then she whisked him back to the townhouses and locked themselves in.

      The rest of the night took on a surreal quality for her. As she lay in bed that night, the images of those zombies just suddenly giving up and walking away played over and over in her head. She couldn't understand it, and it stayed with her the whole night. They just walked away.
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      The next morning, David went out into the courtyard and played with his Transformers toy. His mood went back to sullen, and Sarah guessed that he realized her answer was still no. She could hardly stand to see him like this anymore, and the brief moments of happiness he showed lately had overjoyed her. All she wanted was for him to be safe and happy. But it was becoming increasingly apparent that she couldn't give him both of those things. She had to pick one, and the time to decide was running out.

      She made them some breakfast and they both ate in relative silence. The weather was back to hot with a bright blue sky, but yet there seemed to be an invisible cloud of gloom that settled over the courtyard. David went inside after a while and she boiled herself some water over the fire and made coffee. She went inside to the shade of the dining room to enjoy it and sat down at the table, looking out the window. The street was empty and the trees swayed peacefully. Not a zombie in sight. It almost looked safe outside. And maybe it was, just to venture out for some supplies and then come back home, but what if you uprooted your home and had to take it on the road? When there was no guarantee of a safe place to retreat to when things got dangerous, what then?

      She finished her coffee and went upstairs to check on David. He lay on his stomach on the bed, studying the maps unfolded in front of him. Her heart ached at the dilemma in front of her. She quietly went back down the stairs to the back door leading to the courtyard. She stopped and saw his one sad shoe sitting by the door. She went into the kitchen drawer and pulled a flashlight out, then went out the front to the parking lot.

      She crossed the street to the strip mall and rounded the corner to the front, scanning her eyes across the parking lot. There was only one zombie far in the distance, just sitting on the ground, its dry skin baking in the sun.

      The Walgreens stood in front of her and there was no sign of anything inside. She picked a stone off the ground and threw it into the darkness. It bounced and echoed into the depths of the barren store then came to rest. She waited.

      There was silence.

      She carefully stepped through the shattered glass of the doorframe and flicked the flashlight on. Huge and deformed shadows stretched and shifted behind the empty shelves and displays. They played tricks on her, appearing to have solid form and lunging at her from the darkness, only to twist and fade into benignity. The store was quiet.

      She moved toward the darkness, scanning the floor with the light. She tried to remember which aisle she had gone down the day before, but it was too dark at the time to have noticed. She swept the flashlight up each aisle, then spotted the wire rack that she tripped over.

      David's shoe sat on the other side of it in the middle of the aisle, hidden amongst some scattered boxes of junk that had fallen off the shelf next to it.

      She moved through the aisle carefully, trying not to make any noise. Just as she approached the rack, her flashlight flickered.

      She stopped and gave it a hard tap on her palm, and tried switching it off and on, but it didn't help; the batteries were dying. The light mostly held, but every few moments it gave a big flicker.

      The rack on the floor in front of her was wide, and would take a big step to get over it. She put a hand on it to support her as she swung her leg over it. The metal creaked and echoed.

      The silent darkness surrounded her, and her eyes darted in every direction, thinking that she had seen something.

      But nothing else made a sound. She pointed the flickering flashlight at boxes on shelves, thinking she had seen and arm stretch out. The flashes of white light burned still images into her brain. Something could rush her from the darkness and she wouldn't even be able to detect its movement.

      She made it over the rack and picked up the shoe from under the scattered boxes.

      Something struck the floor behind her. She spun around and shone the light on it.

      It was just a box that had fallen from the shelf.

      Boxes don't just fall from shelves.

      She swung the light onto the shelf and peered through, trying to see the next aisle over. She screamed and jumped when she felt something hit her back, not realizing that she had been slowly backing up.

      The shelf rumbled and a few more boxes fell to the floor. The sound bounced around the store and the light flickered, and she saw figures coming out of the darkness all around her.

      She gripped the shoe and turned to run, clipping her foot on the overturned rack again and almost falling over. She regained her balance and sprinted down the aisle, the light from the flashlight swinging sharply from the floor to the ceiling. Her footsteps echoed, and she knew she could hear something else hidden behind them. It was coming for her.

      She didn't look back until she was out of the store and in the bright light of the day. She turned around and darted her eyes around the store.

      But nothing was coming for her. The store was empty and silent.

      She let out a stifled breath and let her nerves calm down. She got the shoe and she made it out. She was okay.

      The lonely zombie at the other end of the parking lot was still sitting on the ground, leaning forward like a pouting child.

      Sarah rounded the corner and crossed the street back to the townhouse. She put David's shoe with the other one and changed the batteries for the flashlight before returning it to the drawer.

      David was passed out on his bed when she checked on him. The maps were spread open and he clutched a purple crayon in his hand as he slept. She crept up beside his bed and sat on the edge, gently stroking his head. She looked at the maps and saw that he had drawn a route to get to Durham. She couldn't help but smile, but with it also came a modicum of sadness. She gently pulled the maps out from under him and carried them outside into the courtyard. It was just a simple curiosity to see what her son had come up with.

      As soon as she began scrutinizing his route, her brow furrowed and she made a disapproving sound. "No, you would never go that way," she said to herself. She fetched a pen from her bedroom, then sat in her squeaky lawn chair in the courtyard and got to work. She started with the Virginia map and began tracing the proper route.

      David had them going through highly-populated areas and heavily relying on the interstate for most of the way, but it was way too risky. The interstate often cut through woods for miles at a time and would leave them exposed with nowhere to hide if they got attacked. They would have to go through isolated areas no matter which route they took, but they needed to keep them to a minimum.

      She traced her pen along the paper, keeping in mind that they would have to stop for supplies from time to time. They couldn't take their garden with them and would have to rely mostly on what they could scavenge. They would also need to stay near decent sources of water for drinking, bathing and washing their clothes. A creek or a river would do. Bottled water would be a nice find, but finding a case of it was very rare these days.

      She had gotten started on the map of North Carolina when David came out, squinting his tired eyes at the sun.

      "What are you doing?" he said.

      She started to fold up the map as if she had been caught doing something wrong. "Oh, I was just taking a look at the work you did."

      His eyes lit up. "Did I do good?"

      She had to admit it was fun to plan out the route in fantasy, but that's all it was. "Oh honey, you did a good job, but—"

      "I made you this," he said, extending his arm. He held a necklace in his hand.

      She took it and brushed her thumb across the beads that he strung along a thin nylon cord. Five lettered beads sat in the middle that spelled out "David", with some other decorative beads on the ends.

      "I made it to say sorry," he said.

      "Oh, sweetie, come here," she said, holding her arm out.

      They hugged and she kissed his cheek.

      "It's beautiful," she said. After several moments of silence she added, "I'm not mad at you. I just don't want you to run off on your own. You could've gotten yourself killed."

      He pushed himself away from her as if in protest. "No I wouldn't of! That zombie just snuck up on me! I was fine after that!"

      "I wouldn't call being stuck in a gas station with three zombies coming after us 'fine'," she joked.

      "But I made them go away!"

      "What did you say?"

      "I made them go away."

      "What do you mean you made them go away?"

      "I don't know... I just did."

      She brushed off his comment, knowing it was akin to a child believing they had super powers. "Well you might not be so lucky next time," she said, giving his hair a brush before letting him go. She put down the maps and got up, stuffing the necklace in her pocket. "Come on, I'll make us some lunch."

      As she started to walk into the townhouse, he mumbled, "It doesn't work when I'm scared."

      She stopped and turned to him.

      "I didn't see that zombie," he added. "He came up behind me and scared me. But I wasn't scared of those other three. It only works when I'm not scared."

      She knelt down in front of him. "What works when you're not scared?"

      "I don't know. I just think really hard that I want them to go away and they do."

      This was going far beyond a simple childhood fantasy. She had a feeling in the pit of her stomach that he believed what he was saying.

      "When did you know you could do this?"

      He shrugged. "I always could."

      "But you've never seen very many zombies. How did you know you could do this?"

      "I've seen lots of zombies!" he protested.

      "When?"

      He paused, suddenly looking like he'd seen a ghost. He said something he shouldn't have, and she knew it.

      "When?"

      "When you go out to get water. I go out sometimes."

      "Go out where?"

      "I don't know... just exploring."

      "How often do you do this?"

      He stayed silent.

      "David."

      "Every time."

      White-hot anger coursed through her veins. "Every time I've gone out?!" She couldn't believe it. All this time, she thought he was safe when she left. He'd been lying to her this whole time. The latest time she went out for water was simply the first time he got caught.

      "But I could always keep them away from me."

      "Go to your room."

      "But Mom!"

      "Go to your room!" she yelled.

      He cowered and went off into the townhouse and she cried alone in the courtyard for a long time. He stayed in his room the whole night and she tended to herself and didn't even make either of them dinner. Her appetite wasn't anywhere to be found and her body trembled the rest of the day. She tried to occupy herself with a tedious task like cleaning, but then on a whim emotion would come flooding out of her. She was so angry at him and was even more disgusted at herself for feeling that way. She felt like the worst mother in the world, but in that moment she couldn't help but think bad thoughts toward him. His door stayed shut all night and he didn't make a peep. She knew he wouldn't dare escape out his window again, but even if he did she felt like she didn't care anymore. The thought made her feel even worse about herself and led to more crying.

      Something had to give. Everything was getting worse and worse as the days went on, and she couldn't take it anymore.

      She sat in her lawn chair sometime past midnight, awake. She had dozed off for a little bit, but now she was awake and her body refused to go back to sleep. She stopped crying and stopped feeling any emotion, really. She just sat and stared blankly at the roofs of the townhouses across the courtyard. She didn't know why she was so upset. Earlier that day, she was actually happy. She loved her son and she felt sorry for him. A slight part of her was maybe even considering going to North Carolina.

      A groan came from the alley. Clumsy feet shuffled along the ground. The gate in the alley buckled inward a couple of inches.

      She shot up to her feet and looked at the gate. She could see it moving through the spaces between the boards. It raised its arms and banged on the gate. Its eyes glowed in the moonlight and she knew it was staring at her.

      An angry groan came from its rotting throat and it hit the gate harder and harder. It started clawing its black fingernails down the boards, then wedged its fingers in between them, viciously shaking the gate.

      "Leave me alone!" Sarah whispered. She fell to her knees and cried again, too overwhelmed to do anything else. "Leave me alone!" she tried to scream at it, but her throat was sore and it only came out as a hoarse squeak. She was worried that the zombie would attract others and bring them here, but all she could do was sit there like a lost child and bawl.

      The townhouse door squeaked open and David walked out. He walked up behind his mom and put a hand on her shoulder then stood in front of the gate. He was so calm in how he moved and he just stood and stared at the zombie through the gate. After a few moments, the zombie settled down until it let go of the gate and quieted completely. It turned and started to walk off out of the alley.

      Sarah watched the events transpire in awe. She got up and went up to the gate, looking through the boards at the zombie as it walked away.

      And then she saw the handle of her hunting knife sticking out of its back.

      It was that same zombie from before. Suddenly all the rage and negative emotions she felt the entire day boiled up to the surface and channeled into one fiercely intense direction. She picked up a shovel that she used to tend the garden, then she flung the gate open and marched up to the zombie.

      It turned and saw her, a look of lustful hunger spreading across its monstrous face. It lunged for her and flung its arms at her, but she swung the shovel and clocked it right in the head. The walking corpse sailed sideways and fell onto the grass beyond the alley. Just as it tried to get up, she rained down another blow on the back of its head. She unleashed all her rage and fury onto it and hammered it over and over with the shovel until its skull split apart and its brain turned to jam. Even after it stopped moving, she hammered it again and again with the bent shovel. She tossed it aside and grabbed the hilt of the knife, jimmying it roughly and yanking it out.

      This time David stood in stunned silence and watched her. Without any words between them, she walked David into the house and put him to bed. All her clothes were covered in dark red blood. She emptied her pockets and took them all off and put them in a bag, then cleaned her skin with a wet rag. She slipped into bed and thought about everything. In all her eight years of living in the zombie apocalypse, that was the first one she ever killed. It made her feel powerful. And she liked that.

      In the morning, when David's eyes were just fluttering open to the sunlight coming through his window, she opened his bedroom door.

      "We're going to North Carolina, pack your things," she said simply then closed his door and left.

      His eyes shot wide open and he sat up in bed. Excitement flooded through his body and he got up and began packing. Once he had everything he wanted to bring stuffed into a black plastic garbage bag, he ran down the stairs and put it by the door.

      Sarah was out in the courtyard boiling some breakfast.

      "Can we go today?" he asked.

      "No. We have to get supplies today, then we'll head out tomorrow morning. It's going to be a long journey; we have to be prepared." She gave him a wink and smiled.

      He wanted to ask her what made her change her mind, but he didn't want to jinx the whole thing, so he kept quiet. He had a hard time containing a big smile as he ate.

      When they finished, they went out together and looked for any useful supplies they could find around the area. They got some canned food, AA batteries, clothing, some blankets, and they even managed to find a portable gas stove, just like the one Herb showed them. They dropped the supplies off at home then took the wagon with a partially empty water jug and trekked off to the spring to top it up for the journey. She even let him come with her for that, too.

      They passed only a few zombies on their errands, but they made sure to keep their distance and not even get close to them.

      When they came back with the water, she decided to make one last stop for the day before settling in. She wanted to take him to see if they could get some more supplies from the Valley View Mall in town. It was the biggest mall in the city, and she had never worked up the courage to go out that far before. He readily agreed and they went west across town for about ten blocks to get there.

      All the doors to the place had unsurprisingly been smashed, bent, or pried open, and the whole interior was dim, the only light coming through the skylights in the roof. She told him to stay behind her as she inched through the mall with her flashlight. Every store had been heavily ransacked and it didn't look like much remained. The mall seemed quiet and empty.

      "What's that?" he asked. He pointed to a nondescript metal door sitting in the wall between two stores.

      "That probably leads to an access tunnel," she said.

      "What's an access tunnel?"

      "It's just a hallway where people who worked at the mall could go behind the stores and bring in all the new stock."

      He looked at her strangely.

      "All the new stuff that they sold in the stores," she said.

      "Oh. That's it?"

      "Well, some tunnels might lead to other things like a security office or something." When he looked at her again, she continued, "It's a room where they have a big TV screen that shows what all the cameras in the mall see, so they can watch for any trouble."

      "Can we go there?"

      "I don't think there's anything there."

      "I just want to see."

      She considered for a moment, trying to keep her overprotectiveness down and keep an open mind. "I suppose we could take a quick look. I don't know what's back there, though."

      He smiled and ran to the door.

      "Hey! Not so fast. Wait for me."

      She dragged the empty wagon up behind them and left it beside the door, then she grabbed the handle and tried to turn it.

      It didn't budge.

      "Sorry," she said, "locked."

      He went up to it and looked at the handle closely, then he put his hand flat against the door and pushed it. It swung wide open, giving way to a dark hallway. The doorknob itself had been locked, but the latch jamb was broken away as if someone kicked it in.

      She smiled. "All right, buster, make me look like a fool, will you?"

      He smiled back at her and started to enter the hallway.

      She grabbed the collar of his t-shirt and yanked him back. "Hey, behind me, remember?"

      "Okay," he said and let her go by.

      She shone the flashlight down the hallway and they entered. There was a set of two steel doors halfway down that they opened.

      It was a large room with a high ceiling and gigantic machinery filling it. The machines sat dormant, covered in dust.

      "What is it?" he asked.

      "I don't know," she said. "I think it's all the machines that turned the lights on."

      "But they don't work anymore?"

      "No."

      "Did you try pressing the switch?"

      She laughed. They made their way around the room until they came to the back, and they noticed something odd: there was another machine against the back wall, smaller than the others, that emitted a little red light. She marveled at it. "I think we found your switch."

      "Does that turn on the lights?" he asked.

      "I'm no expert," she said, "but I think this is a generator. It has to be."

      "What's a generator?"

      She pointed the flashlight at it and inspected the panel on the front. "People used generators as a backup in emergencies in case the power went out. Generators aren't tied to the electrical grid and they operate on their own." She squinted, looking at each button on the panel.

      "How come they can have power if nothing else does?"

      "Well, they generate power using something other than electricity. Usually it's gas, but it's not running and the light is still on, so maybe... a battery?"

      She couldn't make heads or tails of what any of the buttons on the panel did, but there was a big red button in the top-left corner that she overlooked at first.

      "Cross your fingers," she said. She hit the button and the machine whirred into life.

      A moment later, all the other machines in the room came to life and the long fluorescent bulbs lining the ceiling, lifeless for ages, turned on. The bright lights blinded them and they shielded their eyes, waiting for them to adjust.

      They both broke out into laughter and hugged each other in victory. She had never seen him so excited before. This was the first time he had ever seen artificial light, aside from a flashlight.

      They made their way back out into the main part of the mall and his jaw dropped.

      All of the lights illuminated the entire mall, and he could see every last decoration, flourish and contour of the place. He had never been in an enclosed shopping mall before, and seeing it in all its glory was a real treat. To her, it looked like a hurricane had come through and ransacked it, but to him it was heaven. Even she had to admit that she was excited to see lights come on in a building for the first time in years.

      They traveled through the entire mall with their wagon, but came back to the start empty-handed. Everything of use had already been picked clean and she was afraid that he would be disappointed, but he couldn't wipe the smile off his face if he tried.

      Just before they were about to leave, they noticed a photo booth sitting against the wall next to the entrance.

      She smiled at him. "Do you want to get your picture taken?"

      He was confused. "It's... like a camera?"

      "Yeah, come on, I'll show you." She took him by the hand and pulled back the black curtain, leading him inside. They sat down on the bench and she frowned when she realized they needed money to operate it.

      "What's wrong?" he asked.

      "We need a dollar to use it."

      "Oh!" he said suddenly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small fold of paper money.

      "Where did you get that?" she asked, surprised.

      "I saw some on the ground in the mall," he said. "I like to collect it."

      "How much do you have?"

      "Three dollars here."

      "Here?" she asked. "Do you have more at home?"

      A sheepish grin spread over his face.

      "How much?"

      "A lot."

      She laughed. "Why?"

      "It helps me imagine what it was like before all the zombies came."

      She turned her head away, suddenly struck with poignant emotion. It was times like these where she couldn't believe how her son stayed so hopeful when she had long lost hers. She wiped the tears from her eyes and cleared her throat then turned back to him. "Well, what do you say we use one of those dollars?"

      He handed her one and she fed it into the machine. She showed him where the camera was as the machine blinked a red light at them. They both smiled and held their faces together for the camera.

      A bright flash went off and their picture was taken.

      "That was fun!" he said, and he started to shuffle on the bench.

      "It's not done yet! There are still three more pictures!"

      "Oh, okay," he said and settled back into position.

      They took another picture together, then he held up bunny ears behind her head and said "Noah's Ark!" on the third picture.

      She remembered that she had the torn paper with the symbol for Noah's Ark in her pocket. She quickly fished it out in time for the final photo and held it up between them. The camera flashed its bright light at them one last time and then the booth played a musical jingle to signify that the fun was over. It spat out a column of photos at them and she held it up for them both to see.

      They looked happier in each photo than either of them had ever been in the last eight years. Finally, they had a purpose again and she started to realize how foolish she had been the entire time to lock him up for his whole life. Yes, the world was incredibly dangerous, but a life without taking a few risks was no life at all. The final photo stuck with her the most: the two of them grinning from ear to ear with the brown boat on blue waves of Noah's Ark, their salvation, held up between them.

      "Come on," she said. "We've got to get going; it'll be dark soon."

      "Okay."

      They slid out of the photo booth and she gave the strip of photos to him for him to hold on to.

      "Should we turn the lights off, Mom?"

      She looked around the ruined mall. "No, I don't think so, honey. There's nothing here for anyone to find anymore."

      "Well, I'm still glad I got to see it," he said.

      She smiled.

      A noise came from the upper floor of the mall above them.

      They both jumped and looked up. All they could see was a railing wrapping around the second floor, but not much else.

      Then they heard footsteps. They hadn't found anyone in the mall and assumed they were alone, but she knew those stumbling footfalls all too well.

      "Come on!" she whispered. She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him toward the entrance, the wagon clattering across the tile in her other hand.

      In the panic and hurry, he dropped the photo reel as they sprinted for the doors. It fluttered to the ground, their happy faces to be forever mixed with the dust and the decay.
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      They got up early the next morning and Sarah fixed them a little breakfast before they went. She picked everything out of the garden that they had room for in the wagon and packed it up tight. The two glass water jugs took up most of the room, but somehow she found a way to fit in all the canned food, clothes, blankets, gas stove, and all the other little odds and ends. They bid a halfhearted farewell to the townhouses, then they set off.

      Her heart began hammering in her chest when they took their first steps down the road. It was one big unknown and it scared the hell out of her, but she was ready for it. David's heart thumped in his chest just the same, but for him it was all excitement.

      She kept the pistol loaded and tucked in the waistband of her pants. She cleaned the zombie guts off the hunting knife and wrapped it up in a long length of cloth, keeping it within reach in the wagon. In the scavenging from the day before, she took a nice chef's knife from one of the houses and bundled it up too, to keep for preparing any vegetables or animals that they came across. The food and water they had stocked up in the wagon wouldn't last them very long, especially the water, so they would always have to be on the lookout for more. She tried to mark a route on the maps that would keep them within fair proximity to a river or some kind of body of water that would hopefully be clean enough to drink from.

      "So how long's it gonna be till we get there?" he asked.

      "It hasn't even been a couple hours yet, and you already want to know if we're there yet?" she said with a smile.

      "Well... how long?"

      "Hmm, maybe two weeks. If we make good time."

      "Okay," he said, "Day One."

      "Day One," she agreed.

      They walked south along the direction of Highway 11, but made sure to stay a few side streets away from it and keep to the quiet residential roads. They stopped periodically for a drink of water, pouring from a jug into a big pitcher she brought, then into a plastic cup for each of them. She tried to plan ahead and ration out the water, deciding how much they could use each day, and for what. Walking as far as they were in the blistering heat, they would go through it pretty quickly. If they were lucky, it would maybe last a week.

      They passed a playground tucked in between some neighborhoods in the early afternoon. There was a little girl in a pink Sunday dress sitting on a swing, her back to them.

      "Who is that?" David asked.

      "I don't know."

      The girl gently rocked back and forth as her head rolled around on her shoulders.

      He left his mom's side and ran to her.

      "David!" Sarah yelled after him and followed.

      They both stopped in front of the girl and stared.

      She was beautiful and young, about five years old. Her long blond hair shined in the sun and flowed down her back. A huge chunk of flesh was torn out of her neck and blood ran down and stained the pink fabric and white lace of her dress. Her face was pale and her eyes looked glossy, but she was still alive. She hummed a soft tune to herself as she faded in and out of consciousness, not even noticing the two of them standing in front of her.

      "Can we help her?" David asked.

      "We can't."

      Blood steadily pumped out of her wound, matching the beat of her fading heart.

      "Can we help her, Mom? Please?" Tears rolled down his face.

      "No, David. Don't look at her." She grabbed him by the arm and tried to pull him away, but he resisted.

      "Please, Mom! Help her! Why can't we just help her?" he cried, and Sarah bent down and just held him.

      The girl's eyes rolled into the back of her head and she slumped forward and fell onto the ground.

      David looked at her, snot running out of his nose. "Why?"

      "Because she was bitten. And now she's dead. There was nothing we could do for her."

      "We could've taken her with us," he reasoned.

      "No, we couldn't have." She pulled his face up to look at her. "I know this is hard, sweetie, but we're going to see things like this on the way. There's going to be a lot of people we can't help, and there's nothing we can do about it. If there is, we will. We will, honey. If you really want to go to Noah's Ark, you have to be strong and keep walking, no matter what you see. Do you understand?"

      He sobbed for another moment, then slowly nodded at her.

      "Do you still want to go?"

      He nodded.

      "Well then we have to go now." She picked him up to his feet and briskly pulled him back across the park, throwing a glance at the dead girl on the ground.

      She hadn't seen many people turn, but she knew it didn't take them very long to do so after they had been bitten. After a bite, the person would quickly come down with a fever and turn, and even if the person died from their wounds first, that still somehow didn't stop them from being reanimated. And she didn't like to be there when it happened.

      They continued on and remained quiet for a while. David cried along the way, though he tried to hide it. Eventually he calmed down and stopped.

      Just as they passed a quiet suburb lined with tall trees on either side of the street, casting a cooling canopy of shade over the road, he spoke up: "Do you think things will ever go back to the way they were?"

      "I don't know," Sarah admitted. "I think maybe if some people can get to a safe place, maybe someday things will go back to the way they were."

      "People like us?"

      "Yeah, people like us."

      "People like that girl?"

      "David."

      "Do you think there are more little girls out there?"

      "Definitely."

      "Are any of them gonna be safe like us?"

      "I don't know. I hope so."

      "I hope so, too," he said. After a few moments of silence, he reflected. "If that girl wasn't bit, would you take her with us?"

      "No, sweetie. She had parents to take care of her. We couldn't take her away from them."

      "But they weren't there. They left her all alone."

      She was about to say that they were dead, too, but she stayed quiet.

      "Would you ever leave me all alone?" he asked.

      She stopped and faced him. "I would never do that to you."

      "What if you get bit?"

      "That's not going to happen."

      "What if I get bit?"

      She kneeled down and hugged him. He threw his arms around her, too. They trembled a little, and she knew he was scared. "That's not going to happen. I won't let it."

      Though he had calmed down, he remained on the verge of tears since the park, and now they came out of him again. "Do you promise?"

      She squeezed him tighter. "I promise."

      They continued on south past Highway 221 and made it to the top of a hill overlooking a rail yard ahead. Old boxcars sat abandoned on the tracks, rusted with age and neglect. A number of buildings lined the yard, some of them small security offices or switch houses, and some of them long warehouses. And at least half a dozen zombies were down below, milling about.

      Sarah considered doubling back and consulting the map for a different way to go. If they wanted to make it to Durham, they would have to be as careful as possible and couldn't let themselves take unnecessary risks. But they would have to walk a long way to find another route over the train tracks, and it looked like the zombies were spaced out enough that they could slip through.

      "Do you think... you could clear them out?" she asked him.

      He squinted his eyes and put his hands on his hips, giving the zombies a hard stare-down. "Hmm, I think so."

      "Can you do it from here?"

      He shook his head. "I can only make them go away from us if they're close."

      "I don't know," she said. "I think we'll have to find another way."

      "I can do it,"

      "David, no. It's too dangerous."

      "Mom... I can do it." He held out his hand to her.

      She stood there for a moment, reluctant, but she took it. He squeezed and led her down the hill into the yard. A cacophony of deep moans and raspy grumbles filled the air, like a ghastly version of birds singing in a tree.

      The two of them came to the fence surrounding the yard and walked through the open gate, hiding behind a boxcar. She crouched down and peeked underneath it, observing the shambling legs moving about on the other side. She could count at least eight of them from where she was.

      From the top of the hill, she saw that there was only one way through the yard and to the gate leading out on the other end. There was a path around a stack of crates on the other end of the boxcar that led past a security station and out to the gate. The zombies were spread out fairly evenly, with only a couple crossing the path they would need to go.

      Sarah looked at David just in time to see his face scrunched up.

      "What is it?" she whispered.

      He sneezed.

      All the legs on the other side of the boxcar stopped.

      He looked at her with wide, apologetic eyes and covered his face with his hand. Her heart skipped a beat, and she looked back under the boxcar to see the legs circling around both sides to where they were.

      "Can you make them go away?" she whispered frantically.

      He nodded at her, but his eyes were still wide.

      "Are you scared?" she whispered.

      He nodded.

      The zombies came around the sides of the boxcar and into view. They paused in surprise when they saw the two of them crouched down, then their moans turned to the familiar sounds of the hungry dead. Their bulbous, unblinking white eyes went wide and saliva dripped out of their hanging mouths. They shuffled toward them, their arms swinging at their sides, picking up speed.

      David's head swung in both directions, looking from one approaching group to the other. His heart rate increased, and though he was trying very hard to repel them, he couldn't maintain his concentration.

      The zombies were closing in, moving faster.

      Sarah grabbed him by the head and pointed it directly at her. "Look at me!" she said. "Only look at me. Calm down. I love you."

      His wide eyes softened and the tension in his face eased.

      The zombies had broken into a run, but then they suddenly slowed and shuffled to a full stop. One was right behind her and reached out when it came to a stop. It wrapped its hand around her throat.

      Its cold, torn flesh sent chills down her spine, and she tried not to shake in repulsion. She continued to look at David and said, "It's okay. I love you. We're fine," though her voice was a bit shaky.

      The zombie's hand lingered around her neck and it stared down at her in a moment of great confusion until David calmed himself again, then its hand loosened and its fingers slid off. It turned around and walked off with all the others to resume their endless rambling around the yard.

      Sarah rubbed her neck and made sure David was okay. When she knew he could stay calm, she took his hand and the wagon handle, and they made their way through the rest of the rail yard. They squeezed past each zombie and he tried to keep calm. If he faltered for even a moment, one of the gray-skinned flesh eaters was always within arm's reach. Occasionally, one of the zombies would stare at them for a moment while they passed, but then it would continue wandering.

      They cleared the yard and went through the open gate at the back of the complex without anything following them. They continued on into the downtown core of Roanoke, slowly and carefully making their way around wandering zombies in the street. David would use his power if one saw them or strayed too close, but the ones they encountered downtown so far were fairly scattered.

      They came to a gas station with a mechanic's garage beside it. One zombie loitered near the pumps, but he turned it away. The shutter doors of the garage were unlocked, and they slid open with ease. The garage was empty and they wheeled the wagon full of their supplies in and closed the shutter. Light came through a window in the side wall and gave them enough to see. They didn't have too much light left in the day and they needed to decide on a place to stay for the night. The shutter door to the garage didn't lock and would leave them vulnerable in the night, but it would do while they stopped for dinner.

      She poured them both some water and they drank from the plastic cups. She pulled out the portable gas stove from the wagon and set the pot on it. She opened a can of ravioli for them to split and heated it, then pulled out some raw green beans to munch on.

      When they finished, they packed everything up in the wagon again and raised the garage shutter a crack to take a look at the street to see if the coast was clear. There were a couple zombies milling about at the far side of the nearest intersection, but otherwise it was safe.

      They went back out onto the street and continued south as the sun began to set. They were near the edge of town, but they wouldn't be able to make it out before it got dark. One of Sarah's biggest fears for the journey was just making it through downtown and out of the city. Memories of the last time she and her husband were downtown haunted her and she tried to block them out of her mind. After they got out of the city, they would be going through quiet suburbs and she could breathe a sigh of relief.

      They wound their way through the streets, examining street signs and remembering the route she made on the map.

      "Almost there, kiddo," Sarah said.

      David yawned dramatically. "Good, 'cause I'm spent."

      She laughed. "Where did you hear that?"

      "Hear what?"

      "That phrase?"

      "What phrase?"

      "Never mind." They rounded the corner of a building. "Just be glad we—"

      The street in front of them was filled with zombies. Hundreds of them.

      Sarah and David stopped dead in their tracks.

      The zombies nearest to them slowly twisted their heads and saw them. Their eyes went wide in excitement and their jaws sprung open. Standing between the two of them and the edge of town was a sea of gnashing, jagged teeth. The zombies started to move and then broke out into a clumsy run.

      "David?" she said. "Can you do anything?"

      "I... I think so."

      "David?"

      "I... I..."

      "RUN!"

      She yanked him by the arm and they ran, the wagon bouncing behind them. The sea of zombies spilled out from the street and rushed in waves after them. The wagon jerked and twisted across the pavement until it lost its balance and tipped sideways. The glass jugs fell to the ground and shattered, and their supplies were strewn across the road.

      They left it and sprinted for a hotel at the end of the street ahead.

      David started to hyperventilate but she wouldn't let him stop.

      The zombies kept up behind them, angry, frenzied, starving. They had only one instinct in their brains, and they wouldn't stop until they killed and consumed.

      David was becoming heavy on her arm. He was fading and slowing down. At any moment his legs could have given out and he would be dead weight to her.

      But the zombies seemed to have infinite stamina.

      She began to panic, knowing they were right behind her. She didn't know if they would make it. She looked at David and saw his eyes were half-closed. Her chest heaved in and out.

      The hotel loomed in front of them. They were almost there. Less than a hundred yards and they would be safe.

      Fifty yards.

      He became heavier.

      Forty yards.

      She started to lose her grip on his wrist.

      Thirty yards.

      The zombies were almost nipping at their heels now. She could have outrun them, but he wasn't as fast, and he was getting slower.

      Twenty yards.

      The entrance to the hotel was so close and inviting.

      Ten yards.

      His eyes closed and he passed out. Her grip slipped over his hand, and he crashed to the ground face-first.

      She yanked him by the collar and hauled him along the ground as the first wave of zombies closed in. She moved backward toward the hotel, pulling him in one hand and reaching in her waistband for the pistol with the other. She pulled it out and fired into the crowd. She was frantic and shaking. The shots flew wildly in all directions, some of them striking their targets, others missing completely. The bullets didn't do much to them; they couldn't feel pain and they just kept running. One of the bullets drilled into the bridge of a zombie's nose, shattering it and damaging its eyes. It continued to run and awkwardly landed on one of its feet, sending it crashing to the ground.

      Sarah bumped into the doors as she fired more shots. A zombie ran at her and she fired another shot at it.

      The gun erupted and sent a bullet into the top of its head, sinking into its brain. The zombie dropped immediately and its rotting flesh tore off on the pavement as it slid across.

      She yanked one of the doors of the hotel open and dragged David inside. She slammed it and pulled him across the lobby. The zombies crashed into the doors from outside and sent a reverberating bang through the empty lobby. She looked around, trying to find somewhere to hide. There was a hallway straight ahead that led to a set of elevators, the door to one of them partially open.

      The front doors rattled like an earthquake shook them, and they budged open a few inches and slammed shut. It wouldn't be long before the zombies figured out how to pry them open and got in.

      Sarah dragged David's unconscious body toward the open elevator with both hands. Streaks of blood came from his knees and smeared along the tile floor.

      She slipped through the crack into the elevator and pulled him in, then wrenched on the door. It was very heavy and stubbornly moved along its track, grinding as it went.

      The front doors of the hotel were pulled open and the horde filled the lobby just as the elevator door shut completely.

      She could hear the thundering sea of footfalls outside the elevator sweep across the hallway, and she held her breath, hoping they didn't hear her shut the elevator.

      But their footsteps settled and their frenzied groans abated, no doubt wondering where the two of them went.

      David was still out like a light. Whether he was even alive, she didn't know. But it was pitch-black in the elevator with little oxygen, and they were surrounded by hundreds of zombies with nowhere to go.
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      It was hard to breathe. She checked on him, fiddling with various parts of his body in the dark to try to wake him up. He gave no response, but she felt for a pulse and a faint beat pumped against her fingers. She felt his bloody knees. The skin was torn up pretty badly from her dragging him across the street.

      The zombies still filled the lobby outside the elevator, and their collective moans were deafening. They grated on her nerves and made her anxious. She tried to block them out, but it felt like their dead fingers were scratching in her ears. There was no hope of them leaving anytime soon, anytime before they asphyxiated. She didn't know what to do.

      His knees were still bleeding and she could feel tiny bits of asphalt wedged into his flesh. She took off her tank top, leaving her in just a bra. She hooked her foot into the shirt and pulled on it with her hands. The fabric strained and it took all her might before it finally ripped. She ripped it all the way through, then stepped on it and ripped it on the opposite side, pulling it apart into two pieces of fabric. She took one of the pieces and started to wipe his knees to clean them.

      He suddenly came to and started screaming. He was disoriented and had no idea what was going on, only that he was in pain.

      She clamped a hand over his mouth, but it was too late. The zombies rushed up to the elevator door and banged on it. The metal strained and sounded almost like it was buckling in. He kept screaming under her hand as she finished up cleaning the second knee as best as she could.

      "It's okay, honey, we're okay," she said in a sharp whisper. "You hurt your knees, and I'm just going to wrap them up."

      He hyperventilated again, but he stayed awake. He began to settle a little as she took each piece of cloth and tied it above his knees.

      The angry groans on the other side of the elevator door turned into one giant, incredible thing. Countless strikes hit the door and the metal strained.

      "We're in an elevator," she told him. "We have to get out of here."

      It was too dark to see any reaction from him, and he just continued to breathe heavily.

      "Nod your head if you understand."

      She put a hand on the back of his head, but she didn't feel anything.

      "David!"

      His head shot up and down in rough jerks.

      "Okay, I'm going to see if there's a hatch in the ceiling and we're going to get out of here. Do you understand?"

      His head jerked up and down again.

      She stood up and slapped her hands around the ceiling of the elevator, feeling for anything different in the flat surface. She stumbled around the black interior and bumped into him more than once.

      The straining elevator door slid open a crack and the buzzing sound of endless groans filled the elevator with force.

      She let out a surprised cry and beat her hands red on the ceiling, trying to find a hatch. Her fingers finally ran along a seam in the corner and she pushed on it. It moved upward a few inches and then closed. She pushed on it again, but she wasn't tall enough to push it all the way open.

      The door to the elevator slid open a little more, and a rotting forearm slipped through and swung around.

      David moved to the back of the elevator and pressed himself up against the wall.

      Sarah crouched down and jumped, shooting her arms up into the hatch. It flew open and slammed against the roof of the elevator.

      "Come on!" she shouted to David.

      He was scared and stayed against the wall, his eyes transfixed on the zombies prying the door open in front of him. She grabbed him under the armpits and pulled him up to his feet, then picked him up and hoisted him into the air toward the open hatch.

      "Grab it!" she yelled.

      He reached up and grabbed onto the lip of the opening and pulled himself up with her help.

      The zombies wrenched the elevator door open and poured in like crashing water. They fell over each other in a big pile, countless arms sticking out and clawing after Sarah.

      She jumped up just in time and clung onto the opening by her forearms. Her legs swung like a broken pendulum as she strained to pull herself up. She felt cold hands slap against her ankles, trying to grab her. She jerked her legs away and lifted them up and used all the strength she had to drag herself onto the roof. She closed the hatch then turned onto her back and lay there, catching her breath.

      The door to the second floor was open a couple feet above them and orange light from the sun lit up the dark elevator shaft.

      David was sitting next to her on the roof, still panicked, but okay.

      The zombies cried out from the elevator below, their voices muffled, but still echoing through the shaft like thunder.

      When she caught her breath, Sarah helped David onto his feet and pushed him up to the second floor hallway. He moved along with her commands, but he was still mentally unresponsive. He was dazed and most likely psychologically scarred, but she could attend to that later.

      She climbed into the hallway and slid the door to the elevator shaft shut, cutting off the deafening groans of the dead.

      The hallway they were in extended to the left and right. Each end took a ninety-degree turn and connected to another hallway, forming a long U-shape. A set of windows ran along the far wall to the left, letting in the dying rays of the sun. Everything was grungy and in disrepair. Large sections of carpet were stained or torn up and the walls were scratched and peeled. Light fixtures and various decorations were smashed, littering the floor with broken glass in places. The air was heavy and thick with dust, and a strong mustiness choked their lungs.

      They sat on the carpet and rested. She looked at him and he just stared at the wall.

      "Hey," she said. "Are you okay?"

      His eyes drifted up to her and he gave a nod, but he still didn't seem all there.

      "We need to go find a safe room in here, okay?"

      He nodded absently.

      She stood up and crept to the end of the hallway to the left by the windows. She peeked around the corner and saw the hallway extend all the way to the other side of the building, leading to what looked like a staircase at the end. Hotel rooms stretched along the right side of the hallway and the windows ran along the entire wall on the left, some of them shattered, the wind whistling along jagged shards of glass in the frame.

      The hallway was empty with no sign of anyone around.

      She went back to him and brought him along. His legs were wobbly, but he managed to walk.

      The doorframe leading to the first room was smashed in, the door itself resting on the floor. They moved along, trying to find a suitable room, but most of the doors were kicked in, and the ones that weren't were invariably filled with shattered glass, porcelain, or some other kind of inconvenience that made it unsafe to stay in for the night.

      They reached the end of the hallway and checked the last room. The door was intact. She held David closely behind her as she entered the room. Two musty beds sat in the middle with both the mattresses and box springs still accounted for. The curtains in the window were closed, with only a small amount of light coming through.

      She sat David down on the first bed and inspected the rest of the room. There was junk littered around the floor, but nothing dangerous. She parted the curtains and let in the day's twilight, then turned back and checked the bathroom. It was almost pitch-black inside. She could see a vanity in front of her with a mirror that doubled as a medicine cabinet over top of it, but not much else. The toilet and shower were just faintly visible in the darkness next to her. Her fingers ran along the mirror and she opened it. She hoped to find some alcohol to clean David's knees, but the shelves inside were empty. She closed the cabinet and a faint image lingered across the mirror as she did.

      She paused for a moment, finding it odd. She opened the cabinet again and moved the mirror back and forth. It was strange; sometimes she would see movement across the mirror as she moved it, but sometimes not. She looked behind her at the entrance to the room, trying to comprehend which angle the mirror was showing her, but there was nothing there. She looked back at the mirror and held it still. Very faintly, she could see something moving across the surface. Then she realized the mirror was pointing to the side of her where the shower was, and that it had nothing to do with the mirror, but rather with something moving in the darkness next to her.

      It let out a long, raspy breath and was silent again.

      Sarah slowly turned her head toward it and saw it standing there in the dark, gently leaning back and forth. She backed out of the bathroom without a word. David was sitting up on the bed.

      "My knees hurt," he said.

      Her eyes went wide and she could hear another long breath come from the bathroom between them and the hallway. She pressed a finger to her lips to tell him to be quiet and she got him to his feet. They walked past the black opening of the bathroom as another rattling breath came from it and they went back into the hallway. They opened the door at the end next to them and went into the stairwell, quietly closing the door behind them.

      She crouched down to him. "We can't rest yet," she said. "We have to keep going up and find somewhere safe."

      "I'm tired."

      "I know you are, honey. But just stay with me for a little bit longer."

      He nodded drowsily.

      There was no sign of zombies in the stairwell with them as they made their way up to the third floor. The door separating them from the hallway had a little window in it that they could preview the hallway from.

      "I see two zombies in here," she said. "Can you make them go away?"

      "Yeah," he said. His eyes were drooping and he was having a hard time standing.

      She looked at him and reconsidered. She knew she was pushing him too hard and it wouldn't be long before he crashed. They needed to find somewhere safe to rest, and they needed to do it now.

      She led him up to the fourth floor, and just as she was about to look through the window in the door, it burst open and a man and woman came rushing through. The man was surprised and fired a silver pistol. The bullet narrowly missed Sarah's head and buried itself into the wall. The sound of the gunshot ricocheted in the narrow stairwell and deafened them. They all covered their ears and winced at the pain.

      "Madre de Dios, lady!" the man shouted.

      He was a burly Hispanic man in his thirties with a red bandanna wrapped on his head. The woman next to him was also young and Hispanic, and she was slender with long and curly black hair. They both had bulky backpacks slung around them and the man had a long sheath around his waist with a machete in it.

      "Sorry, I almost took your head off," he said.

      Sarah waved him off and rubbed her fingers in her ears. Despite having bigger problems, she couldn't help but feel a little self-conscious being in just her bra in front of two strangers, and she held an arm over her chest.

      "Are you okay?" the woman asked. Then she noticed David's knees and added, "Oh my God, are those bite marks?"

      "No, they're not," Sarah said. "And we'll be fine. We just need to find somewhere to stay the night."

      "The whole hotel is crawling with zombies," the man said. "We have to make our way down to the lobby and take our chances out in the streets."

      Sarah shook her head. "We can't. The lobby's full of them too."

      His face turned to shock. "What?"

      Sarah bent and checked on David. He stared at her blankly, his eyes still drooping. "Listen," she said, "I have to get my son somewhere safe. We don't have time to talk about this."

      "He doesn't look so good," the woman said. "Are you going to be able to get him anywhere?"

      Sarah looked at David again. He looked around at all of them, but his head was swaying and his color started to look pale. "Well we can't stay here," she said. "Did you really check this entire hotel?" she asked the man.

      "Every floor," he said. "This whole place is filled with them. But I did see a fire escape on the sixth floor that we could probably take down to the street."

      "Well then we better do it," Sarah said. She grabbed David and the four of them made their way up the staircase to the sixth floor.

      "That gunshot is gonna bring the zombies from the lobby up here," the man said. "We can't stop."

      They reached the sixth floor and yanked the door open. The sun was gone completely and was replaced by faint moonlight, dimly lighting up the hallway through the windows to their right. The coast was mostly clear, except for one zombie at the end ahead of them. The rooms to their left were in the same state of disrepair as the ones they'd found on the second floor: doorframes smashed in, junk and glass spilled everywhere. Moans came from some of them as they passed.

      One room in the middle of the hallway had its door intact and shut.

      "I tried to get in there," the man said as they jogged past it, "but it must've been barricaded from the inside. Whoever was in there must've starved to death a long time ago."

      They closed in on the zombie at the end of the hallway before it rounded the corner and the man pulled the machete out of his sheath. He went ahead of the other three and raised the blade above his head.

      The zombie turned and looked dumbly at him.

      The man lunged forward and twisted his hips, driving the machete into the zombie's skull. A sickening crack came from its fractured head, and blood and brains splattered on the walls. It collapsed on the ground and the man bent over and yanked the blade out. Dark blood dripped down the steel and onto the floor and he dragged it along the carpet to wipe it off.

      The four of them passed the elevators and turned along the last hallway. A door sat partially open at the end of it.

      "That's the fire escape," the man said.

      There were no windows in the hallway, with hotel rooms on both sides of it, and it was too dark to see.

      They all paused while he unclipped a flashlight from his backpack and flicked it on.

      "Okay, let's go," he said.

      They moved carefully down the hallway as he swept the flashlight from room to room, wary of what might be lurking in the dark.

      Sarah carried David along under the armpits and he was getting heavier. She knew that he would drop again at any moment.

      The man's flashlight swept across the end of the hallway as something moved from the shadows.

      A zombie stepped out of the last room in the hallway and spotted them.

      The man clutched his machete tightly.

      Another zombie walked out of a room near the end of the hallway.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      He stopped in his tracks and the other three bumped into the back of him.

      "We have to go back!" he yelled.

      Even more zombies poured out of the rooms as they turned and ran the other way. He jerked the flashlight around the hallway, suddenly terrified of all the dark rooms surrounding them. They made their way past the elevators and rounded the corner into the first hallway. When they neared the stairwell, a zombie came into view through the window in the door. An entire crowd came up the stairs behind it and they all tried to get through. The zombie in front of the window banged his face against it, smearing it with saliva.

      "Oh shit!" the man cried.

      Zombies rounded the corner from behind them and trapped them. The dead marched toward them, their faces twisting into obscene displays of voraciousness.

      The four of them frantically looked around, but there was nowhere to hide.

      A dozen zombies had gathered from the dark hallway and they broke into a run just as the ones in the stairwell pulled the door open.

      They prepared for the end.
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      Sarah wrapped her arms around her son, preparing to die. As she contemplated pulling the gun from her waistband and shooting them both to spare them from suffering, the man jerkily shone his flashlight in her face. She held up an arm to shield her eyes from the blinding light and realized it wasn't from the man's flashlight at all; it was coming from one of the rooms in the hallway.

      The barricaded room. The door was open a crack and a hand stuck through, waving the light. Whoever was in there was signaling them.

      The four of them sprung into motion and ran to the room. The door swung wide open for them and they all ran in.

      A tall man slammed the door behind them and slid a series of thick metal locks into place, barring it. The door had been reinforced with a metal frame that wasn't ordinary for normal hotel rooms.

      The four of them panted just inside the doorway, still not quite sure what just happened. The zombies outside came up to the door and started pounding on it.

      The tall man stared at them. He seemed to be in his sixties, and he was thin and very mangy. His clothes were filthy and he had a crusty fisherman's knit cap on his head and messy white stubble all over his face.

      "Get away from the door," he said. His voice was low and scratchy.

      The four of them followed the man away from the door and into the main area of the hotel room.

      The room was large. It had a full kitchen and a partial living area next to the two beds that sat near the end, and an open doorway in the wall led to an adjoining room. A big candle sat in the middle of the room, giving off a little bit of light.

      Sarah looked down at David whose weight was shifting like someone who lost their balance on a pair of stilts.

      "Do you mind if I set my son down to bed?" she asked the disheveled man.

      He gave his head a sharp nod and she wasn't sure what he meant. In any case, she had to let David rest. She led him toward the first bed in the room, but then saw another bed sitting in the darkness of the adjoining room and laid him down on it.

      "Just rest for a minute, honey," she said. "Are you okay?"

      He nodded, his eyes already closed.

      She felt around his knees and it seemed that the bleeding had stopped. He could probably use some water, but what he needed more than anything was rest.

      She kissed him on the forehead and rejoined the others in the main room. She felt self-conscious again and covered herself now that she was out of danger.

      "Do you have an extra shirt or something that I can borrow?" she asked.

      The man looked her up and down. She felt his eyes glide over every contour of her skin and crest over the hills of her breasts as much as the view allowed.

      "In the closet. Next room." He jerked his head toward the adjoining room.

      She disappeared into the dark room feeling slimy. The man gave her the creeps. She wasn't sure spending the night with him was a great idea, but it was better than leaving. She felt like he might be dangerous, but having the other man and woman with them set her mind at ease; she had a hard time trusting anyone, but those two seemed nice.

      The closet sat past the bed and she stumbled her way through the darkness to get to it. It was a walk-in and had racks of clothing filling every wall. How the man acquired all of it, she didn't know. Her hands ran along each article until she found the first thing that felt like a woman's top in her size. She put it on and only saw that it was a plain tan blouse when she returned to the first room.

      "Is your boy okay?" the woman asked.

      "I think he'll be fine," Sarah said. "He's just... been through a lot today."

      "That's horrible for a little boy to have to go through," the woman said.

      "I know," Sarah said. "I never expected to have to go through this."

      "I'm Isabella, by the way," the woman said. "And this is my brother, Ramon."

      They all exchanged pleasant smiles and Sarah gave them her name.

      They all looked at the scruffy man who let them in and he just stared at them. Finally, he said, "Cooper."

      "Thanks for letting us in," Ramon said. "You saved us."

      Cooper nodded.

      "You wouldn't happen to have any rubbing alcohol, would you?" Sarah asked. "To disinfect my son's knees?"

      He shook his head. A moment of silence passed, then he looked at the three of them and said, "Hungry?"

      "Starving!" Ramon said.

      "Me too," Isabella chimed in.

      He looked at Sarah.

      "No thank you," she said. She ate only a couple hours earlier, but with everything she and David had been through after that, her appetite was drained.

      Cooper nodded and disappeared into the second room, switching on a flashlight. Sarah stood near the doorway and kept an eye on David lying on the bed, sleeping soundly. She didn't trust Cooper and she didn't want him near her son when she wasn't around.

      She could hear him rustling around in the walk-in closet and he returned a moment later with two cans of baked beans. He twisted a can opener onto each of them then handed one to Ramon and Isabella with a tarnished spoon and kept the other for himself.

      Ramon opened his big backpack and pulled out a portable gas stove. Apparently it was the hot item among travelers in the apocalypse. He heated up the can of beans Cooper gave him and offered to do the same for his can, but Cooper declined.

      They sat around on a few splintered chairs while Cooper tucked himself away on one in the corner.

      Even the littlest things he did gave Sarah the creeps, and she could tell by the looks Ramon and Isabella periodically gave that they got the same vibe. The zombies gradually stopped banging on the door and went away, realizing their food was gone.

      "So how do you get in and out of this place with so many zombies around?" Ramon asked him.

      "I don't leave."

      "You don't leave this room?"

      "Haven't for six years."

      They were all stunned.

      "Six years?" Ramon said. "Where do you get water?"

      "Rain."

      "Where do you do your... your business?"

      "Window."

      Sarah glanced over at the window past the beds and shuddered.

      "Well... what about food?" Ramon asked, trying to find some reason that he would have to leave his room.

      "Plenty of food," Cooper said. "Stocked up."

      "Surely it can't last forever," Ramon said.

      Cooper didn't say anything and just sat in the corner, eating his beans and watching them.

      Ramon and Isabella exchanged a look and they turned their attention to Sarah, the three of them striking up their own conversation. They could sense each other's discomfort being stuck in the room with such a shifty person, and it didn't help that he didn't take his eyes off them. Maybe Cooper just didn't trust them either.

      "So how did you and your boy end up here?" Isabella asked Sarah.

      "We were trying to get out of the city," Sarah said, "but we ran into a big group of zombies out in the streets and came in here for safety. Turns out it wasn't much better."

      "Where were you heading?" Ramon asked.

      "Over to a place in North Carolina," she said.

      "Noah's Ark," he said.

      "You know about Noah's Ark?" she asked excitedly.

      "That's where we're headed. We were on our way out of the city, too, and we decided to stay in here for the night. Big mistake, I guess."

      Isabella got an idea. "Assuming we all make it out of this hotel in the morning, did you and your son want to travel with us? It would be safer that way." She looked at Ramon for approval and he agreed.

      "It would be good to have some extra muscle," he said, smiling. "I saw the gun in your belt."

      Sarah laughed. "Not that I know how to use it."

      "That's okay," he said. "I'll show you as we go. We'll all get there in no time."

      "So how did you hear about Noah's Ark?" she asked.

      "A lot of people around here talk about it. Lots of stories."

      "Have you heard from someone who's been there?" she asked.

      "No, not personally. Just sort of one person tells it to another, who tells it to another, kind of thing."

      One of the fears that chewed away at Sarah since they began their journey was the thought that maybe Noah's Ark was just a myth, and that she and David would get there only to find an empty field. "Do you think it's real?" she said.

      "It has to be," Ramon said. "Why would so many people believe in it if it wasn't?"

      She nodded. "Maybe you're right. In the morning, we'll all go together and find out. If you don't mind us tagging along, that is."

      "Not at all," he said. "Sticking together is a good idea."

      "So where did you two come from?" Sarah asked. "Are you from Roanoke too?"

      "No, actually," Isabella said, "we're from Spain. Our father had cancer and he was getting treatment in a good hospital in Chicago. He was beating it, too. It was his birthday, so we flew out to see him. We got there the day the infection happened. We didn't realize what was going on until we got close to the hospital. There were bodies everywhere. People eating other people. When we found our father, he was one of them. He looked like he was buried and dug up. I remember crying and pleading to him over and over, trying to get him to remember that we were his children, but it was like he didn't even know us."

      "Oh my God," Sarah said. "What happened to him?"

      "I don't know," Isabella said. "We ran and we never saw him again."

      "We've been stuck here ever since," Ramon said. "We drifted around for a while, trying to find somewhere safer. We decided that we should head for the coast and get out on the water... see if we could find an island somewhere. But when we got closer, we kept hearing people talk about this safe place in Durham, so we headed there instead."

      "So, is your boy's father..." Isabella started.

      "Yeah," Sarah said. "It happened the night the zombies spread to Roanoke. We were on our way to the hospital because I was going into labor, and we got attacked on the way." The memories were still vivid to her. "He died right in front of me."

      "That's horrible," Isabella said.

      "I got away and I gave birth to my son. He's been the only thing that's kept me going."

      "I know what you mean," Ramon said. "I hope someday we can make it back to Spain somehow and see our mama and cousins. I don't even know if they're still alive. Maybe this thing spread to the whole world."

      "What's that?" David asked.

      They all looked over at him, surprised. He was standing in the doorway between both rooms and pointed at what seemed to be the bathroom near the entrance they came in. The door was shut and a large padlock secured it.

      The three of them looked at it, none of them noticing it when they came in.

      "David, it's not polite to ask that," Sarah said.

      Cooper was still in the corner, picking at his teeth with a toothpick. "It's private," he said in his scratchy voice.

      Sarah got up and brought David back to the other room.

      "Hey, you still need your rest, kiddo," she said. "How are you feeling?"

      "My knees hurt."

      "I know, honey. Just try not to touch them and get some rest."

      "I heard everyone talking, so I came out."

      "I'm sorry. We're all going to go to bed now, I think. Aren't you tired?"

      He yawned. "Yeah."

      "Well lie down, honey. I'll join you in a minute."

      "Okay."

      She put him back to bed and went into the main room. She told the others that she was going to go to sleep and they all agreed. Cooper offered Ramon and Isabella one of the beds next to him in the main room, and Sarah joined David in the second room.

      Cooper blew out the candle and they were all in darkness.

      Sarah held David in her arms as she fell asleep. She was still worried about Cooper, but she had the gun tucked into her pants if anything happened, and Ramon was armed, too. The locked door David pointed out weighed on her mind. It could have stored something as innocent as the man's invaluable family heirlooms, but she got the feeling he didn't have any family, nor any friends. The mystery of it scared her.

      But it was just one sleep and they would be on their way. They just had to make it down the fire escape and this nightmare of an encounter would be over. Then they could continue to Noah's Ark and never have to worry about any of this again. The last thought on her mind before she dozed off was whether Noah's Ark was real. And she decided it was. It had to be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her eyes snapped open, feeling as if she'd been asleep for a while. It was still dark, and she was dazed and confused and looked around the room. Everything was quiet and David was resting peacefully. The faintest traces of moonlight came through the window and danced around the room. Shadows were everywhere, and in her weird dream state, they seemed darker than black and as evil as they come. They closed in all around her, and the room she was in felt like a coffin. Her lungs seized up and she felt like she was going to die, but that was stupid; she was fine and she knew it. She just had to find that realization and bring herself back to reality. Just as she did, her eyes settled on the doorway between the two hotel rooms.

      A tall figure stood there, shrouded in shadow. It watched her. It breathed heavily, and even though she couldn't make out any of its features, she could feel its eyes wandering all over her body. She had no idea how long the figure was standing there, but it felt like an eternity. It just watched her.

      She fell asleep again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When she woke up again, dawn had broken over the horizon and brought the first warm rays of sunlight across her skin. A sweet smell filled her nostrils, like breakfast sausage or ham. She smiled and opened her eyes, rolling over to David.

      He was gone. The room around her was empty.

      She sat up. "David?" She threw the covers off and went to the main room.

      The two beds next to her were empty and she was about to have a heart attack before she saw David standing in the kitchen, talking to Cooper while he cooked breakfast.

      "Are you okay, honey?" she asked him. "You scared me, you should've woke me up."

      "I'm okay, Mom. I feel a lot better. I was just talking to Cooper."

      "Where's Ramon and Isabella?" she asked.

      "They left," Cooper said.

      "Left where?"

      He shrugged. "Want some breakfast?"

      "No, that's okay."

      Truth be told, all she wanted was to get out of there. The fact that Ramon and Isabella up and left without her and David was perplexing. They seemed okay with the idea—in fact, it was Isabella's idea originally. Maybe they just couldn't stand to spend another minute with Cooper and let themselves out. Or maybe Sarah really couldn't rely on anyone, after all. She found herself getting upset by the turn of events, but at least if they had left, that meant the zombies outside must have cleared away.

      She mentally went through the plan of leaving down the fire escape and continuing south. They lost all their supplies in the street and there was no way she was going back to try to get them, so they would have to start over. All they had were the pistol and the clothes on their backs. Cooper's rainwater didn't appeal to her, but his stock of food did, and she knew where he kept it.

      "Say, do you mind if I take some more clothes for the road?" she asked Cooper.

      He grunted and continued cooking.

      She slipped away into the other room and went to the walk-in closet. He said he had lots of food and she figured he wouldn't miss a few cans.

      Some shelves stretched across the walls above the clothing racks, but they sat empty. On the floor beneath the clothes, there was a small pile of food, maybe twelve cans in total. It was the only food in the closet.

      She didn't understand. He said he had plenty of food left, but there was barely any. Maybe he had more in the locked room. She picked up a few cans and bundled them in a shirt from the rack.

      Then she noticed something odd about the clothing. She didn't think anything of it the night before when she grabbed a woman's shirt from the closet of a man who obviously wasn't married, but she saw now that the racks were filled with both men's and women's clothing of all different sizes and styles. And sitting innocently tucked between two shirts was a red bandanna. Ramon's red bandanna.

      It all hit her at once. Ramon and Isabella didn't leave without saying a word to her because they didn't leave at all. That sweet smell of cooking meat filled her nose again and she almost vomited. "Oh God," she said.

      She dropped the shirt with the cans of food tucked inside and ran back to the other room.

      David was standing in the kitchen holding a plate full of the meat Cooper had cooked. He stabbed a piece with a fork and brought it to his mouth.

      "David!" she yelled.

      He froze, the piece of meat hovering just outside of his lips.

      She ran up to him and yanked the fork and plate away from him.

      "We're leaving," she said.

      "But Mom, can't I eat first?"

      She didn't answer and pulled him to the door. Her eyes fell on the frying pan that Cooper was using and saw that it was sitting on the portable gas stove that Ramon had taken from his backpack the night before.

      The locked bathroom door stood next to her and there was a towel pressed up against the crack under it. The towel was stained red.

      She fumbled with all the locks on the front door, her hands shaking badly.

      Cooper grabbed her arm and tried to pull her away. His face was stretched into a mad scowl, his crooked teeth bared and his eyes crazy. He breathed heavily in rapid spurts, a raspy whine coming from his throat.

      "Get off of me!" she screamed and shoved him back.

      He stumbled against the counter as she unlocked the last bolt in the door and opened it. He grabbed her again and yanked her into the kitchen. David stood watching the scene in horror, not understanding what was happening.

      Sarah picked up the hot frying pan and hit him across the face with it. He screamed as his head recoiled and he yanked the pan out of her grip. It skittered across the counter, chunks of fried meat flying everywhere. She grabbed the pistol out of her waistband and he held her wrists. They struggled against each other, his face half-red and blistered, and she twisted the gun and pulled the trigger.

      It went off and shot him in the foot. He let go of her and staggered backward, screaming again.

      She yanked David into the hallway and took off. He was white as a ghost, but he followed her and didn't ask questions.

      The sound of the door slamming shut echoed through the hallway behind them. She looked over her shoulder, but Cooper wasn't following them.

      There were no zombies in sight as they rounded each corner, and the fire escape at the end of the hallway came into view. As they neared it, a solitary zombie came out of a room on the left to see what the commotion was.

      Sarah knew she couldn't stop running for anything, and she shoved her shoulder into the zombie and knocked it against the doorframe before it could even process what was happening. It hit the floor hard and a forceful expulsion of air was pressed out of its lungs.

      They went through the door and were met with the pleasant morning air and sun of the already scorching summer. The metal catwalk they were on led down multiple sets of stairs to a ladder at the bottom that reached down to the street. A few zombies muddled about on the street below, but she could see a clear path at the end of the block leading through a small park and disappearing around the corner of an empty parking lot behind a business complex. They made their way down onto the street and didn't stop until they were safe and out of sight.

      Cooper hadn't come after them, and if he was so afraid of leaving his room that he resorted to cannibalism, she doubted he would.

      "Did you eat any of that meat?" she asked David, catching her breath.

      "No."

      "Did you eat any of it?! Tell me!" She was frantic and had to know for sure.

      "I didn't, I swear!"

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting her heart slow down.

      "Why did Cooper attack you?" he asked. "What did you do to him?"

      "We're not going to talk about it."

      "I wanted to stay, Mom. I'm hungry."

      Her frustration reached the breaking point. "Stop it! Just stop!"

      He froze like she just slapped him across the face.

      She relented. "If we're going to go to Noah's Ark, you have to promise that you're always going to do what I say and do it when I say so. If I tell you not to ask questions, don't ask questions. Sometimes that's just how it has to be, otherwise we could die. Do you understand? This is serious. I have to know that you understand."

      He nodded his head slowly, still scared.

      "There will be times to relax and ask questions, but now is not one of them. We have to go. Do you understand?"

      He nodded.

      "Okay," she said, "let's go." They cut through the business complex and worked their way down a small road, eventually getting their bearings and continuing south, as far away from the hotel as possible.
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      They made it to Mill Mountain Park and for all intents and purposes were out of the city—the dangerous part, anyway. The downtown core and what happened in the hotel were behind them. They made their way through a winding trail in the wooded park as the sounds of nature all around them pretended that nothing had happened to the world at all.

      In Sarah's limited experience, zombies usually tended not to stray into the woods too much, favoring the flat roads over the harsh footing of the earth, but they still had to remain vigilant. There was no telling when one would show up, and they could come out from behind a tree at any time if you weren't careful.

      But for right now, the woods were serene. The sun was bright and poked through the thick tree canopy, casting beautiful glows on nature's bounty. It was a rare treat for David too, who never got to go out into nature much, even on his secret excursions from the house.

      The two of them were thirsty and hungry, and they needed to find some water soon. She tuned her ear to her surroundings, listening for running water. The terrain was hilly and seemed like a good candidate for a flow to collect somewhere.

      The occasional animal would scurry by, and David even stopped in his tracks once, his jaw lowered in awe, pointing out a deer off in the distance. He'd never seen one in his life—only pictures. It was little joys like these that she realized she deprived him of, and she regretted not letting him out more to live a little bit.

      Near the end of the trail before it broke out into residential streets again, they heard the babbling sound of water flowing through a bed of rocks. They came to a little creek up ahead that had a good flow passing through. The creek went downhill, creating little waterfalls in parts of it. One particular cropping of rock afforded a high enough drop for them to shower themselves in it.

      They eagerly ran to the creek and scooped big handfuls of water up to their mouths, burying their faces in it and drinking greedily. Neither of them had a bath in a while either, Sarah usually allotting a small amount of water every few days that she had collected from the spring for them to bathe themselves with. But this would be a rare treat; with the water flowing as it did, they could take a full shower, something David had never experienced in his life.

      They both undressed and laid their clothes and the pistol on a dry rock next to the creek. They stood nude in the stream and washed themselves off, letting the water run over their heads and into their mouths as they continued to drink more. She helped clean him off and then they both found a spot where the sun shone through the trees on a large cropping of rock and sunbathed until they were dry. They put their clothes back on and continued down the last stretch of the trail.

      The woods finally cleared and they came out back onto a street, just on the fringes of city limits. They had their drink of water, but they would still need more supplies if they wanted to continue their journey, and the residential streets in front of them would be just the place.

      They walked through suburbia for a while, Sarah wanting to get a little farther away from the city before they stopped to raid houses. The road was empty and they talked on the way.

      "Why were you and Cooper fighting, Mom?" he asked.

      "He was a bad man, sweetie."

      "He seemed nice. He made me breakfast."

      "He was trying to hurt you, David."

      "Is that why you took the food away?"

      "Yes."

      "Was it... poison?"

      "Yes."

      "Oh. Do you think that's why those other two people left?"

      "Yes."

      "Where did they go?"

      "I don't know, honey."

      She thought about the locked bathroom door in the hotel room with the blood seeping out of it, and it gave her a chill. Cooper's crazy face was burned into her mind, like it was right in front of her as they walked down the quiet street. She thought about Herb's warning to her about some of the nasty things he'd seen, and if they had already encountered such horrible things in just their first day, what was lying in front of them?

      "They should've come with us," David said, looking at his shoes. "Then we could all go to Noah's Ark together. It would've been safer."

      "We're going to have to rely on each other for safety," Sarah said. "We can't trust anyone. You can trust me and I can trust you, and that's it."

      "But that man had a sword and a gun! Did you see how he killed that zombie?" he said excitedly. "That was so cool! Well, scary, but cool. He could kill all the zombies for us."

      Sarah could feel herself getting angry. "Just drop it," she said. "They can't come with us. We're on our own and we're just going to have to deal with that. If you want to make it to North Carolina, this is how it's going to be, just me and you."

      "But what if we run into the zombies again like we did last night? Who's going to protect us from that?"

      "We'll just have to figure it out," she said.

      "Could my dad have protected us?"

      She stopped walking. "What did you say?"

      "My dad. If he was alive, I mean. He would be the one who would protect us."

      "David..."

      "It's okay, I know he's not here, but I mean... we would get there for sure if he was here, wouldn't we?"

      "I suppose we would," she said. She started walking again, still taken aback by his comment. He rarely ever mentioned his father, and she rarely ever told him about him. For some reason she thought it would be better if he knew little about him, about who he was, because then maybe he wouldn't feel a sense of loss. But he did. He never knew his father, but he was well aware of the hole in his life that his absence created. Sometimes he just wanted to know about him. For him, it was about trying to be a normal boy, trying to pretend that the world was the way it used to be, that it could go back to that someday. It was about hope, something that Sarah was desperately trying to find, but hadn't discovered yet.

      "How did he die?" David asked.

      "I already told you."

      "No, but I mean how did he die? You told me it was zombies, but how did it happen?"

      They were now well into nestled suburbia, and Sarah felt safe to search and scavenge around the houses.

      "Let's not talk about this," she said, pointing out a house for them to search.

      It was a bungalow that would have been the picturesque family home in the old world, but was now decrepit, with splintered paint on the siding, worn shingles, filthy windows, and rusted porch railings. The lawn was overgrown into a thick jungle of tall grass and weeds. A faded wooden ramp ran along the side of the driveway, up to the porch, and a small wedge of wood was pressed against the lip at the bottom of the front door. Whoever used to live there must have been in a wheelchair.

      As they walked up the driveway, David persisted. "I wanna know, Mom. I should know. He was my dad."

      She regarded him with a long look. She realized she couldn't hide things from him anymore. Not like she used to. This journey was more than just finding a safe place; it was an education and an awakening. She couldn't stop him from seeing the little girl on the swing, bleeding from the neck and dying, much as she wanted to, and she couldn't stop him from seeing all the other horrors that faced them ahead. It wasn't fair and it wasn't right, but it was the way it was.

      She patted him on the shoulder. "Come on," she said, "let's check out this house first and make sure we're safe, and I'll tell you about it after."

      The interior of the house was musty, just like all the others. Dust caked on everything, and it looked like a crime scene where the slightest disturbance would ruin the evidence of the lives the family who lived there led. The house looked like it used to belong to a middle-aged couple and their children. Framed photos of the family hung on the walls: a husband; a wife; a little brown-haired girl; and a boy who looked to be about David's age, in a wheelchair.

      David started to wander down a hallway and Sarah told him not to go too far. She went to the kitchen first and found some canned food in a Lazy Susan. She picked through the cans and took anything that she thought David might eat. The creamed corn, the canned beets, and the cat food, she left.

      She rifled through the drawers in the kitchen and the dining room cabinets, looking for anything she could take with them. She found a can opener, a mini flashlight that still worked and a good chef's knife from the kitchen. She bundled the knife in a dish towel and brought everything to the front door.

      The garage, living room and closets offered nothing useful, but she did find some rubbing alcohol in the bathroom.

      She found David in the bedroom that belonged to the boy in the wheelchair. He was sitting on the bed holding a picture frame.

      "What have you got there?" she asked.

      He brushed his thumb across it mindlessly as he stared at the boy in it. The boy was sitting in his wheelchair on a baseball diamond, dressed in a uniform. He wore a glove on his left hand and held a ball in his right, a big smile on his face. David didn't say anything.

      She sat beside him on the bed and put her arm around him.

      "How did he play baseball?" he asked. "How could he play if he was in a wheelchair?"

      "People can do just about anything when they set their mind to it," she said.

      "But how could he play when everyone else on the team can do better than him?"

      "Because he was a boy with big dreams, just like you, and he didn't let anything stop him. He knew he was going to do it, and so he did it."

      "Even though he was in a wheelchair?"

      "A wheelchair doesn't matter. If life limits you in one way, that just means you have to find another way to do it. You just have to believe that you can do it."

      "So like... that means we can get to Noah's Ark? Because we believe in it?"

      "Yeah, I guess it does. All we have to do is believe and we'll get there." She gave him a playful nudge.

      She thought about what she just said and was surprised to find herself with a measure of hope. She was having a hard time staying positive about the trip, swept up by all the negative things that happened, but sitting on the bed talking to him actually made her believe, even if only for a moment, that they would get there.

      He stared at the boy in the picture, considering what she said as her fingers ran through his hair.

      "Your dad died the night you were born," she said.

      He looked at her.

      "I was pregnant with you and you wanted to come out, so your dad took me to the hospital. But that was the night when everything changed."

      "When the zombies came?" he asked.

      "That's right. There was traffic everywhere and we couldn't get to the hospital. We were almost there but there was a car blocking the road. Your dad got out of the car and tried to move it out of the way. And that's when they came. Your dad gave his life trying save yours, to make sure that we got to the hospital okay so you could be born."

      "So you didn't make it to the hospital?"

      "No. But it was the journey that counted. He gave everything he had for you. He loved you, David. He wanted more than anything to meet you, but even more than that he wanted you to be safe. And that's what he did until the very end."

      He nodded. After a pause, he said, "So he would want us to get to Noah's Ark?"

      "Yes he would."

      A strained look came over his face.

      "What's wrong, honey?"

      "Do you think that we'll end up like my dad? Do you think that we'll almost get to Noah's Ark and then something will happen to us?"

      She pulled him into her chest and squeezed him. "Don't say that. Nothing's going to happen to us. We're going to make it."

      "Do you promise?"

      "I promise."

      They sat for a while and then she asked him if he was ready to get going, to which he happily nodded. They searched the rest of the bedrooms for anything useful and found a backpack and some clothes that fit each of them.

      She took a moment to apply the rubbing alcohol she found onto his knees. She didn't know if it was already too late for the alcohol to do anything, but it was better safe than sorry. He cried from the incredible sting of it, but she got him through it. His knees were still chewed up pretty badly, but they didn't look infected. With time, hopefully they would scab and heal.

      When she was finished, they put everything she gathered by the door in the backpack and she slung it over her back. Before they left, they sat on the porch in the sun and shared a can of beans. When they finished, they set off down the road and continued on toward Noah's Ark.

      "Where's the necklace I made you?" he asked.

      She felt her heart preemptively sink, preparing to tell him that it was lost in the wagon with all their other supplies. But then she remembered that she never put it in the wagon, because she kept it in her pocket.

      She reached into it and felt the nylon cord brush against her fingers. She pulled it out and held it up almost triumphantly.

      He smiled.

      She gave the beads a playful flick with her thumb then tied it around her neck and adjusted them to make sure they were lined up and spelled his name properly.

      She felt a warmth in that moment emanating from the necklace and flowing into her body. It was the same warmth that she felt on the night her husband tried to take her to the hospital to give birth to their son. As they walked down the road toward North Carolina, whether she knew it or not, that warmth was hope itself.
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      They were in a gas station at the side of the 116, looking at maps. The ones David originally got for them back in Roanoke were lost to the zombies with all their other supplies, but this gas station carried the same two copies of the Rand McNally maps for the rest of Virginia and their jaunt through the top of North Carolina. They stood looking at the map of Virginia together, tracing their fingers along the route.

      "Should we go down here?" he asked.

      "No, we want to go down the 116 all the way to Burnt Chimney here, and then we're going to take the 122 down over to Rocky Mount. It's more populated, so we might run into a little bit of trouble, but it's not nearly as big as Roanoke, so we should be okay. But we need the supplies."

      "Okay."

      When the two of them were finished, they stuffed the maps into the backpack that Sarah wore and continued down the 116. It was now getting into the evening and their day had been uneventful so far. The memories of Cooper still ran through her mind, and she worried that they did for David, too, but he showed no signs of trauma. Then again, she knew that he never really caught on to what Cooper really was... what he did to Ramon and Isabella.

      They had been walking through wooded country for a long time, the suburbs far behind them. It was all farmland and woods out here, and it would be for a lot of their journey, save for a small town or two that they might pass on the way.

      Their feet pattered on the pavement. There was no breeze in the hot, stifling day, and the only sounds other than their footsteps was the rustling of their backpack and the distant chirps of birds nestled in trees. They carried the silence for a long stretch, and David finally broke it.

      "Can you teach me how to shoot?"

      "I don't think so, honey."

      "Why not?"

      "Because it's dangerous for you to use a gun."

      "I think it's more dangerous for me not to use a gun."

      Sarah laughed. "In a world like this? Maybe you're right. But we've only got one, so I think you're out of luck, kiddo."

      "But what if you're in trouble and I need to shoot someone?"

      She hesitated. "I don't think so. You might blow your foot off."

      He persisted. "You shot Cooper in the foot. How did you do that?"

      To be honest, she didn't really know. It just came out of her.

      "Just show me, Mom," he continued. "I don't want to shoot the gun, I just want to know how. I won't touch it after that."

      She smirked and put her hands on her hips. "You're quite the salesman, aren't you?"

      He made his eyes as wide as they would go and pouted his lip, trying his best to make a tear roll out of his eye. "Please?"

      She stopped walking and actually laughed out loud. She took the pistol out of her pants and pulled the magazine out, making sure that there wasn't a cartridge in the chamber, too. She pointed the gun at the grass next to the road, then squeezed the trigger and the gun clicked.

      "Okay," she said, handing him the gun.

      He took it and regarded it with awe. He couldn't believe she actually let him have it. She walked up behind him and made sure both his hands were holding it, then she put her hands on his and extended their arms straight out, trying her best to recall the instruction that Herb had given her.

      "You see that little bump at the end of it?" she said. "You want to line up whatever you're shooting with that bump. Line it up and look at where you want it to go."

      She let him adjust the aim as he found a target.

      "Now take a deep breath," she continued. "Stay calm, and don't let your hands shake. That's it. Now, when you're ready to shoot, you want to squeeze the trigger—don't pull it. If you pull it, it's going to move the gun and you're going to miss what you're aiming at. Like this." She pulled the trigger and demonstrated. "So instead," she said, guiding his finger around the trigger, "you want to squeeze it, almost like you're closing your fist. Do it nice and slow. Keep squeezing until the gun goes off."

      He scrunched up his eyes and aimed, slowly increasing the pressure on the trigger until it clicked.

      "There, you did it!" she said. She let go of him and stood off to the side. "Now try it on your own."

      He swung the gun around and aimed at a tree at the edge of the woods. He calmed himself and checked to make sure he was doing everything she told him, then he squeezed the trigger, firing another imaginary bullet at the tree. A smile lit his face.

      "Okay, that's all the training you get," she said, taking the gun back from him. "I don't want to stay near these woods for too long."

      She slid the magazine back into the gun and stuffed it in her waistband.

      "Thanks, Mom," he said.

      "You're welcome. Now you can save my butt if I'm in trouble. Just don't go blowing off any feet." She gave his hair a ruffle and they continued along the highway.

      When it was getting into the late evening just before sunset, they passed a church near a very small town that she wasn't sure was even on the map.

      He stopped in front of it and pointed. "What's that?" he asked.

      "That's a church," she said.

      "That means church?"

      She realized he was pointing specifically at the large cross that adorned the side of the building. "Yes," she said, "that's the cross."

      "What's a cross?"

      "It's what Jesus died on."

      "Oh," he said. "So this is where people go to pray?"

      "Yes it is. Or at least it was."

      "Can we go pray?" he asked.

      She faltered. She had never been religious, sort of being on the fence about all of it her whole life, but after facing the apocalyptic world they lived in, she didn't believe that there could ever be a God—certainly not a benevolent one.

      "You want to go pray?" she asked.

      "Yeah, can we pray to God?"

      "You believe in God?"

      "Yes. Don't you?"

      "I don't think so, honey."

      "Why not?"

      "I just think that if God were really there, we wouldn't be living in the world that we are."

      "But we're still here," he said. "We're still alive."

      "Yeah, I guess so."

      "Can we go, Mom?"

      She still wasn't sure about it, but it seemed like it was important to him, and he was on the verge of giving her that same puppy dog look again. "Okay, let's go."

      It was a very small church and was equally modest in its furnishings. A deep red carpet covered the tiny foyer and ran into a small office at the side and into the auditorium, with a few old walnut tables and bureaus decorating the rooms. Rows of bare wooden pews sat on either side of the aisle in the auditorium, stretching up to the stage. An unexplainable musk hung in the air, imparting a note of sourness, and above the stage hung another large cross.

      David happily bounced along the aisle and took it all in. He stopped in front of the stage and looked around.

      "How do we pray, Mom?" he asked.

      "Well, we can have a seat in one of these pews." She directed him over to the nearest one at the front and they sat down. Small clouds of dust billowed around them as their weight fell upon the wood.

      "And now you can close your eyes and pray if you want," she told him.

      "Do I have to hold my hands together?"

      "I suppose you can. Where did you hear about all this?"

      "About what?"

      "About God and praying."

      "In the Bible."

      She raised an eyebrow. "Where did you get a Bible?"

      "I found one in a house."

      "When?"

      He stared down at his feet, tapping his fingers on the pew. "Um," he said, thinking, "I don't know. A few months ago, I think." The two of them looked at each other for a moment then he added, "I like reading the stories."

      "You do, huh?"

      "Yeah. I like God. He seems nice."

      She laughed. "Well, why don't you lead the prayer?"

      "What does that mean?" he asked.

      "Here," she said. She leaned over and put his hands together, telling him to clasp them. "Now close your eyes."

      "Okay," he said, closing them. She did the same.

      "Now just say a prayer."

      "What do I say?"

      "Just say whatever you want to God. You know how you're talking to me right now?"

      "Yeah."

      "Well just pretend that you're doing the same with God. Just have a conversation with him."

      "Okay," he said. After a moment's pause, he added, "Out loud?"

      "He can't hear you talking if you don't say it out loud."

      He was still and considered his words. After careful deliberation, he started. "Hi God," he said.

      Sarah had to stifle a laugh at his innocent frankness.

      "I'm David," he continued. "I don't know if you know me, but I read about you and I think you're nice. You seem really powerful and I heard that you can do things for people if they ask for it really nice. So... can you help me and my mom? Can you help us get to Noah's Ark? We would really like it if you could. I mean, if you're not busy."

      He opened his eyes and looked at her. "Do you want to say something to God?" he asked.

      She was taken off guard and spluttered her first few words. "Uh, I guess I could," she said. She had never spoken with God before or had anything to do with prayer or religion. It was something she always heard about, something that other people did, but never her.

      After David was satisfied that she was going to say a prayer, he leaned his head down again and closed his eyes. She followed suit and was silent for a moment, considering her words. She didn't know if she really had anything at all to say to God, so at the very least she was looking for words that would be nice to say in front of her son. But in that moment, she thought that maybe it wouldn't be the worst idea to say a prayer to God, just on the off chance that He really was watching over them. She didn't pretend to know what was going on or why the world was the way it was, but David said that they were still alive, and that was true. Good or bad, there was still some reason for them to be there.

      "Um," she started, "thank you, God, for blessing us with the life that we continue to have. I don't know what your plan is, or why you saw fit to put us in this situation, and why you saw fit to take everyone else away from us, but I trust in your judgment and I ask that you have mercy on us and continue to watch over us and make sure that we're safe. I hope it's not asking for too much, but it would mean so much for me and my boy. Thank you."

      David opened his eyes and looked at her with a big smile. "That was really good, Mom."

      "I'm glad you think so," she said.

      The two of them got up and walked back up the aisle.

      "Did you like praying?" she asked.

      "Yeah, I did," he said. "I know God's going to make sure we get there."

      She smiled at him, but it was strained, and when he turned his head away from her, it dissolved completely. She felt guilty that her words weren't completely genuine, like she committed sacrilege in a consecrated place. She was starting to realize what separated the two of them: she often only saw the bad in the world, and he, against all odds, refused to accept that evil could ever triumph over good in the end. She always tried to give him hope for the future and teach him the skills he would need to survive. But he was the one who was teaching her about what it meant to be hopeful and that hope was the single-most important thing there was.

      At about seven o'clock, they were coming up to Burnt Chimney and they would soon need to find a place to stay for the night. The road had been clear all day, with only a couple of zombies in the distance and no humans at all, so she wasn't worried about going a little bit farther to find a place. They came up to a bend in the road and heard voices.

      "Stay quiet," Sarah said to David. She took him by the hand and they carefully made their way up the road, staying to one side and ready to duck into the woods in case there was any trouble. They reached the trees in the bend ahead and peeked around them.

      There was an encampment blocking the entire highway, with ramshackle barricades of corrugated metal fencing off the perimeter. Inside, there were shacks made of the same corrugated metal and other sheet metals, and big camping tents. A group of filthy, roughneck men filled the camp. Some of them sat along the perimeter, like they were lookouts. Others milled about and sat by a fire or did tasks or conversed with each other using very coarse language. All of them were armed, carrying pistols or revolvers at minimum, with some of them, especially the lookouts, toting automatic rifles. Dressed in soiled rags with gaunt, pallid features, they didn't look too different from the zombies, except for the hard edge in their eyes. Most had shaved heads and others had greasy mops for hair, and grubby beards were commonplace among them.

      Sarah and David crouched down behind a tree and watched.

      Shouting came from the road ahead past the camp. Someone screamed and another laughed. The men in the camp gathered around and stared off at the road.

      Then two more men walked into the camp with a bound young man and woman in tow, gags in their mouths, and rope around their wrists, being shoved into the middle of the men.

      They fell to their hands and knees, sobbing.

      All the men circled around them and laughed.

      "Couple a fresh ones I found," one of the men who dragged them in said. "Caught 'em wandering up the road about a mile out."

      One of the men in the circle grabbed the woman by the back of her shirt and pulled her up on her knees. He took a long hunting knife out of a sheath on his belt and held it up to her face. Her eyes went wide in terror and she screamed from underneath her gag. The man slipped the knife under the fabric in her mouth and cut it off. He put the knife back in its sheath and yanked her hair back, leaning into her and smelling her neck. The woman squirmed under his hot and stinking breath.

      The bound man on the ground protested, his words muffled by the cloth in his mouth. He tried to get up, but one of the roughnecks kicked him back down. A few laughs rippled through the crowd as the man who kicked him made a game out of shoving him to the ground with the ball of his foot every time he tried to rise.

      Sarah motioned to David. She leaned into his ear and whispered, "Come on, honey, let's go." She grabbed his hand and led him into the woods around the encampment. They crept through as quietly as possible and stayed low while the men were distracted. They found a big rock halfway past their camp and ducked behind it. She peeked over the rock and watched and told David not to look. She made sure his head was down and she covered his ears so he couldn't hear anything, either.

      "You her brother?" one of the men said to the young man on the ground. "Boyfriend?"

      More muffled words from under the gag, all of them unintelligible.

      "He looks like a sack of shit," another man said.

      The man keeping him on the ground turned to all the others. "We got use for a sack of shit?"

      A chorus of noes, jeers and hollers filled the air.

      "Please don't," the young woman said, looking at the man. Tears streamed out of her eyes and the man behind her reined her into his chest with a hand under her chin and fondled her breasts with his other hand.

      The man on the ground tried to lunge out at him, but he was kicked back down. This time the man standing over him followed up with a hard kick across his face. There was a sharp crack and blood poured out of his nose as he fell to the ground, gasping for air. The man ran up to him and kicked him in the gut, then began stomping on him. Several others joined in as his body convulsed, finally going limp.

      The woman screamed bloody murder and choked on her own heaving sobs.

      Sarah looked down at David to make sure he still wasn't watching.

      When they were done beating on the man's dead body, two men dragged him off into the woods on the opposite side of the road from Sarah and David, and they pulled the woman into one of the tents, most of the men forming a line outside.

      One man stood outside the tent and announced to the others: "Not too rough with her, boys. As always, Jericho's going to want a piece of her when we're done. You know the rules."

      The men grumbled their agreement and turned back to the tent.

      Sarah pulled David away from the rock. A couple of men from the camp started patrolling up the road where she wanted to go, so they went deeper into the woods instead, then they would cut back when they got far enough away from them.

      The sun had already started to fade and there was only half an hour of light left at best. David started to ask questions about what happened, but Sarah just told him to be quiet. She kept looking over her shoulder as they went, paranoid that someone was following them.

      The shadows in the woods grew long and then the sun went down completely. She was scared. She thought she knew where they were going, but they were lost. After walking through the woods for a while, she tried to cut back to the road, but it wasn't there. She began to panic, but she didn't want to let David know there was a problem. He started to ask questions again about why they weren't inside somewhere when the darkness had arrived, but she told him to be quiet and not say another word. He was scared too, but she couldn't even worry about him at that moment.

      A twig snapped near them.

      They stopped dead in their tracks and looked around.

      Trees surrounded them like prison bars, concealing lurking horrors in the darkness. Another twig snapped and a patch of underbrush rustled. The sounds came from all around them as they spun around in every direction, their hearts beating like jackhammers.

      A dark shape shuffled out from behind a tree, letting out a long, raspy moan. Then more figures came out of the darkness from all around them.

      "Oh my God," she said.

      Dozens of them emerged, surrounding them. They shuffled closer, a sea of glowing white eyes bobbing toward them, like a grouping of sea mines floating toward a boat.

      The dead were restless, and they were hungry.
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          Out of the Frying Pan…

        

      

    
    
      Gaunt gray faces leered at them in the woods. From behind trees, shrouded in shadow, they came. How many there were, Sarah couldn't tell, but it may as well have been a thousand; they were trapped with nowhere to go.

      David wet himself. She pulled the gun from her waistband, though it would do no good.

      The zombies started to pick up speed, and the sounds that they made underfoot became deafening, like a swarm of locusts closing in. Their groans became an angry chatter. Their mouths sprung open, waiting for their prey like great white sharks. Leathery arms thrashed through the air.

      Instinct took hold of her, using her body as its reflex. She clamped onto David's arm and broke into a run. They went for the weakest link in the encroaching chain. The zombies adjusted their direction as their clumsy legs reached a full run.

      David tried to use his power, but he couldn't concentrate. A flurry of words ran through his head as he rushed through as many prayers to God as he could.

      The dead sailed through the jet-black woods, bouncing off of trees before regaining themselves and raging on. Two zombies hobbled toward them from the front and Sarah's legs pumped even harder. She let her frantic motherly instinct flow through her as she squeezed David's arm and stiffened her body like a tree trunk. The zombies dove at her and she smashed through them like an offensive tackle. She felt their disgusting bodies roll past her, but in the fury of it all, she couldn't tell if she had been injured or bitten; she just kept running. David hung off her arm, a helpless minnow being pulled by a strong current.

      They darted through the woods, weaving their way through the twisting trees. In the darkness, it was hard to tell what was a branch swaying in the wind or a reaching arm. The thunderous cloud of zombies nipped at their heels behind, but she didn't dare look, afraid that if she took her eyes off the path in front of them for one second, they would crash into a tree and be knocked unconscious. The ground underneath undulated and they hiked up their feet as they ran so they didn't catch them on a jutting rock or exposed tree root. As her foot lifted up and came down on the ground, the ground disappeared.

      Their hearts floated in the middle of their chests as they sailed through open air and hit the ground hard, tumbling down a steep decline. Rocks and hard patches of ground struck them as they fell. Their bodies crumpled up when they hit the bottom and the Glock that Sarah was holding flew out of her grip. She rolled around on the ground, gasping for air. They had reached the edge of the woods and came to rest on a strip of grass at the side of a road.

      David was lying on the ground facedown and he wasn't moving.

      She scrambled onto her knees, her head spinning. She patted his head and rubbed the back of his neck.

      "David?"

      He moved and rolled over onto his back. Tears wet his face as he sat up and cradled his left elbow.

      They were both disoriented, but she knew they had to move; the waves of dead above had reached the edge of the woods and flew out of it like missiles. They hit the ground and slid down the hill like penguins.

      "Come on!" she said and brought him up to his feet. He let out a cry of pain, but she ignored it. She looked around the side of the road to find the gun that she'd dropped and spotted it sitting on the shoulder of the asphalt. She scooped it up and they ran across the road as the undead rose to their feet at the bottom of the hill.

      There was an elementary school a hundred yards down the road and it was the only shelter in sight, surrounded by the same hostile woods. A flagpole stood steadfast at the edge of it, the metal rings of the flag clanging away in the night. There was a parking lot in front of the school with half a dozen abandoned cars, but there were no zombies around it. The windows of the school were boarded up and it looked like it had been abandoned long ago.

      They got a good head start on the ravenous corpses pursuing them and fled across the parking lot before the dead stepped on school grounds. David started to slow down, and it was clear that he was starting to go into shock again, just like the last time they had run into a horde of zombies.

      They reached the front doors of the school to find them boarded up. Panes of glass that sat in the metal frames had been smashed and replaced with sheets of particleboard from the inside.

      The horde was in the parking lot now, their determination unceasing. There were too many of them to fight and they couldn't be outrun forever. It was in the school or death.

      In her desperation, Sarah kicked at the wood through the broken window in the bottom of the door. Her foot bounced off it and the board moved an inch, but snapped right back. She kicked it again and had the same result.

      David's back was against the wall as he stared at the approaching zombies. He sat there like a statue, his big, unblinking eyes shining in the moonlight. He almost looked comatose.

      Faces of madness moved through the darkness and past the cars, their jaws flapping. Wheezy moans broke the tranquility of the night.

      Sarah kicked the wood again and heard metal prying against metal. The bottom-corner of the particleboard had come loose from the door, nails sticking through it and hanging in the air.

      The riotous chorus of feet slapping against pavement swept onto the lawn just before the school's entrance. The dead reached their arms out, salivating and ready to chew the two of them into small pieces.

      Her foot shot through the bottom window in the door with a crack and a chunk of wood bounced around inside the echoing walls of the school, leaving a hole in the board that was big enough to crawl through. She scrambled over to David and pulled him toward the opening. His limbs moved in cooperation with her, but his mind was absent, wiped clean by abject terror. She shoved him through the door and crawled in after him.

      A zombie dove for her and landed on her legs. The sudden crushing weight jolted through her whole body in a wave. It held onto her with cold and grisly hands, bringing its open mouth toward her thigh. She panicked and flopped like a fish out of water, then twisted around and kicked at it. Her legs shooting back and forth like pistons pried the zombie up, and one of her feet found the square of its collar, shoving it back before her other foot collided with its face. Its teeth scraped against the rubber on the bottom of her shoe before being knocked into its mouth like a handful of Chiclets. The zombie rolled off and she grabbed onto each side of the doorframe and pulled herself into the school.

      The interior was pitch-black and she couldn't see a thing. Any light that would have scattered through the windows was shut out by the boards nailed to them.

      The whole crowd of the undead crashed into the door outside and sent an ear-splitting shockwave through the empty school. There was nothing to stop them from crawling through and it was too dangerous to wander into the darkness, leaving the two of them nowhere to hide.

      Sarah ripped off her backpack and fished inside for the mini flashlight she pilfered from the house. Her fingers found the curve of the small tube and she pulled it out and turned it on.

      A zombie appeared through the opening in the door. It looked up at her as she shone the flashlight at it, every sickening detail of its gruesome face revealed in the light. Its mouth stretched down and its discolored tongue waggled in anticipation. Its decomposed fingers were pressed down on the floor like talons as it pulled itself in. Its torso slid over the bottom of the door, raking its belly over small shards of glass standing up and peeling its skin off.

      Sarah swept the light around the entrance and saw a ransacked vending machine standing next to the door. She took a wide stance in front of it, the zombie's head following her as she moved, and she pulled on it with all her might. It moved so slowly that she didn't think she was doing anything at all, but it shifted onto two legs and tilted. When it teetered on the brink of standing or falling, she gave it a shove and the heavy mass of metal tipped over.

      The zombie stared up as the vending machine loomed over it. All the horrific cracking and squishing sounds of the zombie's body being torn apart and flattened were hidden behind the incredible bang of metal crashing against the floor. It blocked the opening and the zombies outside banged on the door uselessly.

      Sarah turned the flashlight onto David who was sitting with his back against the wall, his eyes still blank. He hadn't reacted to anything since they got into the school and she feared that his mind slipped past that unreturnable brink, that he had simply experienced too many horrors, and his brain had shut down to protect itself. But at least, for the moment, they were safe.

      "WHO'S IN MY SCHOOL?!" a man's voice yelled from the darkness. It was shrill and crazy.

      Rapid footsteps echoed through the building.

      Sarah held the gun out and swung the flashlight around the entrance. A set of stairs leading down to a basement sat next to them, and there was a long hallway ahead with classrooms and other hallways branching from it.

      The footsteps stopped and the man's voice filled the halls again. "OUTSIDERS! INVADERS!" The footsteps bounced off the walls again and sounded like they were getting closer. "I'LL KILL YOU! ALL OF YOU!" There was a pause after the frenzied cries fell silent and then rapid footsteps echoed again, this time fading off in the distance until they were too far to hear.

      A prickling tension rolled across her skin. Her heart beat quickly and the arm holding the flashlight shook, causing the light to dance around the hallway. She tended to David and tried to rouse him from his shock.

      "We have to go," she whispered.

      She tried to hoist him up to his feet, but he was no help at all, just sinking back down onto his butt. Instead, she pulled him over her shoulder and carried him, using the wrist of the arm hooked under his butt to twist the flashlight and light the path ahead, and the other arm to aim the gun. Both of her arms trembled as the fatigue of everything and the bad tumble down the hill they had caught up to her.

      She crept into the hallway ahead and darted her eyes to every corner. David started to move a little, but he wasn't back to full consciousness. The man hiding in the darkness still hadn't made another sound. As she moved the light around the hallway, she spotted something written on the painted cinder block walls. At first she thought they were pictures painted by children, but then she realized that they were garbled letters spelling out gibberish. They were painted in blood all over the walls. Mixed in with the gibberish was the occasional legible phrase. With each one she read, her blood ran colder.

      KILL THE INVADERS

      SPILL THEIR BLOOD

      CRUSH THEIR BONES

      EAT THEIR SOULS

      Sarah's whole world was spinning. She felt like she was on the verge of going mad. Her legs wobbled with each step journeying farther into the darkness. The zombies outside had given up trying to get in and the school was deathly silent. She pointed the gun at every approaching corner, ready for someone to leap out at them, but the gun was heavy and her arm shook badly.

      The light she held pierced the mute dark in front of them, but the hallway was too long and the light scattered and dissipated halfway down, leaving a creeping blackness beyond. A classroom up ahead on their left was the closest thing to them, and it would be a good place to hide, with only one entrance that she had to guard. Each footstep quietly rolled down the hallway and announced her movement. She drew in a long breath and held it.

      Twang!

      Something snapped in the darkness and she realized that she had walked into something. Before she could understand what it was, there was a quick whooshing sound and then she felt a blinding-hot pain in her calf as something struck her. She dropped the flashlight and the gun and screamed out in pain.

      She had set off a booby-trap, and as her body tried to sink to the floor, she could feel something inside her leg, ripping her muscles apart. She wobbled and fell onto her butt, her knees bent in front of her. David rolled off her shoulder and hit the ground, groaning. She screamed again, the pain unlike anything she'd ever experienced before.

      And behind the blinding agony, somewhere in the darkness, there came the insane laughter of a deranged lunatic.
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      Pins and needles rippled through her body. They settled into her eyeballs like tiny daggers pressing against them. It blurred her vision and made her head itch and turn into a rash of fire ant bites, coursing back down her neck and running along the skin on her legs down to the very tips of her toes. It was pain like she couldn't believe and it had her leg like a bear in a trap.

      The flashlight had dropped out of her grasp and rolled along the floor, its beam of light pointing toward a wall. David was sitting just inside the edge of the beam. He appeared to have woken at least partially from his shocked slumber and was moving around restlessly. She didn't know if he was physically hurt and she couldn't reach him to see if he was okay; she couldn't even reach the flashlight. When she tried, the blinding pain in her leg increased tenfold. She tried to see what had ensnared her, but her leg rested in the darkness.

      "David," she whispered feebly. She leaned forward as far as she could, trying to reach him, and the pain in her leg became excruciating. She patted her hand along her leg and felt a thin length of metal stuck to it.

      David roused, crawling around on his hands and knees. He sat down and looked at her. His eyes were glassy and he was pale. "Mom?" he croaked.

      "David," she said again. "You have to help me. You have to reach that flashlight for me."

      He considered it for a moment, still struggling with grasping what was happening, then he sank forward onto his elbows with a groan and slid along the floor. He picked up the flashlight and crawled toward her strained voice.

      "Right here. I'm right here, honey."

      She reached out for him and grabbed him around the neck, pulling him into her. She took the flashlight from him and cast it on her leg.

      A set of metal spikes welded to the end of a rod had impaled her. The rod extended to a contraption attached to the wall, and there was a fishing line draped loosely across the floor. When she unknowingly tripped over the fishing line, which must have been stretched across her path, the trap must have swung out and stabbed her like it was spring-loaded.

      Blood seeped out of her wound and pooled under her leg. The sight of it and the panic of not knowing what to do made her start to hyperventilate.

      She made a knee-jerk movement and tried to pull her leg off of the trap, but it only caused more pain and damage due to the angle. Her heart raced and she thought she might pass out.

      "Honey," she sputtered, "I need you to help mommy." She pointed at her leg and his head slowly followed. "I need you to help me get out of this."

      He was slow to react to everything, like he was half-asleep or stuck in a hazy dream that he didn't have full control over, but he tried his best.

      "I need you to hold onto that bar while I pull my leg off, okay?" she said with a shaky voice. Tears ran down her face and her breathing was very quick and shallow, wincing every other second at the sudden knives of pain shooting into her calf.

      He nodded and wrapped his small hands around the rod. A frown came over his face, like he was slowly starting to understand the gruesome sight in front of him.

      She wedged the mini flashlight between her teeth and pointed it at her wound. She leaned forward and grabbed her injured leg with both hands and carefully pulled it away from the direction of the spikes.

      Agony rippled through her leg and she wanted to scream, but she let out a whimper instead, like a beaten dog. Her teeth clamped down hard on the flashlight. She fought through the bitter pain and eventually she could feel her leg sliding along the metal. It felt like someone was slowly running a red-hot sword through her. Her chest heaved up and down as her teeth started to dent the metal of the flashlight. The light shook back and forth, but David held on, doing his part. She used all her strength to pull on her leg until it came free with a sudden jerk. David let go of the trap and it swung the rest of its arc and buried itself into the wall.

      More blood spurted out of Sarah's wound and she held onto her leg, rolling around the floor, howling.

      Far away, the lunatic howled joyfully in response.

      The flashlight fell out of her mouth onto the floor and David crawled over and picked it up. Blood seeped out of her in a steady stream as she pressed her hands to the wound, trying to hold it in.

      "We have to go, Mom!" he said, his vibrancy returning. He grabbed fistfuls of her blouse and shook her.

      She started to calm, the fire in her leg waning slightly. She slid herself along the tile floor until her back hit the wall. Keeping her injured leg fully extended in front of her, she placed her other foot on the floor and tried to lift herself up. He helped her, and with a tremendous groan, she stood up. He grabbed the gun from the floor and gave it to her. She stood bent over at the hips, pressing a hand on her wound, but the blood kept flowing.

      "Come on," she said in a weak, raspy voice. "Come with me."

      He went to her and she pulled him to her side with a bloody hand, using him to help prop herself up. She hobbled along the hallway as he lit the way, her leg dripping a trail of blood over the floor.

      They went for the classroom on the left. He shone the flashlight around and her eyes darted around looking for other booby-traps.

      "In there," she said, pulling him toward the closed door of the classroom. They paused in front of it and she gently put her hand on the doorknob.

      The school was silent all around them; the lunatic was quiet. It was like he was waiting for them, watching them move around his twisted labyrinth from the darkness.

      She turned the handle and slowly opened the door as it gave a whine in the quiet hallway. They waited for something to happen, but nothing did. When she was satisfied, she started to hobble into the room.

      Another whooshing sound rushed through the air and something sliced through the light. It buzzed by her head and missed it by just a few inches, burying itself into the doorframe.

      They both fell backward into the hallway at the sudden surprise. They didn't even know what happened, but their hearts gave a terrible leap. David pointed the light at the doorway and they saw that the long blade of a paper cutter had swung and almost taken Sarah's head off.

      Mad cackling came from the bowels of the school, followed by more footsteps running around.

      She started to cry, terrified of the brutality that lay within this place. She screamed and backed away along the floor. David helped her up to her feet again and she stumbled along the hallway, afraid to walk or step anywhere. She became disoriented and lost in the darkness. Before she could decide what to do, the footsteps returned, very rapidly, and they came right up to her.

      A blinding pain hit her right in the gut. She doubled over and collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath.

      The footsteps ran off again into the distance. "INVADERS! PLUNDERERS!"

      The man shrieked hysterically in the darkness and broke into laughter again. A series of loud clangs rang through the hallway, like he was banging something on the wall.

      Just as she began to catch her breath, he ran back for her. David sat on the floor next to her, terrified, and jerked the light around. A figure came out of the dark and passed the beam of light, falling back into darkness on the other side.

      Something thin and heavy, like a lead pipe, struck her right in the shoulder blade, sending a ripple of pain through her bones. She screamed again and sunk to the ground face-first. More footsteps all around them, followed by a heavy club right on her injured leg. She screamed and began to sob, her chest heaving again. She was battered and beaten from everywhere and she just wanted the pain to stop.

      The lunatic disappeared again and David jumped over his mom, using his body to protect her. She pulled him off and rolled onto her back, to the protest of the aching in her entire body. She held the Glock out at a strange, cocked angle, her elbow bent like a chicken wing, aiming it down the hall.

      The footsteps ran back and forth in the distance and she couldn't tell if they were getting closer or farther. Her rage and fright swelled in her and she pulled the trigger repeatedly.

      Gunshots echoed deafeningly as muzzle flashes lit the corridor in quick bursts. The bullets disappeared into the dark and she stopped firing when her anger subsided. Silence blanketed the hallway and she waited.

      "YOU CAN'T KILL ME!" the lunatic shrieked. "I AM ETERNAL!"

      Sarah lowered the gun and sobbed. She started to back away from him, sliding herself along the floor. David crawled after her, twisting around and trying to keep the light on the hallway. She managed to hobble back up onto her good leg and went along the hallway toward the entrance of the school.

      She didn't know what to do. Somehow the man could move around in the dark without running into anything or setting off any traps. She couldn't shoot what she couldn't see, and she didn't know where to run; there was no way she could move the vending machine away from the door to escape, and even if she could, there was just a different form of death waiting for them outside. The logical part of her brain had shut down and instinct took over. She didn't think about it; she just knew she had to get away from him.

      Footsteps clapped along the floor behind them, but this time they were slow and measured.

      Sarah kept frantically glancing over her shoulder as they went, David still holding the light toward the maniac.

      The steps went to the classroom that they had tried to enter and stopped, but they were too far away now for the flashlight to shine on the doorway.

      "I'M GONNA CUT YOU INTO TINY PIECES!" the man cried.

      A violent wrenching sound filled the hall and Sarah knew that he had ripped the large blade that almost decapitated her out of the door. Pattering feet came for her.

      Her eyes went wide. "Run!" she yelled to David.

      David swung the flashlight around in front of them and they ran to the entrance as fast as they could. The pain in her leg was incredible as her weight came down on it, but she knew she couldn't stop. She could feel the blade cut through the air behind her head, the lunatic giggling. She glanced over her shoulder and caught a faint glimpse of the murderous figure swinging the blade in the castoff of the light.

      They reached the entrance and headed for the staircase leading down to the basement. She held David's hand as they approached the first step, and then something unexpected caught her off guard: instead of a blade slicing through her back, she heard the lunatic yell "Boo!" right in her ear. She didn't hear him get that close to her, and the fright of it caused her to lose her balance. Her foot slipped on a step and she pulled David with her as she fell down the stairs. Their bodies tumbled down the rigid steps like ragdolls and they hit the cement floor of the basement hard. Their limbs went numb and they both dropped the flashlight and the gun. The flashlight flickered and rolled across the cold floor, bumping into a wall and coming to rest, and the gun slid into the darkness and disappeared.

      The man howled laughter at the top of the stairs.

      Stars spun around Sarah's head, and she couldn't remember if she hit her head on the floor or not. Everything was a blur, even though all she could see were shades of black. She opened her mouth and called David's name, and it felt like her jaw was made of chewing gum. He didn't answer, and she crawled to the flashlight. The frigid floor was unforgiving on her bones as they pressed against it, dull and incredible pain spreading everywhere through her body with every touch. Her injured leg felt like it was starting to go numb, but adrenaline still pumped through her body and made her move forward.

      The man shuffled at the top of the steps and waited, just watching her.

      She grabbed the flashlight and looked around the floor for David, but he was gone.

      The walls, floor and ceiling were all gray cement, and it seemed like the basement had only been for janitorial staff, with just drab corridors leading to maintenance rooms. The corridor she was in was drafty and cool. Her skin tightened and chills rattled her.

      The man started to descend the stairs one at a time, nice and easy. He was quiet as he moved, closing in on her.

      She pointed the light at him and this time he didn't run away from it; he knew she was beaten and bleeding, and that he could take his time finishing her off. He raised an arm to shield his eyes from the light as he came closer, step by step.

      He was a lanky man of normal height and looked surprisingly nondescript, like someone she would expect to find working in a cubicle eight years earlier. He carried the paper cutter blade by his side, the long blade glinting in the light. From behind his arm, she could see something covering the top half of his face. It looked like some kind of device, but she couldn't quite see what it was.

      She moved the light away from him, but kept it close enough that he was still faintly illuminated. He lowered his arm now that the light wasn't blinding him and she suddenly understood how he could move through the darkness so easily.

      The device on his head was a pair of night vision goggles, allowing him to see everything perfectly when she couldn't. He'd been stalking her the whole time with ease and she wondered how many more victims had fallen to his traps.

      He was almost at the bottom of the stairs and she got to her feet and searched around again for David. She was panicking, afraid that he was hiding somewhere in the darkness, afraid that the lunatic would find him. But she didn't see him anywhere, and when the man's feet clapped against the cement floor with the finality of a judge's gavel, she turned and ran.

      She made her way to the end of a corridor and turned the corner. She passed small maintenance closets and other dank hallways that stretched off underneath the school. Every time she passed a closet or a small room, she would run the light around the interior and search for David, but he couldn't be found anywhere.

      The lunatic walked briskly behind her, his footfalls echoing through the hallway like loud claps of thunder. He lowered the blade and dragged it along the floor, a persistent scratch sounding through the halls like nails on a chalkboard.

      She became lost and disoriented in the maze of tunnels, the sounds of her stalker folding into one sound that came from all around her. She rounded another corner and saw him standing in front of her, the blade swaying by his side. He shielded himself from the blinding light and stumbled back a couple steps.

      Her heart jumped and she turned and ran the other way, her legs getting tired. She lost more feeling in her wounded leg and it began to drag along the ground a little. She reached the end of a long corridor and stopped, feeling like she was going to collapse at any moment. She shone the light down the corridor behind her and saw him move through the dark at the end of it. He marched halfway down then stopped, looking into a room next to him. She could see a hideous smile paint the corners of his lips as he disappeared inside the room. The sound of him dropping the blade jangled through the basement and it sounded like he picked something else up. She could hear sloshing, like liquid moving around in a jug. Something was unscrewed and dropped to the floor, light and plastic.

      Then he stepped back into the hallway, his face delirious under his goggles, holding a stainless steel container. He marched toward her again, the liquid crashing around inside. She could smell it from down the hall, so pungent and unmistakable, an ancient smell from long ago. It was gasoline.

      "I'VE GOT A GOOD DEATH FOR YOU!" he shrieked. "I'LL BURN YOU! PEEL YOUR FLESH FROM YOUR BLACK BONES!" He was absolutely hysterical. "COME BACK HERE!" he yelled and broke into a run.

      Sarah screamed and ran away. She rounded one corner and then the next, trying to lose herself and the lunatic in the labyrinth.

      The liquid sloshed and splattered behind her, like he was splashing gas along the hallway.

      She made it halfway down another corridor and her legs gave out completely. She hit the floor and her body exploded in pain. She crawled uselessly across the cement as he came into view.

      He stood at the end of the corridor holding the gas can, his crazy grin glued to his face. She rolled onto her back and pointed the flashlight at him. He shielded his eyes at first but then simply turned his head away as he started splashing the hallway with gas. He advanced on her slowly, splashing a little bit as he went, taunting her.

      She crawled backward along the floor, her heart pounding. She knew there was no escaping him and she was terrified.

      He heaved the gas can forward in his arms, a jet of gas hitting the floor by her feet. She screamed and he laughed. She tried to crawl faster as another stream of gasoline splattered against the floor, spraying her feet in a mist. Another volley landed on her ankles and she burst into tears.

      "I don't wanna die," she tried to say, but it came out in a choked squeak.

      He giggled as he haphazardly splashed gas all around the hallway, getting a little on his own arms and legs.

      She pushed herself across the floor and came to a big room next to her. She crawled into it as he maintained his steady pace in the hall, his boots slapping against the slick cement.

      It looked like a boiler room with big cylindrical tanks and furnaces in it. The floor was especially grimy, with dirty rags and junk littered all over the place, and cobwebs spanned between all the machinery.

      She crawled behind one of the tanks and turned off the flashlight. Something bumped into her and she stifled a scream.

      She flicked the flashlight back on and saw David crouched down next to her, his eyes wide. He pointed the gun at her and almost shot her in his surprise. He lowered it and tears streamed down her face, so relieved that he was okay.

      The splashing outside got closer and closer. "I'M COMING FOR YOU!"

      She took the gun from David and put the flashlight in his hand.

      "Take this," she whispered into his ear. Her voice was shaky and barely audible. "Hide over there behind that big machine," she directed him, "then turn off the flashlight. When the man comes in, turn it on and shine it right in his face. Keep it on his face."

      He nodded his head and scampered across the floor, hiding behind a big furnace on the other side of the room.

      She leaned her head back against the tank and held the gun pointed up at the ceiling with her finger on the trigger. She had no idea how many shots were left in the gun, but she hoped it was enough. It had to be.

      The footsteps came around the corner and the man entered the room holding the gas can above his head, shaking it around.

      "I'M GONNA FRY YOU AND YOUR LITTLE PIGGY TOO!" he screamed.

      "David, now!"

      David jumped out from behind the furnace and turned on the flashlight, shining it in the lunatic's eyes.

      The man raised an arm to cover the blinding white light from his vision.

      Sarah leaned out from behind the tank and took aim. She squeezed the trigger and fired multiple shots into him.

      The bullets pierced his torso, arms, and shoulders. Big sprays of blood splattered on the furnace behind him. He staggered backward into it, spilling gasoline all over himself before dropping the can onto the floor, the gas pouring out and pooling by his feet.

      The deranged smile on his face faltered and he looked down at his chest, wiping a hand across the blood coming out. He looked at her and started to tremble, futilely trying to shield his eyes from the blinding light that David was still shining on him. He stumbled toward her and reached out.

      She fired three more shots at him. The first two hit his chest and his neck and caused him to stagger back into the furnace. The third bullet struck the furnace directly behind him, creating a tiny spark as it ricocheted. Like a little snowflake on a beautiful winter morning, the spark drifted down through the room before igniting the gasoline he was doused in.

      Flames consumed his entire body, igniting the puddle on the floor, too. He became a towering inferno, the vague shape of the man engulfed in fiery hell. He screamed louder than Sarah or David had ever heard anyone scream before. His arms began to flail wildly and his eyes bulged, peering through the flame. He turned and lumbered toward David, holding his arms out as if embracing him and taking him to Hell was his final wish.

      Sarah ran and pulled him out of the way, and the two of them retreated and huddled in a corner.

      An intense orange glow bathed the room and the heat was incredible. The man's body suddenly convulsed and he started to run around the room, bouncing off walls and machinery before falling to the ground, dead.

      Sarah and David skirted around the room away from his charring corpse and went out into the hallway. They ran as far away as possible before she suddenly collapsed.

      He stopped and checked on her, trying to shake her, but she was unconscious, and for all he knew, she was dead.
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      For a long time she was shrouded in darkness. It was like a constant fog that enveloped her and wrapped its arms around her in a tight hug. She felt herself floating aimlessly through it, lost in its endless mass. Her mind was soft and she felt like she lost the capacity to think like she used to. It was like being in a dream where you had to run and finding out that your legs didn't work like you wanted them to. Periodically, bright light came to her, and she thought she was being pulled to the afterlife. After an uncertain amount of time being trapped in this hellish nightmare, her eyes fluttered open.

      She found herself lying on a worn bed in a classroom of the school. Sunlight spilled through the windows and warmed her cheek. Her whole body hurt. She felt sluggish and tired. It was a little painful to breathe, and slowly all the events of what happened to her and David in the school came back to her. She felt each and every wound that the lunatic had inflicted upon her, letting her know there were still there. She put a hand on her ribs, which felt bruised, and she winced as she breathed in and out in long intervals.

      David came up to her, excited. "Mom, are you awake?"

      "Yeah," she said, "I'm awake."

      "Finally."

      She couldn't help but laugh, even though it hurt. "Why?" she asked. "How long was I out for?"

      "Three days."

      "Three days?" she repeated in shock as she sat up on the bed. Her eyes fell to her wounded leg and saw that there was a bandage wrapped around it. "Did you...?"

      "Yeah," he said. "I found a first aid kit and I patched you up."

      She gently patted the dressing, inspecting his work. "What did you do?"

      "I gave you stitches," he said.

      "You what?" She was shocked.

      "It had instructions in the kit. I read it before I did it."

      Her heart rate increased, a wriggling fear in her that he did something horribly wrong. She peeled back the dressing and to her surprise the wound was sutured up tightly with even stitches and looked okay, no sign of infection. "Did you disinfect it?" she asked.

      He nodded. "The instructions said to."

      Her heart settled a bit and she lay back down on the bed. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. For apparently having slept three days, she still felt exhausted. But she realized she must have lost a lot of blood from her leg. The fact that she survived was miraculous.

      As she stared at the trees outside she suddenly realized that the windows weren't covered with boards anymore.

      "Did you do that?" she asked, pointing to them.

      "Yeah," he said. "It was too dark in here in the daytime. I couldn't see anything."

      "How did we get here? This room, I mean."

      He put his hands on his hips. "That took a while," he said. "I tried dragging you up the stairs from the basement, but you kept falling back down. I finally did it, though."

      She raised her eyebrows in disbelief, finding herself constantly surprised from every new bit of information he was revealing.

      "It's okay!" he assured her. "I wrapped you up so you wouldn't get hurt." He still got the feeling from her that he did something wrong, so he continued. "I got some food for us, and some water too! There was lots of it!"

      "David!" she said suddenly. "Were you wandering around the school?"

      He didn't want to answer because he knew that she would be upset, and he just lowered his head.

      "Are you kidding me?" she cried. "Do you know how dangerous it is in here?"

      "I'm fine, Mom, really. There were some more traps, but I was careful. I promise."

      "It doesn't matter if you promise," she said. "All it takes is one false move and that could be the end of you. Do you know what would happen to me if you got hurt? I can't believe you would be so foolish."

      "It's not all about you," he said defiantly.

      She was indignant. "What did you say to me?"

      "I said it's not all about you!" There was anger in his voice. "You would've died if it wasn't for me!"

      Her hard gaze faltered, and she felt herself wilt under his argument. It wasn't easy to admit he was right, but she knew he was. The anger faded inside of her and was replaced with sadness. He had been through so much, he'd seen things that she never wanted him to see, and yet here he still was, making sure she was okay. And he did save her life. The last thing she remembered was running away from the fire and then... blackness. She thought that was the end for her, she thought that was death. But it wasn't; her son had been her angel. In a way, he always had.

      "I'm sorry, honey," she said. "You're right."

      He looked surprised. "I am?"

      "Yes. You really did save my life."

      He slowly let down his guard and felt his anger fade away, too. He tried to hide the tears forming in his eyes as he went up and hugged her. She winced at the pain, gentle as he was, but hugged him too.

      She rolled off the side of the bed and David helped her up to her feet. Her wounded leg still ached, but she was okay. She took a few steps forward, holding onto the desks in the room in case she fell. She was a little shaky, but she could walk. He was thrilled to see her progress after being unconscious for so long.

      "You can walk okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah, I think so."

      Excitement beamed across his face. "Okay, I'll get everything ready and then we can leave!" he said. He started to leave the room, but she stopped him.

      "Hey, hold on a minute," she said.

      He stopped by the door and turned around. "What?"

      "We're not going to Noah's Ark," she said.

      All the color drained from his face. He just stood there and remained silent.

      "I know how you feel about this, but there's no way," she said. "Haven't you seen what we've already been through? We were only on Day Two and we're both lucky to be alive. Now I'm sorry, but I had no idea things were this bad out here. We can't keep going like this."

      Anger flushed through his face and he turned and stormed off.

      She called his name and shuffled after him, making her way toward the hallway. She saw a length of fishing line hanging from the doorknob on one side of the door and a thick gash in the doorframe and realized she was in the classroom that the two of them had tried to enter when they were ambushed by the blade trap.

      She looked around carefully for traps as she entered the hallway, worried sick that David might get hurt. Sunlight lit the school, and it looked like he had pulled quite a few boards off from the windows. Even the thought of him doing that turned her stomach, imagining him putting a nail through his hand. The hallway stretched left and right, with another one in front of her, leading past the reception desk and offices to more classrooms on the other side. She called his name again, looking around, and before she could decide which direction to go, he came out from behind the reception area and walked toward her, holding something. He still looked a little angry, but his face had gotten softer.

      "Don't run off like that!" she scolded him. "What did I say about running around in here?"

      His face became plain and he simply held out a small book to her.

      "What is that?" she asked.

      "It's a diary," he said.

      She was confused.

      "It was the man's diary."

      "Who?"

      "The man here in the school who attacked us. He didn't used to be crazy. He used to have a son like me. But the bad guys killed him."

      "David, that doesn't matter."

      "Yes it does."

      "Why?"

      "Because those bad guys we saw in the road killed his son, and all his son wanted was to be happy like me. But he never got the chance."

      "That's why I want to keep you safe," she said. "That's why we can't keep going to North Carolina."

      "No," David said, "that's why we have to keep going. They stayed in this school and hid from the zombies like we did in the townhouses. And they were safe for a while, but then one day the bad guys came in and stole his things, and they killed his son. That's why he went crazy and set up all those traps. He didn't want anyone coming in ever again. We could've stayed in the townhouses, but maybe one day the bad guys would come for us, too. That's why we need to go to Noah's Ark where it's safe. I know it's scary out here, but living in the townhouses was scary, too."

      "Did you really think someone was going to come hurt us?" she asked.

      "No, I was afraid you were going to kill yourself."

      "What?" She was shocked. "Did you really think that?"

      "Yeah. You were sad all the time, and you were getting sadder. I didn't know what to do. I knew we had to get out of there, because I thought you would've done it."

      "Oh, honey, I would never do that. I would never leave you all alone like that."

      "I know it's dangerous out here," he said, "but it's dangerous back at the townhouses, too, isn't it? Just in a different way. That's why my dad died, right?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "He died so that I would be born, didn't he? To make sure I would be okay, even though it was dangerous. And we have to go, even though it's dangerous, because it's the right thing to do. It's what my dad would've done, right?"

      "I don't know, honey."

      "It's what that man did. Him and his son were stuck in an apartment building for a long time, and his son tried to kill himself because he was sad. So they left and tried to find somewhere better, even though it was dangerous."

      "Were you ever thinking of..." she trailed off.

      He shook his head. "But I thought you might. And that's why we can't go back."

      "David, I told you I'm never going to do that."

      "But if we stay in the townhouses, maybe we should."

      "Don't say that."

      He shrugged.

      She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed, thinking about what he said. All this time, she thought he had been the one becoming depressed, but she never took a step back and looked at herself, never realized that they had both been spiraling down in their own ways. Maybe he was right about what would happen if they stayed in the townhouses, but she didn't think they had much of an alternative anymore.

      She led him back into the classroom and they went to one of the windows that overlooked the front of the school grounds. They could see the parking lot and saw that there was still a sizable group of zombies stumbling around the school. Most of them had wandered off over the last three days, but many still remained. There had to be at least twenty of them that they could see. No matter what they decided to do, staying in the school indefinitely certainly wasn't an option, and they would have to get past the zombies outside.

      "It sucks that all the cars are out of gas," David said, staring longingly at the anachronistic steel shells sitting in the parking lot.

      It hit her.

      "The basement," she said.

      "What about it?" he asked.

      "He was pouring gasoline everywhere. Maybe there's more."

      His eyes lit up at the revelation.

      The two of them carefully made their way down into the basement. The flashlight still worked and they wormed their way through the dark labyrinth, Sarah trying to remember where she was when she saw the lunatic pick up the gas can. They passed the hallway that connected to the boiler room where he had met his demise, and they could see the black soot and scorch marks that remained coming out into the hallway, but they tried not to look at it.

      Finally, they came to the right corridor and found the small room the man had disappeared into. There was one solitary stainless steel gas can sitting in the corner of the dusty room. Sarah picked it up and it was full. She unscrewed the cap and the toxic fumes immediately hit her, telling her it was the right stuff. Memories of the lunatic stalking her down the hallway, throwing gas at her, already came back and haunted her.

      "Is it gas?" David asked.

      "I'd say so," she said.

      "It smells yucky."

      "Yeah, I don't miss this one too much."

      They took the can up to the main floor and got the supplies that David had gathered, stuffing the food in the backpack that she left by the entrance the night they came in. The vending machine still blocked the front door of the school, so if they were going to leave, they would have to do it through a window in the classroom. They had something to eat and drink, then they put the gas can, a couple small plastic jugs of water, and the backpack full of food and supplies in front of a window in the classroom that looked out on the parking lot.

      David gave her the Glock that she dropped in the basement when she blacked out and she pulled out the magazine to see how much ammo remained. The magazine was empty and there was one last cartridge sitting in the chamber of the gun. If she ever used it again, she would have to make it count.

      "Can we really drive a car?" he asked.

      "I hope so," she said. "There's only one way to find out."

      She watched the zombies shuffle back and forth around the parking lot.

      "Do you think you can keep them away from us?" she asked.

      "Yes."

      "Are you sure? There's a lot of them."

      He gave her a look as if to ask if she was serious, and she held up her hands in defense and relented.

      When they were ready, she slid open the window. It was still intact, and it must have been shut for years, because she had to wrench it with all her might to move it up the track.

      They lowered the supplies out the window onto the grass and paused to go over their game plan.

      "I'll take the water," she said, "and you take the gas. When we find a car that's unlocked and has keys in it, I'll put the water and the backpack in the backseat, then I'll pour the gas in the tank and we can both get in. If you start to lose control, tell me and we'll run back to the school. And if we can't find a car with keys in it, we'll come back to the school and think of something else. Got it?"

      He nodded and they crept out the window and picked up the supplies.

      David closed his eyes and focused. His muscles relaxed and he almost seemed to enter a Zen state. When he was ready, he opened his eyes and nodded to her, and they set off toward the parking lot.

      She carefully watched the zombies as they went, looking for any sign that they would turn on them, and they walked toward the closest car as the zombies milled about. Some of the dead were only a few feet away, and she was prepared to drop everything and run if something went wrong.

      One zombie skirted near them, a tall, lanky male zombie who had every shred of clothing torn off over the years. Its eyes widened and its jaw started to drop, but only for a moment, then it turned and walked away.

      The liquid sloshed loudly in all the containers and Sarah was nervous that any noise they made would set the zombies off, but David remained calm.

      A set of two zombies approached near them. One used to be a boy of about twenty years, and the other had such a striking resemblance to him that she must have been his sister. They wore clothing that you would expect a couple of college students to wear to a gym class, all tattered and stained in blood and mud. These two gave them a cursory glance and moved on, shuffling toward the flagpole at the edge of the parking lot.

      They made it to the first car, which was an old Chevy Impala. Sarah set down one of the water jugs and tried to open the door, but it was locked. She peered through the window, looking around for a set of keys in the ignition or anywhere else just in case the owner had been an idiot and locked their keys in the car. She wasn't too cozy with the idea of smashing the glass to get to them, but she would if they had no other choice.

      She picked the jug back up and they continued to the next car, which was a few spaces over. It was locked too, and the car after that, a Mazda 3, was open, but there were no keys in sight.

      The zombies wandered around, not having any particular pattern or direction to them. When one would get too close, David would push it away. She could see his arms struggling under the weight of the gas can, but he looked completely focused.

      They came up to a Chrysler Sebring and the door was unlocked. Sarah poked her head inside, and to her delight, she saw a set of keys stuck in the ignition. She put the backpack and the jugs of water in the back, then she popped the little tab on the driver's side to open the gas cap cover. David handed her the gas can and she poured its contents into the tank. When the can was emptied, she placed it on the ground and motioned at him to get in the car. Before they sank into the front seats, they shared one last glance and he smiled.

      "See?" he said quietly. "Piece of cake."

      She smiled back and they got in the car. They gently closed the doors and she rested her fingers on the keys in the ignition.

      "Do you really think God's out there?" she asked him.

      He nodded.

      "Then you better pray," she said. She was joking, but he promptly closed his eyes and muttered a silent prayer under his breath. She let him finish, and when he opened his eyes and nodded at her again, she took a deep breath and twisted the keys.

      The car sputtered, making a terrible wrenching noise. The engine didn't catch and she let go of the key. But at least it made a noise, she thought. That was a start. She twisted the key again and it wrenched like before, but this time it sounded like the engine almost caught, like the little engine that could.

      She let go of the key again and looked around nervously at the zombies surrounding them in the parking lot. They had stopped in their tracks and twisted their rotted necks to look at them.

      "Don't worry," David said, seeing her fear, "I'm still doing it."

      "Okay," she said, and she turned the key again. The engine turned over, the starter drive catching the flexplate and causing the pistons to chug, but not ignite. She kept the key turned and finally it combusted and chugged into life.

      The car worked. She didn't want to jinx it or get her hopes up too much, but she got very, very excited. She put the car into drive and eased off the brake, letting it lurch forward. It suddenly shook violently, but then settled.

      The zombies started to shamble up to the car, captivated by all the noise it was making. David squeezed his eyes closed and concentrated, balling his hands into fists.

      She gently pressed on the gas pedal and the car gave a great heave and rocked back and forth as it crawled along. The engine wrenched again and the car shook.

      A zombie crawled onto the hood of the car and started climbing up to the windshield.

      "David?" she said nervously. "What's going on?"

      "I can't!" he cried. "It's too loud!"

      The zombie started smacking the windshield as more jumped on the car.

      The car coughed and sputtered as she frantically pumped on the gas. It rocked back and forth, rolling a couple of the zombies off. The one on the windshield clawed its fingers underneath the top of the hood and wailed on the glass. It splintered like a fine spider web and cracked more with each hit.

      The engine finally settled and ran smooth. Sarah jammed her foot on the gas and the tires squealed on the pavement before shooting off.

      All the zombies fell off the car except for the one on the hood. The car mowed down a few more and bounced over them, evening out through the weedy lawn at the end of the grounds. She cranked the wheel and the car drifted onto the road, flinging the zombie on the hood into a ditch.

      The car shot off down the highway as the undead gave a feeble chase. It choked sporadically for few minutes, but after that it was clear sailing.

      When they were at a safe distance, she stopped the car in the road, but kept it running. She pulled out the map from the backpack and figured out where they were, then pondered their new path.

      "Well," she said, "which way will it be?"

      "We have to, Mom," he said, putting his hand on hers.

      She smiled. "Okay, Noah's Ark it is."

      They drove down the highway as the afternoon passed into evening.

      "How long's it gonna take?" he asked.

      "Hmm, about two or three hours, I'd say."

      His eyes lit up. "Really?"

      "Really."

      "Can we get there tonight?"

      "We just might."
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      The sun stretched its way across the sky and settled well into the evening. They still had more than a few hours until sunset, and they were making great time. David slept while she drove, and they encountered some small pockets of zombies on the way, but they never proved to be a problem. Once in a while, she would have to slow down and weave her way through some abandoned cars on the road, but nothing was ever jammed completely; she made sure to follow a route on the map that wouldn't have them going through any cities. She spotted a small group of human survivors along the way, who stopped what they were doing and stood dumbfounded at the sight of a moving car. If they had lifted their jaws off the ground and processed their thoughts in time, Sarah was sure they would have started running after her, pleading for a ride. She was just as glad that they didn't so she didn't have to worry about it, so she could get her son safely to Noah's Ark before anything else happened to them.

      She stretched an arm out and held it on the wheel while she leaned her head back and kept a steady foot on the gas. Her leg was still sore, and it didn't do her much good to be stuck in a car for a couple hours, but she was doing okay and the car still ran smoothly.

      She looked over at David and watched him when she was on a long straight away and saw how peacefully he slept. His short brown hair rested against his head as he leaned it to the side against the door. His dirty clothes clung to him, and Sarah thought about how happy she would be to see her son in a better place. He looked so happy as he slept, like he didn't have a care in the world.

      He began to fidget in his seat. She watched him, thinking he was just restless, but then he started to twitch, his eyes and mouth making quick, jerky movements. She became concerned as he started to shake. She knew he must have been having a nightmare, but this one looked bad. A look of pain spread across his face, replaced by fear.

      "David?" she said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      He shrugged it off in his sleep and muttered a plea of mercy under his breath.

      She was about to stop the car and check on him when he suddenly started screaming. His eyes shot open and he sat upright in his seat, howling. She hit the brakes and came to a rough stop. He finally stopped and his eyes drooped and closed again. His body settled and he became calm.

      She leaned over and shook him. "David! David!"

      He slowly opened his eyes again and roused from his troubled sleep. They adjusted to the car around him and he turned his head and looked at her.

      "What's the matter?" she said shrilly.

      He was confused. "What?"

      "What's wrong?" she asked. "You woke up screaming."

      "I did?" he said. He was genuinely confused. "I'm okay," he added. He smiled at her, but she just sat with a look of horror on her face. "What's wrong, Mom?"

      "You don't... remember anything?"

      He shook his head. "No. Remember what?"

      She regarded him for a long moment before saying, "Nothing, honey, it's nothing. Go back to sleep." She tried to fake a smile and said, "Just me being a mom, I guess."

      He smiled and leaned his head back against the door, closing his eyes.

      She eased onto the gas again and kept driving down the 29. She kept glancing at him as they went, knowing that all the experiences they went through were starting to take their toll on him. She was scared and worried that all the things he had seen would scar him for the rest of his life. And was it worth it?

      They drove through a long stretch of highway without incident, then she saw something on the side of the road that made her excited for the first time in their journey.

      She shook him awake again.

      "What did I do now?" he asked.

      "Look!" she exclaimed.

      He squinted his eyes in the direction she was pointing and saw it too, his face lighting up.

      It was a sign welcoming them to North Carolina. They passed it and officially crossed over into the next state.

      "Are we here?" David asked excitedly.

      "Not quite yet. We still have a little ways to go, but soon."

      He began shaking in his seat again, but this time it was with excitement.

      They drove down the 86, but they didn't get very far into the state before they came across something else in the road.

      "Oh no," she moaned.

      David looked ahead and the excitement on his face washed away.

      Another makeshift encampment blocked the road just like the one they saw back in Virginia. They were still far away, but they could see a group of armed men inside.

      She started to panic, looking around at the side of the road to see if there was a place where she could get off and go around them, but it was just a narrow stretch of road surrounded on either side by woods, just like before. These men picked their chokepoints well, funneling any travelers into them. But they had never seen travelers with a car before.

      "What we do?" David asked.

      "I don't know," she said. Her hands gripped so tight on the steering wheel that her fingers went white.

      A man standing guard at the edge of the camp spotted the car. He stood up and stared in shock, giving Sarah and David a few crucial seconds before he reacted.

      Sarah heard the men shout to each other and they all ran around like ants. Soon enough, the whole group of them lined up at the wall of scrap metal.

      "Duck, honey!" she said.

      He undid his seatbelt and crawled down into the footwell, tucking his head into his arms.

      She ducked her head down and stepped on the gas pedal as far as it would go. The engine revved like crazy as the car shot forward.

      Loud gunfire rang out in the air. What sounded like a hailstorm ripped across the car. She couldn't see where she was going and prayed they were still going straight.

      More gunfire peppered the car, followed by loud shouts.

      The car hit something hard and shook. A loud grunt whizzed past them as something smacked the hood and rolled up the windshield. A series of crashes rattled the car as it plowed through the camp. There were shouts and gunfire from behind, and after one final jolt, the car evened out and drove smoothly.

      Sarah finally looked up and saw the car drifting off the road toward a tree. She adjusted the wheel as two of the car's tires kicked up gravel on the shoulder.

      Bullets chased them from behind, shattering the back window and burying into the trunk of the car. Sarah jerked her head down again, trying to keep an eye just above the dashboard to see the road. Finally, the gunshots stopped and she looked in the rearview mirror and saw the men standing in the road, their encampment smashed and scattered.

      David was still curled up in the footwell and she made sure he was okay, telling him it was safe to come up.

      The car still ran smoothly and she checked all the gauges for any signs of trouble. The engine was starting to run hot, but everything else looked okay.

      The car's windshield was cracked like a huge spider web, but it was still intact, aside from a few bullet holes. The left sideview mirror had been shot off, dangling by some wires against the side of the car. The back window had shattered, leaving glass spread over the backseat, and a number of bullet holes decorated the car's exterior.

      "Were okay," she said. "Were okay."

      They both settled as the car sped down the 86. She kept her eye on the temperature gauge and saw it slowly creep up as they went. After another half hour had passed, the engine was red hot and white smoke started to come out of it.

      "Don't do this," she said.

      The car began to choke and sputter, and she pumped the gas pedal, trying to get it to work with her.

      "No, not yet," she said. "Just a little bit further."

      "What's wrong with the car, Mom?" David asked. "Are we going to make it?"

      "Yes, we're going to make it," she said distractedly. "Come on!" she yelled at the engine.

      The car choked and heaved and sputtered, and finally died completely. It coasted for a while and rolled to a stop, the engine making ticking noises as thick clouds of white smoke poured out from under the hood.

      She lowered her head and sighed. "Well that's that," she said. She looked at David, who had a frown on his face.

      "The car doesn't work anymore?" he asked.

      "Nope."

      "So we have to walk the rest of the way?"

      "Yeah."

      She stewed for a minute then pulled the map out of the glove compartment.

      "I just have to figure out where we are," she said.

      The two of them sat in the car for a while, consulting the map. They figured out they were on the outskirts of a town called Hillsboro, just northwest of Durham. It wasn't too much farther; it would probably take only another day for them to make it into Durham on foot, but they would have to find somewhere to stay for the night and they were in the middle of nowhere. They definitely couldn't stay in the car with the back window smashed in.

      There was a cornfield to their right. Only a small portion of the field was in use, but there were thriving stalks of corn growing from the ground. They could see a faded red barn and a windpump standing behind it, still spinning in the breeze.

      David pointed down the road. "Someone's coming."

      Sarah looked up from the map and grabbed the gun from the glove compartment.

      Far away in the road, a man walked toward them. He was big, with a plaid shirt tucked into a pair of blue jeans. As he got closer, they could see a six shooter strapped to his waist.

      "Will he hurt us?" David asked.

      "I don't know," Sarah said. "Just do what I say, okay?"

      "Okay."

      When the man was in earshot, he called, "How you folks doin'? You okay?"

      She leaned her head out the window, holding the gun between her legs. "We're fine," she said. "Just ran into some engine trouble."

      The man walked up to the car and stopped in front of it, inspecting all the bullet holes and damage. He moved up to the window and looked in at Sarah and David. "Are you two okay? You didn't get shot, did you?"

      "No, we're okay," she said.

      "I can see you had a run-in with the bandits," he said, picking up the dangling sideview mirror and appraising it.

      "Is that what you call them?" she said.

      "Yep. Bunch o' unsavory men travelin' up and down the road, harassing people. I'm guessin' you drove by one of their camps they set up in the road."

      "Yeah," she said, "that was them. Are there a lot of them?"

      "Around these parts? Yep, plenty." He leaned in the window and looked at David. "Is your son okay?"

      She looked at David. "Yeah, he's okay, right honey?"

      David nodded.

      "I'm Gary, by the way," the man said.

      "I'm Sarah. And this is my son, David."

      "Well hello there, David, it's nice to meet you," Gary said with a smile.

      David just looked at him, scared.

      Sarah prodded him. "It's okay, honey. Why don't you say hello?"

      "Hello," he said, then fell silent again.

      "Do you own the farm over there?" she asked.

      "I surely do. Me and my wife were just gettin' dinner ready when we saw your big smokestack come up over the corn. At first I thought someone set my corn on fire, then imagine my surprise when I see a car sittin' in the middle of the road, smokin'. Haven't seen a sight like that in a long time. How'd you get it runnin'?"

      "We found a gas can in a school and the keys to this car sitting in the parking lot," she said.

      "No kiddin'," he said.

      "We were on our way to Durham, and we probably would have made it if it wasn't for those bandits," she said.

      Gary glanced at the hood of the car. "Well, I think it woulda broke down regardless," he said. "I don't see any holes in your engine, so it probably overheated on its own. All the parts in these old cars are all gunked up sittin' for so long. Even if not, the gas you found was maybe startin' to go bad. Stuff don't last forever."

      "I suppose not," she said.

      "I'm surprised you even got this thing runnin'."

      He looked in her lap and saw the pistol she had tucked between her legs.

      She followed his gaze and became embarrassed. "I'm sorry," she said, "I thought you might have been someone else at first."

      "Don't be!" he said. "You should always be armed. Can't protect your family with words.

      "Well," he continued, "why don't you two get out of that hunk o' junk and follow me for some dinner, if you want."

      Sarah looked at David then back at Gary. "That would be wonderful. Thank you."

      The three of them walked back to the farmhouse beyond the cornfield, taking the jugs of water and their backpack with them.

      Gary introduced the two of them to his wife Diane and his daughter-in-law Kailey, and the three of them sat down to eat. The women had prepared a fresh meal of roasted deer, corn on the cob, potatoes, and gravy, and they all had a glass of clean well water, too. Sarah thanked them profusely for feeding her and David and offering to take them in for the night, and they all conversed over dinner.

      "My son Pete's just out in the woods now, huntin'." Gary said. "He's not usually late for dinner, but sometimes he gets a little carried away."

      Pete's wife, Kailey, looked nervous at the mention of him being late, and she kept glancing out the window.

      "So tell me more about these bandits," Sarah said.

      Gary chewed on a knob of corn and set it down. "They're just a bunch o' punks, lookin' to steal and destroy what ain't theirs. No sense of hard work in 'em. They just want the easy way out. You best watch out for 'em, they can be pretty nasty."

      "Do you have any problems with them?" she asked.

      "Well, none of 'em have set up too close to here, but every once in a while they'll come and steal some of my crops. They leave me alone, though, because they know they're too stupid to grow food for themselves. I leave it be for the most part. I just have my family here, so I have more food than I know what to do with, anyway. And of course, I'm well-armed, and they know it."

      "Have you heard of Noah's Ark?" David asked.

      "Sure I have," he said.

      "Have you ever been there?"

      "Me? No, never been there myself, but I've heard plenty o' stories about it. I tend to stay away from Durham, so I can't really tell you anything about it in particular. I see a lot of folk come by sayin' they're on their way to it. Matter of fact, you just missed a couple passin' by that were on their way there. Big fella in suspenders and his wife. Quite the characters."

      Sarah's ears perked up. "Herb and Molly, right?" she said.

      He nodded. "Those'd be the ones."

      "How did they seem?" she asked. "Were they okay?"

      "I suppose so," he said.

      "How did they get all the way here without getting hurt?" she asked.

      "Some folk are craftier than you might give 'em credit for," he said. "That man and his wife definitely struck me as two that fit the bill. That's how you gotta be sometimes if you want to survive in this world."

      "So we might catch up to them," David said, thinking.

      "Maybe," Sarah said. It wouldn't be such a bad thing if they could catch up to them and travel the rest of the way together. But they couldn't do it that night. They would have to rest and save their strength for the next day in the daylight.

      "Word of warning, though," Gary said. "Every once in a while I see some people travelin' by here on their way to Noah's Ark... Now, it's not really my business what is or isn't in that place—if it's even there at all—but everyone thinks they can just waltz on in to Durham without any trouble, and I always have to be the bearer of bad news to them."

      Sarah's and David's faces fell.

      "No one really gets into Durham so easily," Gary continued. "Those bandits you ran into? When I said there's a lot of 'em around here, I meant it. Not so much over in Hillsboro here, but they've got Durham surrounded. There's just about no places that you can sneak by 'em and get into the city without them seeing you. If you follow the road down here you'll come up to a bridge that goes over the river into Durham, but they've got that whole thing staked out. They even set up a wall below to keep people from gettin' past 'em. Think of 'em like toll takers. If you want to pass, you have to go through them, and they always get a cut. For most people, that cut is their life. In fact, the only people I've ever heard of that have done business with the bandits and lived to tell about it are a bunch of these scroungers that gather supplies for 'em. They come with carts full o' supplies to give to the bandits in exchange for protection and a safe place to live in the area. But anything beyond that is up to them. Think of it like the mob. When they said only cockroaches survive the apocalypse, they weren't kiddin'."

      Sarah was speechless and David was on the verge of tears. "So... there's no way to get into the city?" she asked.

      "Well, I'm not sayin' there's no way. Some folks have done it, but you gotta be crafty about it. Those two folks that we were just talkin' about? Molly and, what's his face... Herb? That's what I'm talkin' about when I say crafty. You might not've noticed anything to look at 'em, but a sixty-somethin'-year-old couple travelin' across state lines on foot all this way without a scratch on 'em? They know a thing or two more than they're lettin' on, and that's how you have to be if the two of you want to get to Durham. I know that's not really the kind of news you want to hear, but I figure it wouldn't be fair to let you go on and wander right into a trap."

      Before Sarah and David could even process the shocking information, the screen door whined and a set of heavy boots came into the room. A dog started barking and they all turned and looked to see Gary's son, Pete, walk in with a golden retriever.

      Kailey got up and ran to Pete, wrapping him in a big hug as the dog happily trotted around the dining room. Diane tossed the dog some dinner scraps and he curled up by the table and ate.

      "Sorry I'm late," Pete said. He was a big man, even bigger than his father. He wore blue jeans and a buttoned shirt with the collar pulled up over his neck, and hunting gear over top. He looked tired, his features pale, and a layer of sweat covered his skin. He walked across the room and slumped down into an empty chair. "Didn't get anything today," he said.

      "Well, there's always next time," Gary said with a smile. "Food's gettin' cold, though. Shouldn't have taken so long. You gave us all a scare."

      Pete started to dig into the food, slopping a bunch on a plate for himself. "Yeah I know, sorry. I'm okay, though. Just tired."

      "You look exhausted," Kailey said, worried.

      He looked at her with groggy eyes and scratched his neck. "Yeah, I'm pretty beat. Deer had me runnin' all over the damn place today. I'm probably going to hit the hay after I'm done eatin', but for now, I'm starving." He dug into his food and started ravaging his plate, like he hadn't eaten a meal for a year.

      David was too upset to say another word for the rest of the night, and Sarah decided to drop the subject as well. When they were done eating, they all retired for the night and Diane showed Sarah and David to the guest bedroom upstairs.

      They got into the bed together, and Pete's dog walked into the room and set himself down on a throw rug at the foot of the bed. Sarah tried to talk to David about what Gary had said, but he didn't want to say anything. She was upset too, and she had no idea what to do. Thoughts of Noah's Ark and the bandits stayed with her the whole night and kept her up for quite a while, but eventually she found her way into the comforting embrace of sleep.
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          A Late-Night Snack

        

      

    
    
      Her eyes shot open in the middle of the night. It wasn't anything sudden that startled her, but she awoke nonetheless. The guest bedroom they were in was dark, and she let her eyes adjust to it. The window sat next to the bed beside her, the curtains opened to the sides to let the pale moonlight into the room. She turned her head to David lying next to her and grabbed his hand in hers, squeezing it. He was fast asleep and showed no sign of waking up, and she was comforted just to feel his hand, to feel a warm connection to her son. God, she loved him. And she always would.

      The door to the room was open, the hallway leading to the other upstairs bedrooms just beyond. And there was something else in the room with her, too. It was a sound, abstract in her sleepiness, but somehow familiar. Her mind wandered, searching for the answer. She grasped onto the edge of it and thought that it sounded rather wet, like slurping or sucking.

      She stirred in bed, remembering the dog that slept with them for the night at the foot of the bed. She looked at the dog and saw it lying there in the dimness of the room. Her first thought was that it was eating something, but it lay flat on the floor, like it was playing dead. And there was a large shape over top of it, like a big black ball. The figure hovered over the dog, like a shadow.

      Sarah sat propped up on one arm in the bed for a long time, just staring at the strange figure, trying to wrap her mind around what she was seeing.

      The shadowy balled-up figure shifted and paused. Then it stood up. It was around six feet tall and shaped like a big man. As it stepped into the moonlight coming through the window, she saw that it was Pete. And the dog's flesh was sticking out of his mouth as his gray and rotted jaw chewed.

      She shrieked and pushed herself to the back of the bed. David woke up and jerked his head around, desperately trying to find where the commotion was.

      Pete's milky eyes glowed in the dim light as his expressionless face glided toward her. The collar of his shirt had been folded down and there was a necrotic bite mark just under his jawline. He lumbered toward the side of the bed where Sarah was, his heavy boots clomping on the hardwood. He opened his mouth and let the dog's guts slide out, preparing himself for an even better meal.

      Sarah's fight-or-flight instincts kicked in and her legs churned in the bed, kicking the covers every which way. Her arms flailed and she grabbed hold of the collar of David's t-shirt, pulling them both out of bed and backing into a corner.

      Pete stood fully upright, three hundred pounds and six feet tall, and he was right between them and the exit.

      "David!" she cried. "Do something!"

      He just stared in shock. His mouth tried to move, tried to utter some words, but he couldn't get anything out. Urine trickled down his leg and stained his pants.

      The zombie that used to be Pete started forward, each step shaking the floor. He didn't need to run or move quickly at all; all it would take were a few steps and he would be on them. He would fall on them like a gigantic sack of flour and crush them, and then he would have his full meal.

      As her senses started to come back to her, she remembered that she put the gun on the bedside table. It sat there on the other side of the bed from them, gleaming as if to taunt them. There was one round left, but it was their only hope.

      Pete lunged forward and collided into the wall as they darted out and leapt up on the bed. They jumped off the other side and Sarah grabbed the gun.

      She had put their backpack full of supplies and food in the closet that sat near the opposite corner of the room.

      Pete staggered toward them, his arms out, howling a raspy groan of ravenous hunger. He tripped on the bed and fell flat across it, his body bouncing like he fell on a trampoline.

      Sarah darted for the closet, but Pete bounced back up to his feet and was on her with alarming speed. She staggered backward and yanked David away from him, but he lunged forward and grabbed hold of David's legs, knocking both of them to the ground. She aimed the gun at Pete's head, but he swiped out at her and knocked the gun out of her hand with incredible force, sending it flying out into the hallway. She fell backward and crashed into the door, making her head dizzy.

      Pete pulled David toward him with one hand. All zombies lost their muscle mass and became sickly thin over time as they wasted away, but Pete had just turned and still possessed enormous strength and agility.

      Sarah tried to pull David by the arm, but Pete was too strong.

      Pete grabbed hold of the top of David's pants and gave a great yank, sliding him under his drooling mouth. He leaned down to rip a chunk out of the boy just as Sarah clobbered the side of his head with the base of a standing lamp.

      The lamp made a hollow gong sound and Pete's head bobbed up and down violently, smacking against the hardwood. His grip faltered just briefly enough for David to squirm out of his grasp. Sarah kept hammering on him with the lamp over and over, drawing blood, dark and putrid in the faint moonlight. His arms squirmed and flailed, reaching out to grab for her ankles, but she kept her distance. She hammered his skull again and again, but it was doing nothing to stop him. He pushed himself off the floor and shot up to his feet.

      She threw the lamp at him, but it just bounced off, the expression on his face unchanged. He stood in front of the window, the moonlight coming in from behind casting him as a monstrous silhouette in the baneful night.

      They retreated into the hall, and Sarah tried to slam the door shut behind her, but Pete shoved his arm through in time to stop it. His body followed like a barreling train that had too much momentum to stop.

      She bent and picked up the gun as they fled toward the staircase leading down at the end of the hall. They rounded the banister and flew down the steps as Pete followed.

      Faint orange light illuminated the staircase, coming from the ground floor below. Diane had lit candles for dinner, and she must have left a few burning overnight.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, they witnessed the brutal carnage that ensued while they were sleeping.

      There was blood everywhere. Spatters and splashes and strokes of blood covered the walls, the floor, the furniture and the countertops. Diane's lifeless body was bent backwards over the top of the couch in the living room, her shirt torn and an open chasm where her stomach used to be. Kailey was laid out in the front hall, awkwardly pressed up against the door like she was trying to flee before being ravaged, and Gary's body lay right beside the bottom of the stairs in a pool of his own blood, his face completely eaten off.

      Sarah screamed and her legs wobbled, sending her crashing to her knees. David stared at the grisly scene in horror, his face white as a ghost.

      Pete lost his footing as he came down the stairs after them, rolling down like a cannonball.

      David pulled his mom out of the way just in time as the three-hundred-pound ball sailed past them and crashed into the dining room table like a bowling ball smashing through a set of pins.

      They ran to the front door and tried to open it, but Kailey's dead body held it shut. The back of her neck had been torn apart, with her trapezius muscles flayed to the sides, a sticky pool of dark blood staining the carpet runner under her. Sarah pried on the door, opening it by a foot, but she couldn't move it past Kailey's body.

      Pete stirred under the dining room table and shot up to his feet, sending it flying to the side. He started after them again, his face contorted into a look of frenzy, but his eyes completely dead. Blood mixed with slobber in his mouth and it foamed down his chin as his arms clumsily pumped at his sides, increasing his momentum.

      Sarah couldn't get the door open in time and she retreated into the living room with David. There was nowhere they could go where Pete couldn't reach them, and the only visible way out was through the front door, which was blocked.

      Pete came at them like a wrecking ball, destroying everything in his path. They dodged him again and he smashed into the couch, sending Diane's body across the room. He stumbled and hit the wall, but he stayed on his feet, turning around to charge again.

      There was an island in the kitchen and Sarah took David and hid behind it. Pete came after them and tried to get to them, not having the brains to assess the situation and strategize like a human would. Instead of going around the island, he utilized the zombie tactic of traversing the shortest route, and he tried to go over the top of it, throwing his upper body onto it and shooting his arms out wildly, trying to grab anything he could.

      Sarah pulled out the biggest knife in the block on the counter next to her and defensively slashed at him. She was going crazy from the stress, and she just wanted this gigantic maniac dead for good. The blade lacerated his diseased skin, but only did superficial damage. Pete waved his arm and slapped his hand down on the counter, and she struck. She stabbed the knife down and plunged it through his hand, pinning it to the counter. He struggled and thrashed out at them, but he couldn't pull his hand away.

      Sarah held David by the shoulders and kept him away from Pete, still keeping the island between them. Pete was crazed, the thick froth still coming out of his mouth, making ungodly noises that churned in his throat. She aimed the gun at his head, but he was moving around so much that she didn't think she could make the shot. When she was convinced that he really was stuck, she instead took the risk and ran with David back to the front door.

      She crouched down and grabbed fistfuls of Kailey's clothes and used her adrenaline-fueled strength to move her body out of the way. Kailey rolled onto her back and Sarah jerked the door open, escaping with David. She slammed the door shut behind her, but just before she did, she caught one last glimpse of the inside of the house and saw Pete in the kitchen. He yanked on his hand so hard that it sliced itself right off the knife, splitting it in two.

      Sarah and David hurried down the steps and along the gravel pathway, heading up to the road.

      A moment later, the doorframe smashed apart and the front door flew open as Pete barreled through it. He stumbled down the steps and fell onto the gravel, thrashing about before shoving himself up to his feet again.

      They sprinted to the road and ran away from the farm toward Durham.

      Behind them, Pete kept coming. There was no end to the road in sight—nowhere to hide—and he was gaining on them.

      The undead never seemed to run out of breath, but Sarah could already feel her lungs start to seize. Her legs got tight and she knew she couldn't go on much farther. She kept glancing over her shoulder as she ran, watching Pete's bloodied figure get closer like a looming shadow.

      She could hear David wheezing badly, and saw his chest heaving up and down as he ran. His eyes were wide and he was scared. She had one round left in the gun, and she would have to use it now. She knew she would have to stop, turn around, aim, and fire, and she would have to make it count. If she didn't, that would be the end for them. But the idea was terrifying, and she couldn't work up the nerve to do it yet. But the longer she waited, the more Pete closed in.

      She kept glancing at David as they ran, but he just stared straight ahead. She wanted to say something to him, but she didn't have the words. There was no apology big enough that she could give him in that moment.

      Suddenly, David's expression changed. His wide eyes started to fall back to normal and he slowed down.

      "Keep running!" she yelled.

      But he slowed down even more. Eventually, he stopped completely and she knew that this was her one and only chance. They both turned around and faced Pete. She took a square stance and aimed the gun at him.

      His body bounded up and down with a slight left to right sway with each step. She knew she would have to hit him right in the brain, otherwise it would do nothing.

      Her arms were shaking and she didn't know if she could make the shot.

      David was calm the whole time. He took a few steps toward Pete, closing his eyes and holding up his hands, as if telling him to stop.

      Sarah's finger started to squeeze the trigger, ready to give it that final amount of pressure at the right time.

      And then to her surprise, Pete slowed down. He came to a stop in front of them and stared at them for a moment.

      She aimed at his head and he was still. She had a clear shot, but she waited. She looked at David out of the corner of her eye and watched him take another step toward Pete, his hands still held out. His eyes were squeezed tight like he was concentrating very hard.

      Pete gave them one last look before he turned and walked off toward a field. David concentrated until Pete was far away, then he opened his eyes and lowered his arms. Sarah lowered her arms, too, and tucked the gun into her pants.

      "What did you do?" she asked.

      "I made him go away. Just like before."

      She fell to her knees and hugged him tight.

      "That wasn't like before," she said. "You could never do that when you were scared, when you were running like that."

      "I'm getting better," he said.

      The two of them exchanged no more words and just hugged for a long while. They headed off down the road again looking for somewhere to hide. There were no more buildings or structures that they could see, but they came upon a storm drain near the side of the road at the edge of some woods that funneled water from a creek under the road. The creek was dried up and no water flowed through it, so the drain was okay to stay in for the night. It wasn't much, and they were exposed, but they were running on fumes and had to rest.

      They huddled together inside of it. Sarah remembered the last time she was in a storm drain. It was the night that everything changed, for the bad, and for the good. And just like last time, David was still with her. Come hell or high water, he always would be.
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      It had been an unseasonably cold and stormy night. The rain washed through the creek and into the storm drain, causing their shoes and bottoms to get soggy. They sat shivering for a long time, praying for the rain to stop. Despite all the bad things that happened to them on their journey, somehow there was still hope left in Sarah. She had always been the one to be skeptical of Noah's Ark, or change her mind on going there, but she felt a change inside her hiding with David in the storm drain that night. It reminded her that as long as she had him, she would always have hope. He had all but given up, thinking of nothing more than surviving the night, and he insisted on a prayer to God to see them through the night and get some sleep. He said nothing of Noah's Ark or the bandits, and in that moment he only asked for the two of them to be safe. The rain abated eventually and they got a small amount of sleep. No one had found their way to them in the night, living or dead, and whether it was by the grace of God or by random chance, they lived to see the dawn of a new day.

      In the morning, the sun came out in glorious fashion and it was as beautiful a day as they'd ever seen, as if the night before had never happened. All of their supplies that they brought into the house had been lost when they fled, and the only thing that she had with her was the gun with a single cartridge left in it. They walked out into the woods next to the storm drain and stretched their legs, looking for something that they could forage to eat, but they came up unsuccessful. No berries or even some mushrooms were anywhere to be found.

      They went up to the side of the road and sat there. They were on a long straightaway and could see anything coming for miles, so they felt safe for the moment. David had been sad the whole morning, not really wanting to talk much. For a while they just sat there, looking out at the peaceful scenery. Finally, Sarah broke the silence.

      "I'm really sorry," she said.

      "It's okay," he said. "We tried our best."

      "Yeah, we did," she said. "I'm so proud of you. You did really well."

      He just sat there in silence, staring at his feet. She wrapped her arms around him in an embrace, but he didn't reciprocate, just sitting there with his arms around his knees.

      "So, are we going all the way back to Roanoke or are we just finding a place here?" he asked.

      "Well," she considered, "we could do either one of those if you want. Is that what you want, though?"

      "What choice do we have?"

      She carefully considered her next words. If she decided to say what was in her head, there was no taking it back. But she was sure. "We could always keep going to Noah's Ark."

      He looked at her. "How?"

      "We've come this far. After everything we've been through, somehow, miraculously, we're still alive. It's so dangerous out here, and if I would have known that, I never would have left the townhouses. But we're almost there. We're so close. Even I can't let that go. I thought I could, but I can't. And I can't stand to see you spend every day unhappy because we're stuck in those stupid townhouses. There are many ways that I can put you in harm's way. It's more than just letting you outside."

      "But what about the bandits?"

      "We could at least see. We can see what we're up against, and if it's too dangerous, we can turn back. But if there's a way, if there's a single way, I want to take it. Don't you?"

      He smiled. "I do."

      "Well then we better get started. We don't have anything to eat, and we need to get going. Once we're closer to Durham, I'm sure we'll find something. But we need to be careful. The closer we get, the more bandits we'll probably run into. If anything happens, anything at all, you stay behind me and you do what I say, when I say it. Understand?"

      He nodded.

      "I can't promise anything, though. You know that, right?"

      He nodded.

      "If it's too dangerous, and it could be, we have to turn back."

      "Yeah, I know."

      "Okay."

      The two of them set off down the road. They had no map, but she knew the rest of the way from here. The I-85 would lead them over the river and into Durham, and straight into bandit territory, if what Gary had said was true. The road was quiet, and there was no sign of bandits, zombies, or anyone else.

      When they got close to the interstate, they started to see signs pointing the way. They were finally out of the country and back into more populated areas. They passed some empty stores on the way, but all of them were picked clean, more than she had ever seen before. Having had a great dinner the night before, they could last for a little while without food or water, but they would need to find some.

      They came to the I-85 and it stretched over their heads on a skyway to the east and west. They followed it along on the ground toward Durham, not wanting to go on it or even get too close to it yet, for fear of any bandit presence that controlled it. They kept a good distance from it and continued on, but they didn't spot anyone.

      After another half an hour, where the interstate had sloped down and stretched across the ground for a few miles, they came to the very fringes of Durham. They passed some suburbs and came to a dense cluster of streets that were filled with old ransacked stores, each one, surprisingly, entirely free of any supplies at all. More curiously than that, most of the stores had been stripped down to the very walls, any shelves or other scraps of metal, missing. Then they turned a corner at an intersection right near the interstate and found out why.

      In the distance, the I-85 ran back up into a skyway that stretched over top of the river and into Durham beyond. Under the bridge, there was a solid wall at least fifteen feet high that spanned as far as the eye could see, made entirely of scrap metal. It ran along in front of the river and Sarah could see a few bandits patrolling along it in the distance. It was too tall to scale and it didn't look like there was any way around it. That just left the bridge.

      It looked like it extended up about eighty feet in the air and ran for half a mile or so before it came back down to ground level on the other side of the river, and the small portion of it that she could see from where she was, was filled with bandits. They swarmed around in the hot day like bees in a hive. She could see some abandoned cars, tents and little shacks on the upslope of the bridge, as well as what was at the very edge of the top, but as for what was on the bridge for the half-mile it ran at its peak, she was in the dark.

      The bandits looked just as savage and rough as the first group that they had encountered. They were all gaunt, but tough men covered in filth and tattered clothing. They wore dirty jeans and greasy t-shirts, or no shirts at all. Most of their heads were shaved bald, with some sporting the familiar filth-caked patches of hair. She even spotted one that had a mohawk. They were all armed, pistols or rifles strapped to their sides or backs, and several of them carried machetes or hunting knives. And she wasn't entirely sure, but she thought she might have even seen one with a bandolier of grenades on him.

      Sarah and David heard a noise behind them down the street. They took refuge in an old ice cream parlor and hid behind the counter at the back, poking their heads up to watch.

      "Look at him go!" a voice called from around the corner. "Determined little fucker, ain't he?"

      A short bandit with the small but toned muscles of a lightweight boxer walked past the front of the store, dragging a length of string behind him. The other end of it came into view and Sarah and David saw that it was attached to a severed human arm. The rigid fingers pointed up at the sky in a twisted claw as the arm was dragged across the rough pavement.

      Another arm came into view, this one gray and cracked. Brittle fingernails clawed their way across the pavement, pulling a zombie along after the severed arm. The zombie was missing its legs, as if they were hacked off, and it uselessly dragged itself across the ground, its eyes wide and its mouth slung open, trying to get to the meal in front of it. The man howled laughter and another bandit came into view behind the zombie, carrying a machete stained with dark blood.

      "Best fun I've had all week," the one in the front said.

      "More than when we killed those two gooks?" the other one asked.

      The short bandit considered. "No, I think you're right," he said with a wide, goofy smile. "That one takes the cake."

      The bandit behind the zombie walked up to it and it tried to turn around, spinning its torso on the pavement. It reached one of its arms out to grab him as its other arm dragged itself across the ground. The bandit stepped on its outstretched arm and pinned it to the ground, then bent over and hacked at the zombie's arm at the shoulder with his machete.

      The zombie stared up at him as he did it, its expression just as dead as its eyes and soul underneath.

      The blade came down with sickening whacks and its flesh and bones came apart, exposing each layer of its gruesome necrosis. The arm came off completely and the bandit picked it up and held it in front of him like a trophy. He laughed and took a step back, throwing the arm at the zombie's head. It bounced off and tumbled along the street.

      "Come on," the first bandit said. "If we don't get back soon, Jericho will have our heads."

      "Right."

      The one in front started walking, dragging the human arm behind him. The zombie crawled after it again using its one remaining arm to drag itself along the ground, and the other bandit followed behind. They all disappeared from view, their jeers and laughter carrying on in the distance.

      Sarah and David stared at the empty space in front of them in stunned silence.

      "We can't do this," she said. "It's too dangerous."

      "But Mom," he protested.

      "We're not arguing about this. Remember what I told you?" She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the front of the store. "We're leaving."

      He started to cry, but she didn't care; she wanted to get out of there as fast as possible. Gary told them it would be bad, but she had no idea it would be this bad. There was no way they could make it over the fence, and there was no way they could make it over the bridge. And if they got caught, she was starting to get a pretty good idea what would happen to them.

      They crept along the storefronts slowly, making sure the coast was clear, and they started to snake their way back through the clustered streets where they came from. They turned the corner at an intersection with the bridge at their backs and stopped by a row of trees next to the sidewalk.

      She knelt down to David and hugged him. "I'm sorry," she said. "I'm so sorry."

      He just nodded as thick tears rolled down his cheeks. He didn't like it, but he understood.

      "Ah come on, that's all I have!" a voice said behind them toward the bridge.

      They looked up at the bridge and saw an old man wearing a tawny cloak pushing a shopping cart. A bandit stood next to him, rifling through his cart.

      "Well what the fuck good are you?" the bandit said.

      "You know how it is," the old man replied. "Sometimes things are slow out here. It's not easy getting all this stuff."

      The bandit shoved the old man. "Come on, you old piece of shit. We let you come back and forth through here, and all you got is this junk? You don't even got any jerky?" He reached back into the cart and took a handful of items.

      "Hey, hold on now! You can't take all that stuff."

      The bandit tossed the items back in the cart and turned away. "Aw, it's all horse shit anyway."

      Another bandit stepped up to the first one and punched him on the shoulder. "Lay off the crazy old coot. You can't fucking harass the scroungers. They're the ones that get us our shit."

      "I know, I know," he said. He muttered something about jerky and walked off.

      The man in the cloak just waved an arm and bent over his cart, re-sorting everything.

      "Go on, get out of here," the second bandit said to the old man.

      He nodded and pushed his cart down the bridge, passing the other bandits without incident. When he got to the bottom, he took a right and disappeared past the empty storefronts a couple streets over from Sarah and David.

      "Come on," Sarah said to David, impulsively grabbing his arm and running up to the next intersection in the direction the old man was going.

      "Where are we going?" he asked, trying to pull away from her.

      "Come on," she said. "Don't argue."

      The old man crossed the intersection down the block from them, muttering to himself as his metal cart rattled over the stony pavement.

      Sarah pointed out a pub just past the old man. "You see that building over there that says McGee's Tavern over the door?" she asked David.

      "Yeah, I see it," he said.

      "Stay right here for now, but when I go in there, run across the street quietly and meet me in there. But make sure there's no bandits around."

      He nodded, still confused.

      She crept down the block and stalked the old man like a cat. He didn't hear her coming at all. She came up right behind him and grabbed him by the scruff of his cloak and pressed her gun to the back of his head.

      "Don't make a sound," she said quietly.

      The man cried out in alarm, then he turned his head toward her and started laughing.

      "Hey, I said shut up!" she said.

      He laughed harder. "What are you going to do, rob me? You wouldn't be the first!"

      She didn't expect the interaction to go down this way, and in her confusion she let go of the man's cloak. He tossed her another look and laughed again, then started pushing his cart forward, continuing on down the road.

      "Hey, wait a minute!" she said. She went after him and grabbed him again, shoving the gun to his temple. "I mean it! I'll shoot you! Don't make another sound!"

      "You can't have those batteries!" the man cried. "Those are the old ones!"

      "What?" she said, utterly confused.

      "I'm going to get some more now," he said, "you'll just have to wait." He tried to start off with his cart again, but yanked himself against Sarah's grip, choking himself. He stumbled backward a couple of steps before trying to set off again, apparently not understanding that she was still holding onto him.

      She wondered how long he'd been traveling the roads. It seemed like the sun had baked every last brain cell out of his head, and it was a wonder he still knew what he was doing at all.

      Much to his delirious protest, she dragged him across the street and into the tavern she pointed out to David. She shoved him into the pub and he staggered across the floor and fell on his hands and knees, laughing his head off. She hurried back out into the street and gave David a signal to follow her as she retrieved the shopping cart and pushed it into the pub.

      David ran in and she instructed him to go sit on a rickety barstool in the corner. She went up to the cart and inspected it, shoving around all the items inside. A black curtain lined the inside of the cart and draped over the edges, hanging down to the wheels on all sides. The basket was filled almost to the top with supplies from bandages to silverware, to old cell phone covers. Most of it was junk in this day and age, and she supposed that was why the bandit had been angry with the old man.

      She stood over the man, who was still on the floor, laughing. The hood of his cloak had fallen off his head, revealing his thinning and messy white hair. A pair of old, thin fingerless gloves coming apart at the seams covered his filthy hands.

      "You go into Durham?" she asked him.

      "What?" the man said.

      "Durham," she said. "You go into Durham, don't you?"

      "Huh?"

      "What do you do with your cart?" she asked. She stepped over and grabbed the edge of the cart, shaking it.

      "I'm a scrounger," he said, finally understanding a question she asked.

      "A scrounger?"

      "I get supplies for people and then I give it to them."

      "And they let you go across that bridge?"

      He gave a big nod. "Uh-yep."

      "How often do you go over there?"

      "Over where?"

      "Into Durham," she said. "How often do you go across that bridge into Durham?"

      He started laughing again at nothing in particular. She got angry and went up to him, grabbing him by the lapels and shaking him. He was jostled into silence and he regarded her face with a mixture of inquisitiveness and fright.

      "Durham," she said. "Across the bridge." She pointed in the direction of it, making a gesture with her hand to simulate a bridge going over water.

      "Yes," the man said. "Across the bridge."

      She sighed. "How do you get across?" she asked in a measured tone.

      "I walk!" he said.

      She put a hand across her forehead, trying to ease the tension she felt. "Why do those men let you by?"

      "I don't buy," he said. "I sell! Well, I mean, I give."

      "No, why do those men let you cross the bridge?"

      "Because I give them supplies. I give them supplies and they let me across."

      She couldn't believe he actually gave her a straight answer. He seemed off his rocker, and she couldn't tell if he was genuine, or if this was all an act.

      "So what do you get out of it?" she asked.

      "Get out of... huh?"

      "I saw those men hassling you today. Do they always do that?"

      He sat and thought about it for a moment, rolling around the couple of marbles he had in his head. "No, they usually leave me alone," he said.

      "Why were they bothering you today?"

      "My wares have been a little light today. Couldn't find too much lately in the city."

      "Where did you get all your supplies? Over in Durham?"

      "Mostly, uh-yep."

      "So what happens most of the time when you go over there? When they don't harass you? Do you just walk over the bridge, they take your stuff, and they let you by?"

      "Usually they don't pay any attention to me. I just go by, do my business, and be on my way."

      "Do you talk to anyone on the bridge?"

      He looked up at the ceiling, thinking again. His eyes stared up, shifting back and forth, as if he were trying to uncover a large nugget of information that was buried deep down. But after several moments passed, he just stayed quiet, his thin lips parted slightly and his blank eyes staring.

      "Did you hear what I said?" she asked.

      His head snapped to hers. "What?" he said, coming out of his trance.

      She bent down and shook him again.

      He cried out, raising his hands up in the air, and she let him go because he was making too much noise. "Shh, be quiet!" she said.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, wincing. "You can't do that! My neck's not so good. I can't think straight when it goes all wonky."

      "You can't think straight at all," she said, frustrated.

      "The bridge," she repeated. "Does anyone talk to you when you go across the bridge?"

      "No, not usually," he said. "Usually I just go through and Tanner takes what he wants from my cart and I keep going."

      "When do you usually cross the bridge? Do you go at the same time every day or do you go at different times?"

      "I go whenever. Doesn't matter. I get the stuff and they take it."

      "So what do you get out of all of this?"

      He thought for a moment. "I get to live!" he said with a big toothless grin.

      "Are you the only one who gives them supplies, or are there others like you?"

      "I'm one of a kind, baby!" he said, grinning wider.

      "Are there any female scroungers?"

      "I wish! I'd like to scrounge a few things off of them!" He stuck his tongue between the few teeth he had left and wiggled his scrawny fingers through the air in delight.

      "So no women?"

      "No," he said. "Women don't want to go over that bridge."

      "Why not?"

      "Why don't you go and find out!" he said and cackled madly.

      "Do you go over at night sometimes?"

      "Sure, I do."

      "What's on the other side of the bridge?"

      "Durham," he said.

      "No, I mean what kind of things are around the other side of the bridge? Are there more bandits? Is there a checkpoint? How many bandits are in the city?"

      He scrunched up his face, looking like a child who just had his lunch stolen. "I have to go," he said, pulling the hood of his cloak back on. "It's getting late."

      He started to get up, but she shoved him back to the floor.

      "Where is Noah's Ark?" she said.

      He traced a finger along the dust on the floor. His brow was scrunched up, and he was deep in thought, scratching the two marbles in his head together like a flint lighter trying to strike a spark. He sat upright at last, a look of excitement on his face. "The Bible!" he exclaimed. "It's in the Bible!"

      She couldn't take any more of him and decided this interview was over.

      "Give me that cloak you have on," she said. "Your gloves, too."

      "Well, okay," the man said without objection. He stood up and took everything off and handed them to her, revealing a ratty black v-neck shirt underneath.

      She was surprised by how easily he complied, and she took the articles from him and set them on top of the cart. "I'm taking your cart too," she said. "Get out of here."

      "All right," he said, and walked across the room and started pushing his cart out of the pub. She yanked the back of his shirt and pulled him away from it.

      "Hey, did you hear what I said?" she asked. "I said I'm taking your cart."

      "You can't take my cart," he said, suddenly agitated. "It's mine!" he cried. He grabbed the handle again and tried to wheel it out the door, but she grabbed onto the cart too and held it in place. He struggled against her and kept yelling "It's mine!" over and over again.

      She let him go and turned to David.

      "Cover your eyes," she said.

      He was reluctant, but he did.

      She took the gun out of her waistband and clocked the man in the back of the head with it. He crumpled up into a ball on the ground and she put the gun back in her pants, telling David that he could open his eyes.

      He looked at the unconscious man lying on the floor. "What did you do to him?" he asked.

      "He's just taking a nap," she said.

      "Mom, I'm eight. I'm not stupid."

      "I knocked him out. But he's not dead. I just needed his cart and his clothes."

      "Why?"

      "Because we're going to Noah's Ark."
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      It was past midnight as Sarah pushed the shopping cart toward the bridge. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky and the moon shone in its unfiltered brilliance, as clear as crystal. Stars dotted the night sky and displayed the grandest map ever drawn, illustrating the magnificence of the universe and the countless stars, planets and civilizations that must span its endless body.

      But there on Earth, in the outskirts of Durham, there was one woman and her little boy with a small task: they needed to cross a bridge. It was a task so simple, and yet it was the most important thing that ever faced her in her entire life. Everything was riding on the next ten minutes.

      She prepared herself in every way she could. She donned the crazy old man's yellow-brown cloak and his gloves, purposefully dirtying her hands so that at a reasonable distance there would appear to be nothing amiss. She drew her hair back and tucked it into the back of her blouse so it wouldn't stick out, and she pulled the hood of the cloak forward as far as it would go, making sure to keep her head down the whole way so no one could see into it and see through her disguise.

      David was hiding inside the shopping cart, and she told him to keep quiet and that she would tell him when it was over. All they needed to do was get across the bridge and then they could go to Noah's Ark. She could maybe even keep the disguise on the whole way, gliding past whatever patrols or sentries may lie between them and salvation. But for the moment, the bridge was a looming monolith towering in the night sky, illuminated by the barrel fires that the bandits had started around their encampments.

      Most of the bandits were asleep in the large tents that dotted the bridge, with only a skeleton crew keeping watch. The ones that were awake seemed relaxed, like they had maybe even let their guards down.

      The cart rattled along the interstate as she reached the bottom of the bridge. The contents inside were the same that the old man had in the cart earlier, but she figured that was for the best; any supplies left to be scrounged in the area seemed to only be inside the city, so they probably wouldn't even check the cart on the way over. If they did, they might find David, and she couldn't let that happen. She could slip a hand into the front of the cloak and grab the gun from her waist at any moment if she needed to, but with only one round left, it was her last resort.

      The black cloth hanging down from the cart flapped gently in the breeze. The night was cool and calm, and the crickets sang in unison with the numerous but subdued cries and jeers from the patrolling bandits.

      She pushed the cart up the incline, keeping a close watch from under her hood on the movements of the bandits around her. Some were patrolling up and down the incline and some were sitting in rusted chairs near the edges, surveying the land. A few patrolled with flashlights along the metal wall spanning the river down below. All of them were heavily armed, and even at night when the watch was sparse, no one would be able to mount an assault and successfully cross their bridge. But they weren't prepared for two people in disguise to slip through.

      She passed a bandit sitting in a chair, cleaning his rifle with a filthy rag. She kept her head down and slightly to the side, trying not to make herself look suspicious, and he didn't pay any attention to her.

      The cart rattled up the bridge, and the sound was deafening in her ears. She felt like it was betraying her presence and drawing everyone's attention to her, even though all of the bandits she passed couldn't care less about her.

      She weaved the cart between a few abandoned cars, one of them just a torched husk of metal. She crested the bridge without any trouble and the rest of it spanned in front of her. She felt like a runner looking down the hundred-meter track they were about to run. Large green military tents, wrecked cars and the odd group of bandits sitting by a fire were up ahead.

      As she came up to the first tent sitting against the left side of the bridge, the front flap opened and a bandit strolled out. She recognized him; he was one of the bandits that she saw on the bridge earlier in the day that told the other bandit not to harass the scrounger. At first he just stood there, looking across the bridge out into the land beyond, smoking a cigarette.

      She kept her head down and steered the cart to the right, trying not to make her obviation too apparent.

      The bandit turned his head and looked at her, then he walked toward her. He glanced at the cart, then back at her.

      She started to panic, not knowing what to do. If she veered off course, it would look suspicious, and if he tried to have a conversation with her, her game would be up.

      He stopped just in front of the cart and she brought it to a halt. She gripped the handle tightly, her fingers going white. She was terrified that he would go rooting around the junk in the basket and find David hiding below, or David would shift slightly and make a noise.

      The man reached into the cart and picked up a box of dried cranberries, looked at them, then tossed them back in the cart. "Just make sure you come back with some better stuff next time, yeah?"

      She nodded, her heart pounding.

      He nodded too, giving her one last look, and walked back to his tent.

      She kept her head down and pushed forward, trying to stay away from the tents lining both sides of the bridge.

      A couple men up ahead leaned against the edge of the bridge, staring out at the landscape. She was so focused on not tripping over herself or running the cart into anything that she didn't hear much of their conversation, but she did hear one of them mention the name "Jericho". She heard that name from some of the bandits before, and they had made the person out to sound like their leader. Her ears perked up after that and heard them talking about Jericho murdering one of their own over something to do with a woman, but she couldn't make out more than that as the sound of the rattling cart droned out their conversation as she passed them and continued along the bridge.

      She passed a tent that was bigger than all the rest and saw something beyond it that chilled her to the bone.

      A set of three large metal cages were lined up along the right side of the bridge, and each one had a big door that was secured with a padlock and heavy chains. The cages were filled with women, appearing to range from about twenty to seventy years old. All of them were stripped naked, with cuts and bruises littering their bodies, and some of them looked very emaciated. A young brunette who looked to be in her twenties lay on her side, her knees hiked up to her chest with her arms wrapped around. She stared off at nothing, and the only place Sarah had ever seen that same blank look before was in the eyes of the restless dead. A portly, elderly woman lay behind her, her wiry white hair matted against the pavement. She had lacerations all down her back and her legs were black and blue. There were about ten girls in the cages altogether, and they all lay on the hard ground, sleeping or staring mindlessly, the skin on their bodies damaged and dry from lying out in the sun all day.

      A bandit sat in a little chair in front of the cages, standing guard. He held a hunting knife in his hands, stropping the blade with a piece of leather. He looked completely disinterested with the bounty he was guarding, like he had seen that kind of thing a thousand times before.

      The haunting words of the crazy old coot who she stole the cart and the clothes from came back to her: "Women don't want to go over that bridge." At the time, she didn't want to think about the implications of what he meant, but the reality was all too apparent now.

      Sarah averted her gaze as she pushed the cart on, not sure if she wanted to scream or throw up. She was extremely thankful that David was hidden in the cart and couldn't see what she was seeing. The sound of the guard stropping his knife grated on her ears as she left the horrific display, and she had to grind her teeth together to stop from doing anything to bring attention to herself.

      She crossed the middle of the bridge and a patrolling bandit ahead walked in her direction. He swept his flashlight around and pointed it at her when she came by.

      Her heart seized and she thought that he'd seen through her disguise, but then the man laughed at her like a depraved lunatic as he wiggled the light back and forth across her face, taunting her. She twisted her head away and pushed the cart a little faster, just waiting to hear the man come after her. But he continued to laugh as he faded away into the distance.

      She didn't dare to look behind her, and before long, she saw the end of the bridge up ahead. The goal was in sight and she focused on it with incredible intensity. She thought about Noah's Ark and what it would be like for her and David, not having to worry about their safety from zombies or bandits or lunatics in schools or cannibals or anything else that filled the mad, apocalyptic world.

      The final obstacle on the top of the bridge before it descended down into Durham was a large congregation of bandits sitting around a fire and playing cards. They were all talking and boorishly throwing insults at each other. As she got closer, one of the bandits got a sour look on his face, throwing his cards down on the ground and yelling at another person near him.

      "What the fuck do you think you're doing?" he yelled. "You fucking cheated!"

      "The hell I did," the second man shot back. "I won fair and square and you fucking know it. And even if I did cheat, you better count your teeth before you talk to me like that again, boy."

      The first man stood up, puffing his chest. "I'm not your boy, don't you call me that."

      The second man stood up and dropped his cards on the ground while the other men around started to cheer them on.

      Before Sarah knew it, fists were flying as she tried to slip by, and one of the men was knocked into her. She lost her grip on the cart and stumbled to the side as another man staggered into the cart.

      It rolled forward, teetering dangerously on two of its wheels and threatened to tip over. Her heart hammered in her chest as she watched in slow motion, a look of pure horror on her face. It gave another wobble and crashed back down on all four wheels with David still hidden.

      She rushed back to it and shoved it out of the way of the brawl. She jogged with the cart for several paces, but everyone in the crowd was too busy fighting or cheering to think twice about her.

      She wove the cart past a few abandoned cars and slowed down back to a normal walking pace. She was at the end of the bridge and could see all of Durham in front of her. She scanned the city, trying to find where Noah's Ark might be, but it was too dark to see anything.

      There was just one last length of the bridge that she had to descend before she could disappear into the streets below, and there were only two bandits strolling around ahead. It seemed the bandits were more worried about people getting into the city than getting out.

      Before she continued on, she looked around to make sure no one was around her, then she asked David if he was still okay. When she heard the all-clear from him, she set off down the final stretch.

      When she got near the bottom of the bridge, one of the two remaining bandits walked past her without even acknowledging her, but the second one stared at her. His filthy hair was styled into a mohawk, and he wore a leather vest studded with spikes and a thin bandanna tied around one of his biceps. He shined a flashlight on her and approached her at a brisk pace.

      She stopped the cart preemptively and froze in place.

      "There you are!" he said. "I've been waiting all damn day for you. Where have you been, you crazy old bastard?"

      She kept her head down and didn't say anything.

      "What's the matter?" he said. "You really quiet today?"

      She was terrified and had no idea how to respond, knowing that speaking at all would be a dead giveaway. She finally moved her head to the side and pretended to scratch her face, ending with a nervous shrug.

      The bandit looked in the cart. "Well, let's see what you've got." He reached into the cart and started rifling its contents around.

      She held her breath, horrified of what he might find. She lowered an arm to her front, inching her hand toward her gun. He was the last bandit between them and freedom, and the rest of them were all up on the bridge. All she needed was one shot and she and David could run and hide in the night. But her hands were shaking.

      He tossed around all the items on the top of the pile and frowned, then he plunged his arm to the bottom.

      "What the fuck is this?" he asked, turning his attention back to her.

      Her fingers slipped into her cloak and brushed against the butt of the gun.

      "Huh?" the man said, trying to get an answer out of her. He turned back to the cart and started tossing everything in it onto the ground. "I said what the fuck's all this junk? It's just a bunch of shit! Is that really the best you can do?" He turned back and approached her. Standing there in that moment, he seemed so much bigger and stronger than her. So much faster. His body was square to her and he was watching her with his full attention. She wrapped her fingers around the gun, but she didn't have the courage to pull it out.

      "Huh? Did you hear what I said? What the fuck's the matter with you tonight? You're never this quiet."

      Sarah shrugged her shoulders again, then feigned a cough, trying to make it sound as deep as possible.

      He walked right up to her and grabbed her cloak. "You bring me shit like this and expect to get a free pass? You do this one more time and you're dead."

      Then she let out an unintended cry of horror as he grabbed the side of the cart and shoved it over. It toppled to the ground with a loud crash, all of its contents spilling out.

      But David was safe. He may have been roughed up, but he was still hidden underneath the draped black curtain that still covered the underside of the cart.

      The bandit froze, hearing her cry as he had shoved the cart. His eyes narrowed on her. "What was that?" he asked. "What did I just hear?"

      She cowered on the spot. As he approached her again, she saw David climb out of the cart behind him and scurry away.

      The bandit reached out and yanked the hood of her cloak off and she whipped the pistol out and pointed it at him. But he was too quick, and before the gun finished lining up, he had already knocked it out of her hand. She let out a distressed grunt and struggled with him, but he just swept the back of his hand across her face.

      It felt like a truck hit her and everything went a little fuzzy.

      "Well, look what we have here," he said, smiling.

      He grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and started dragging her back up the bridge.

      "No!" she screamed. She tried to pry herself away, but his grip was too strong. She clawed at his face and nicked him, drawing blood. His smile instantly disappeared and he held her out at arm's length and punched her square in the face. Pain rippled through her head and she felt blood trickle down from her nose. She started to whimper as he dragged her the rest of the way, and she felt her legs give out.

      "Come on, you stupid bitch. Get up." He yanked her back up to her feet and carried her up the bridge on his shoulder.

      They passed the brawling men by the fire and they all stopped and stared at her, dirty grins spreading across each of their faces. They started to hoot and holler and followed the man carrying her.

      "She's a pretty one, ain't she?" one of the men called out.

      "I wonder if she tastes as good as she looks," another one said.

      She saw the cages full of naked women ahead and she started bawling her eyes out, her heart hammering a million beats a minute. The man sitting guard by the cages grabbed the key out of his pocket and unlocked the one on the left, swinging the door open. The man carrying her threw her inside and she rolled across the hard pavement.

      The young brunette and the older white-haired woman shared the cage with her, and whether they were awake or asleep, alive or dead, they paid no attention to her.

      The guard slammed the cage door shut but didn't lock it, and all the men stood around watching with perverted eyes. One of them disappeared into the huge green tent on the opposite side of the cages and the rest of the men stared at the tent in anticipation.

      Sarah was on her knees, sobbing uncontrollably, not wanting to look at any of them.

      The flap of the tent opened and a man emerged from it, bigger and taller than all the rest. Most of the bandits were thin and malnourished, but this one was well-fed with a lot of muscle mass. His head was shaved bald and he wore a huge black beard on his face. His bare chest was grimy and covered in scars. The biggest scar of all stretched over his left eye, and a shiny glass eyeball sat in the socket. He walked with a commanding presence and made his way to Sarah's cage. The other men moved away and kept their heads down when he approached.

      He stared down at her without expression. The guard swung the door open for him and he strode inside.

      All she could think about was what was about to happen to her. She wanted to pray with all her might that her son was okay, but in that moment she was so terrified of what they were going to do to her that she could only think about herself. Her whole life flashed before her as her chest heaved in and out. Bloody snot ran down her face and she couldn't hold it in anymore and started howling in fear.

      The man in front of her looked at the others and they all suddenly turned and went back to what they were doing, leaving the two of them alone. Even the bandit guarding the cages took a walk.

      He crouched down and put a hand on her shoulder. It was big and heavy. "There, there, sweetheart," he said soothingly. His voice was deep and rich. "No need to cry. We take real good care of everyone around here."

      He put a finger under her chin and gently raised her head. She tried to keep it down, but he had more strength in his finger than she had in her whole neck. She closed her eyes, refusing to look at him.

      "Don't cry, it's okay," he cooed. "This is going to be a nice moment for both of us." He ran his hand under her nose, wiping the blood and snot away from it.

      "Look at me," he said.

      She kept her eyes closed.

      His hand left her chin and gently slid down until his fingers were around her throat. He gave her a very gentle but increasingly tighter squeeze. "Look at me."

      She opened her eyes at last and saw him for the first time.

      A deranged smile was on his face, highlighted by the firelight from nearby, making his glass eye sparkle.

      "I'm Jericho," he said. "I'm the boss around here, and I always get the first taste." He reached behind him and drew out a long knife.

      She shut her eyes tight, waiting for the worst of it.

      He brought the blade up to her face and gently caressed her cheek with the tip of it, just enough to draw blood. A drop trickled down her face and he leaned in and licked it off, going from the side of her chin to the edge of her forehead. He let her blood roll around his tongue, like he was tasting a fine wine, then he smiled at her again with crooked, yellow teeth.

      He pulled her onto her knees and removed the cloak from around her shoulders. He held the beads of her necklace between his thick fingers and twirled them around.

      "Who was David?" he asked. "Husband? Son?"

      He smirked and slipped the blade of the knife under the cord of the necklace and cut it off. He admired it for a moment then stuffed it into the pocket of his black jeans.

      "It doesn't matter anymore, slaves don't own any possessions."

      He sliced off her blouse next, followed by her bra.

      She whimpered with each brush of the blunt end of cold steel against her skin, not wanting to open her eyes and see anything.

      "Mmm," he cooed as her breasts came into view. He searched the pockets in her jeans and pulled out the worn paper card with the symbol for Noah's Ark on it.

      "How did I guess you were going there?" he said. "Don't you know? There is no Noah's Ark. Just a fairy tale, a figment of someone's imagination. You came here for nothing."

      Every word he said stung her and every negative emotion she could feel swirled around in her.

      He crumpled the card and dropped it on the ground then shoved her flat on her back.

      "This city's mine, and so are you. You'll stay in this cage for the rest of your life. How easy or hard your life will be, depends on your willingness to cooperate."

      She turned her head and pressed it against the cold pavement, opening her eyes to look out at the distance. There was a small tent next to her cage and she saw something crouched down behind it, watching from the shadows. It was David.

      He watched her with terror on his face, sitting on the ground with his knees pressed against his chin.

      No! she screamed in her head. Screamed at him not to look. She frantically spoke to God in her mind and pleaded with Him to make David look away. She wanted anything but for him to see what was going to happen to her.

      She shut her eyes tightly as Jericho ripped her pants and underwear off and began defiling her. She felt her body slowly shut down, like her life force was draining away. The whole world turned to gray and the desolate zombie apocalypse looked like a thriving paradise compared to the world she was entering now. When he finally penetrated her, it felt like the final knife stabbing into her heart and twisting, extinguishing her life. She was dead and so was her husband. And even if David escaped the bridge, it wouldn't be long before he was dead, too.

      When Jericho was done with her, he left her lying lifeless on the ground just like all the other women around her.

      Her head rolled back to the side and she looked at the tent where David was hiding.

      But he was gone.

      Jericho stood outside of the cage as the guard came back, waiting for his instructions. A few more bandits had lingered nearby.

      "She's all yours, boys," Jericho said, then walked back to his tent.

      Cheers filled the air as all the bandits came back to the cage and surrounded her.

      Her consciousness started to fade away in front of her, and she couldn't even comprehend what was happening anymore. At the end of it all, a group of bandits started beating on her, punching her and kicking her in the chest and head.

      Blackness came to her slowly and painfully, but it came with a crushing end.
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      As the sunlight pried her eyes open, it broke the horrible news to her that she hadn't died at all. She was still locked in the rusting cage on the bridge surrounded by bandits, nude as the day she came into the world.

      She tried to move her limbs to tell if she really was still alive, and when she did, her whole body cried out against her in agony. She was covered in cuts and bruises from the beating that they gave her, and she had already developed bad sores from lying on the ground all night. She tried to roll onto her stomach, but couldn't because the pain was too strong. Even squinting her eyes against the sun hurt her face.

      She spent a long time lying on the ground, wincing at the pain, before sitting herself up. She could already feel her skin burning in the sun, and she had no idea what time it was.

      The other girls in the cages around her were a little restless. They rolled around or writhed and stared off at nothing, like they were just looking right through whatever they gazed at. The emaciated ones were a terrible sight to behold, their skeleton sticking out against their red, leathery skin. Sarah wondered if they fed those ones, or if the girls had voluntarily refused to eat. She thought morbidly that that would be the most pleasant way she could die to end her suffering.

      A few bandits stood outside of the cages, talking to each other. She watched their mouths flap but couldn't hear the words coming out. There were far more bandits out on the bridge now than there were the night before, but the most wretched one of all was nowhere to be seen. That horrible monster that stripped her of her life with his stinking breath rolling down her neck and the unnatural glint of his staring glass eye shining at her.

      Now she was a mindless drone, just like the other girls; just like the zombies. She hadn't understood the blank look in the girls' eyes when she arrived on the bridge, but now she did.

      A bandit with a giant belly and a bushy blond beard broke her trance as he walked up to the cages carrying three bowls cradled along his arm. He slid one in each cage, letting some of the slop inside splash over the rims of the bowls and onto the pavement.

      "Eat up, you whores," he said and walked away.

      Sarah watched as some of the girls roused from whatever catatonic position they were resting in and slowly crawled their way to the bowls. The young brunette girl sat in the corner of her cage, staring off in the distance like she hadn't even noticed the bandit give them food.

      Sarah wanted to have pity for the girl, but she was so dejected that she couldn't even bring herself to care about anything anymore. Her mind went to her son and wondered about him, but it was just a passing wonder. She found herself not caring about him or his safety the way she used to. To her, he was just gone now, and she felt nothing. She knew he was either dead by now or soon would be, and that none of it mattered anymore.

      The portly woman with wiry white hair woke up from her sleep and stirred around. She craned her neck toward the bowl that the man had tossed in and she crawled for it. She weakly pulled it toward her, scooping up the slop inside with her hand and pushing it against her mouth. It looked like oatmeal or gruel, or whatever the bandits found beneath their shoes, Sarah figured. Eventually the white-haired woman sat upright and brought the bowl up to her chest, spooning handfuls of the slop into her mouth. She turned her head at last to Sarah and held the bowl out, wordlessly offering her some.

      When Sarah saw the woman's face in full view, she was horrified.

      It was Molly, one half of the jolly set of travelers that had visited her and David before they set off to Noah's Ark.

      "Oh my God," Sarah tried to say. No words came out, and her throat was hoarse. She was so thirsty, baking in the sun and not having had a drink of water for over a day. She was starving too, but yet the bowl of slop in front of her that Molly offered curbed her appetite immediately.

      Sarah rubbed her throat and tried to cough. The coughing was horrible, feeling like her throat was tearing itself apart. She finally massaged her vocal cords into working order and tried again.

      "Molly, it's me!" she said in a hoarse voice. "Don't you recognize me?"

      Molly didn't say anything to her and instead just motioned out with the bowl again. Her eyes were blank just like the brunette.

      "Molly, it's me, Sarah! Where's Herb?"

      Molly just stared. She opened her mouth and moved it as if she was saying something, but no sound came out.

      Sarah moved across the pavement on her knees. Her whole body screamed out in pain, and she tried to be as gingerly as possible. She crawled up to Molly and grabbed her by the shoulders. Molly just shoved the bowl of slop at her again and Sarah took it and rested it on the ground beside them.

      "Molly, where's Herb? Where's Herb?" Sarah couldn't believe that the two of them had ended up here. She figured that they of all people would have found a way to get through unscathed, but the hard truth was that there was no getting through. There was no Noah's Ark, even if Jericho was lying and it really was unspoiled paradise sitting in the middle of Durham, there was no getting through the bandits. It was just a mirage in the desert.

      A soft noise finally came out of Molly's throat, but Sarah couldn't hear it.

      Sarah turned her head and leaned her ear toward Molly's mouth. "What?" she urged her.

      "He's gone," Molly said.

      "What happened to him?" she asked.

      "He's gone," Molly said again. "He's gone." She said the words over and over before her voice trailed off and was silent. Her eyes glazed over and she went back to eating the slop.

      Sarah tried shaking her back to reality, but it was no use. All of the girls in here had been broken down mentally, and Sarah knew that she would be next. She looked at the other cages and saw all the girls sitting and eating the slop, their faces blank. It would be her face, too. The question was, how long would it take?

      As the day passed, her skin continued to bake in the sun. Skin lesions from sunburn covered all of the other girls' bodies, mixed in with their cuts and bruises from the beatings, and Sarah wondered and hoped that they simply couldn't even feel physical pain anymore, that they were numb to it.

      The last thing that she felt die with her in that cage before her physical body was her hope. The hope that she had been trying so hard to find, the hope that David had taught her to feel even when everything around her was terrible. She thought she had finally found it, and she truly believed that they were going to make it. She started to believe that God really did have a purpose for them when so many others had perished. But the truth was that their time had just come a little later than everyone else.

      Someone came by later in the day and gave the girls some water. Other bandits would come by the cages throughout the day and taunt the girls, spitting at them or throwing stones. As degenerate and chaotic as they all were, they still seemed to have some system of order and a set of rules for doing things. Though they harassed the girls in the daytime, none of them actually went in the cages and touched them. But the night was a different story.

      When night fell, the girls were given more slop and a little more water. It became cool again and Sarah's body began to shiver, cold from the harsh sunburn she had.

      A couple hours into darkness, Jericho came back to her cage and the guard opened it. He walked in and lifted Sarah's head up by her hair.

      She couldn't even cringe or pull herself away from him; she was already too broken to react. As he wormed his greasy hands all over her, she just lay there feeling like she was outside of her body, looking down on it all with total detachment.

      "He was your son, right?" Jericho asked. "David?"

      He watched her reaction, but she was expressionless.

      "I get that motherly feeling from you," he continued. "You came here with him, didn't you?"

      He watched her face for clues again, but she still divulged nothing.

      "You still think he might be alive, don't you?"

      Her face was blank, but internally she felt anxious at the question. A tiny part hidden inside still wondered and hoped that he was alive, and she wanted to know what happened to him, where he was, if he was safe.

      Jericho laughed. "He's dead."

      Her eyes shot to him, measuring his face to see if he was telling the truth.

      "That got your attention, didn't it?" he said, his face twisting into a crazy grin. "We caught a boy sneaking around here this morning. He refused to say anything at first, so I had to hurt him a little. After he stopped blubbering, he told me that he was trying to save his mom. Is that you?"

      Her lip quivered and her face became taut as hot tears streamed out of her eyes.

      "He didn't stop crying, just saying 'mommy'... 'mommy'..." Jericho reached behind and pulled out his knife. The blade was coated in dried blood. "This is the knife I used to kill him," he said, holding it up to her face.

      She couldn't hold back anymore and wept profusely.

      Jericho laughed and licked the tears off her face, his thick beard scraping against her skin as his hot, stinking breath billowed across her nose. He put the knife away and undid his pants.

      When it was all over, Sarah lay still for the rest of the night, staring up at the cloudy sky. She couldn't feel anything anymore. Her mind was a hum of white noise, all her thoughts wiped away.

      The bandit with the huge belly and the blond beard who gave them their food in the morning sat guard on the bent little chair with his back to the cages, looking out over the bridge from left to right then going back and cleaning his teeth with the tip of his knife. His pudgy fingers wrapped around the handle, his fingernails caked with dirt. When he finished dislodging a piece of food from between his teeth, he used the knife to clean under one of his fingernails, removing a stone, then going back to his teeth with it. He gently hummed to himself under his breath and shared a few words with a passing bandit on patrol. When he was satisfied with his personal grooming session, he rested the knife on his big belly, his hands neatly folded over top.

      Sarah leaned her head to the side, her bruised face pressed against the cold pavement. Her eyes fell on the guard rail next to her cage and saw a piece of jagged metal that was almost completely sheared off from the metal brace connecting two pieces of the concrete rail. She crawled over to it and reached through the bars. She knew she was already dead, but she was still stuck in the limbo of this cage, unable to move on and see her husband and son in Heaven or wherever they were. She had nothing left to live for and all it would take were a couple slices of the sharp metal across her flesh.

      She wedged her shoulder between the bars as far as she could go, hyper-extending her arm, but it was just out of her reach. She shoved herself against the bars and flailed her fingers out, trying to grasp it, but it was no use. Her arm fell limply against the ground and she crawled back into the middle of the cage.

      As she scanned the bridge, her eyelids grew heavy and she resigned herself to her fate. Just before she fell asleep, something amazing happened.

      She saw a glowing light coming from somewhere on the bridge to her right. It became stronger and stronger until suddenly her husband came into view. He was dressed all in white and he was in pristine condition with a warm smile on his face. Their son was holding his hand and they walked toward her. They both looked so heavenly and she thought that they must be angels.

      "Don't worry," her husband said to her in the most comforting voice she had ever heard. "Everything will be okay. You're free." It was so incredible to hear his voice again for the first time in eight years that she broke down and cried tears of joy.

      Her husband let go of their son's hand and continued along the bridge until he was out of view. She silently mouthed for him to come back, but he didn't return. She blinked and saw her son standing outside of her cage in all his white, brilliant glory.

      He grinned at her like the sweet angel he was, and she never wanted this moment to end. He reached through the bars and held his hand out to her. She slid herself across the ground and reached out to him, entwining her fingers into his.

      He stood up and walked behind the bandit guarding the cages, then bent down as if he were picking something up off the ground. He held his empty hand out in front of him, then slowly raised it above his head. He looked down at the guard sitting in front of him, who was unaware of his presence, then he very gently lowered his arm in an arc until it was by his side again.

      The guard slumped over in his chair, at first looking like he'd simply fallen asleep, then he fell off the side of the chair and onto the ground below, unmoving.

      David knelt down over the man and hovered both of his hands over him, as if he were performing some kind of spiritual ritual on him. Then he stood up and walked to the cage door, his presence so graceful and gentle. Without a word, he waved his hand across it and it opened.

      He glided into the cage and knelt by her side.

      "Mom," she heard him say, though his mouth never parted the beautiful smile on his face. His voice was so loving and he sounded at peace.

      "Mom," he said again. He repeated her name over and over, starting to sound more frantic each time.

      "Mom!" he cried in a harsh whisper, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. He knelt over his mom's near-lifeless body and she looked up at him with a blank stare, like she was seeing him, but not fully understanding that he was there. He was scared, his heart pounding in his chest, afraid that another bandit would come by at any moment.

      The guard that he'd clubbed in the back of the head with the rock was lying on the ground outside the cage, a large pool of blood forming under his head.

      He shook her again and finally something stirred in her eyes as she glanced around and took in the cool night around them.

      "Mom!" he said again, moved to emotion as she started to come back to reality. "Come on, we have to go!"
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      David wrapped a blanket around her as she tried to understand what was going on. She was positive that her son was dead, and her mind was having a difficult time correlating the fact that he was standing right in front of her. But the more he poked and prodded her and tried to get her to leave the cage, the more she started to come back to reality.

      "David?"

      "Come on, Mom, we have to go!" he whispered, pulling on her arm.

      She looked past him at the dead guard lying in a pool of his own blood outside of the cage.

      "Oh my God," she said. "Did you do that?"

      "Yeah."

      "David! Why did you do that?" she asked, panicking. Her son just killed someone. Her son just took a life; everything she put him through and every situation she forced him into by taking this journey, it was all her fault. She never wanted anything like this to happen, she never wanted him to see anything like this, let alone effect something like this with his own hands.

      "Because they hurt you," he said. "They're bad men." He paused. "Aren't they?"

      "Of course they are," she said. She shivered in the blanket and got to her feet. Her legs were rubbery and she stumbled around a bit, but she found her footing. She felt a deep and persistent pain pulsing from her head to her toes. She started to follow David out of the cage, but she paused at the last second, telling him to wait.

      She turned and looked at Molly, who was lying on the ground with her head propped on her outstretched arm.

      "Molly!" she whispered.

      She tugged on Molly's arm and woke her up. Molly dreamily came out of sleep and stubbornly struggled against her, telling her she wasn't hungry. Sarah didn't know exactly why, but she felt like she had an obligation to Molly, maybe because she knew her, or maybe because her husband was dead. But she had to take her with them.

      "Come on!" Sarah said. "The door's open! We can get out of here!"

      With that, Molly's eyes came into focus and she set them on the open door of the cage where David waited nervously. For the first time since Sarah saw her there, Molly finally seemed to regain some cognizance. Sarah helped her to her feet and they all exited the cage.

      Molly looked around, still confused, and took a moment to get her bearings. Her eyes fell on Sarah with something that seemed like recognition. Sarah was delighted to see this and waited for her to give an acknowledgement.

      Instead, Molly turned and walked to the edge of the bridge. Without a word, she tumbled over the guard rail and threw herself off. She disappeared from view as if she'd never been there at all, and a heavy thud followed a few seconds later.

      Sarah and David reeled in shock. She wanted to help Molly escape and never thought she would do that. She ran up to the edge of the bridge and looked over, but it was too dark to see below. Molly was gone, her suffering over, and Sarah thought back to just minutes ago when she was ready to kill herself before David showed up. Molly chose her way, and Sarah chose hers. She thought David was dead. Jericho had lied to her, but seeing her son again strengthened her resolve to push forward. She thought of the hallucination she saw of her husband and her son as angels, and she suddenly didn't think it was a hallucination at all, but a vision—a message from a power higher than she could understand.

      "We have to go, Mom!" David said, seeing that their path ahead was clear.

      They snuck along the bridge toward Durham, staying low and staying behind cover when necessary. The patrolling bandit presence on the bridge was sparse, and if they were careful, they would have another chance to get through.

      "I hid our things over here," he whispered, pointing to a small tent up ahead. "Most of them are asleep, but we have to be quiet."

      They came up to a broken down SUV sitting in the middle of the bridge in front of the tent. A bandit thirty yards away patrolled toward them, holding a lantern. They crouched down behind the SUV and waited as the man approached. David peeked under the vehicle and watched the bandit's feet, and when he began to pass to the side, David led Sarah around it and to the other side. They waited to hear the footsteps fade away, then they went for the tent.

      Inside the flap, Sarah was relieved to find the tent empty. A few candles were lit on a flimsy table in the middle of the tent, and one empty bed sat against the edge of it. The place was a mess, filled with random junk that someone might have found in a hoarder's house. David reached down into a box sitting in the corner and began removing some items.

      He turned around and handed her a crudely-folded stack of clothes.

      She unfurled them and saw that they were a grubby men's t-shirt and a pair of small sweatpants. Nothing fit her terribly well, but it was better than nothing. She dropped the blanket and put the clothes on, then slipped on a pair of ill-fitting men's sneakers that David handed her.

      He leaned in the box again and came back with the Glock 17 that they had started their journey with, followed by the necklace he made her that Jericho had taken.

      "How did you get these?" she asked.

      "I snuck into that big bad guy's tent when he was sleeping and took them," he said. "I also got this."

      He handed her the paper card for Noah's Ark that Jericho crumpled up and left on the ground.

      "I found it on the ground near you," he said.

      Then he hunched over the box and produced a hand grenade from it.

      "Oh my God!" she said. "Where did you get that?"

      "I found it in one of the other tents. I stole it from one of them."

      "David!" she scolded him. "Do you know how dangerous that is?"

      "I thought it could help, is all," he said.

      Sarah stuffed the paper card in the pocket of her sweatpants and checked the gun for ammo. The bandits hadn't touched it, as it still had an empty magazine and one last cartridge in the chamber.

      "Did you find any more guns?" she asked.

      "No. They all sleep with them. The grenade was the only thing I found on a table away from them. But here, I found some food and water, too."

      He gave her some cans of food and even some bottled water.

      Her eyes lit up. She hadn't seen bottled water in years, and her throat was killing her. She was starving too, but the food would have to wait. The cage door was left open with a dead guard in front of it, and there was no telling when someone would find out. They had to move and pray that the last part of the bridge was empty.

      Sarah cracked open one of the bottles of water and drank greedily from it. She swallowed it rapidly as water poured out from the sides of her mouth and down her chest. She drank the whole thing in a matter of seconds and set the empty bottle on the table and stuffed the other ones with the food into her pockets. She couldn't fit much, but it would be enough to get them going.

      She warily eyed the grenade that David put on the table as she slipped the Glock into her waistband and tied the necklace around her neck. She lined up the beads with her thumb, and the necklace gave her that same sense of warmth again, like it was a constant reminder that everything was going to be okay. It gave her the resolve she needed. She didn't know how, but somehow they were going to find a way to get off the bridge and into Durham. Jericho had lied about David being dead to try to break her; she knew this now. And she knew he was also lying about Noah's Ark being just a myth. It had to be there, and they would find it.

      "That's all I found," David said, giving the box one last look.

      "Okay," she said.

      Before they left the tent, she looked at the grenade. She hesitated, but then decided that maybe the circumstances dictated that she should take it with her. She picked it up and held it carefully, not sure where to keep it. Ultimately, she just held it in her hand until she figured out what to do with it as they exited the tent.

      The coast was clear and they didn't see anyone in sight. They passed a guard a ways up that had nodded off on watch, sitting in a chair overlooking the city below.

      They came to a set of familiar sights: a circle of bandits sat around a barrel fire playing cards in a raucous palaver, and the end of the bridge sat just beyond them before it descended down into the city.

      The men had already started bickering and looked like they were a few scurrilous words away from violence. Their focus on each other was intense, and the firelight flickered in their eyes, making the shadows around them hard for them to see.

      Sarah held her breath and motioned to David to follow her. The two of them skulked along the far side of the bridge and passed the group of bandits. An argument ensued among them and they were none the wiser that Sarah and David had slipped by.

      The two of them reached the three broken-down cars that marked the start of the bridge's descent. The dark city of Durham lay beyond, just as dead and unglamorous as the night before.

      Three bandits walked around the bottom of the bridge ahead. The streets beyond them were empty, but they kept a tight watch on the bridge's entrance.

      Sarah studied them, trying to figure out a way by. It was inconceivable that they could successfully sneak their way to the end of the bridge twice and be foiled at the last possible chance. But there was no cover to hide behind on the rest of the bridge, and the men never appeared to leave their spots. She knew what they needed was a distraction.

      She still had the grenade clutched in her hand, still afraid of its awesome power. But it was the only answer.

      She tried to determine the physics of getting the grenade down to the bottom of the bridge when she heard part of the conversation of the bandits sitting by the fire behind her.

      "Did you get a piece of the new blond one?" she heard one of them say.

      "Sure I did," another replied. "Still nice and tight, that one is."

      "Shit, what time is it?" a third bandit asked. "Think Jericho will let us do it a little early tonight?"

      "I don't know," the first one said, "but when we do, I'm having another go at the blond. I just love that look the new ones get when they realize they're never gonna be anything more than a slave for the rest of their lives and their eyes just sort of glaze over. You know what I mean? It's like you can watch the fire in them die."

      Rage boiled inside Sarah. She never experienced anything like it before, but it was pure, uncontrollable rage. They took almost everything from her, and she could never get it back. They did it in front of her son. They beat her to within inches of her life, and they did it without remorse or pity. Her hand squeezed the grenade. She wanted revenge.

      She went around to the rear door of one of the cars and opened it as quietly as possible.

      "Get in," she told David. "Stay in there and wait for me."

      He nodded and crawled into the backseat of the car, lying flat against the seat and looking over his shoulder at her, wondering what she was doing.

      Sarah crept out from the cars a little ways, keeping low and moving slowly. She lined up her target and didn't take her eyes off it, feeling the awesome power that she carried in her hand. She was still terrified of it, but her anger superseded her fright.

      As the bandits sat around laughing about all the girls they raped, she removed the pin and tossed the grenade into the middle of them. It sailed through the air and landed in the fire inside the barrel. Sarah ran back to the car.

      One of the bandits got up from his seat, looking at the barrel. "The fuck was that?"

      The barrel exploded, killing every last one of them. A blast of fire, shrapnel and body parts showered the bridge in every direction as the incredibly loud sound sent out a shockwave.

      Sarah dove into the backseat of the car on top of David and pulled the door shut.

      Bandits everywhere started coming out of their tents, wide awake with adrenaline coursing through their veins. They were confused and looking around in every direction, trying to understand what was going on.

      Sarah pushed herself up in the backseat just enough to peek out the window and see the bottom of the bridge. All three of the bandits were running up, the beams of their flashlights bouncing everywhere. They passed the cars where the two of them hid and ran to the site of the commotion.

      "Someone attacked us!" one of them yelled, though not sure by whom and from where.

      As panic swelled across the bridge, Jericho stepped out of his tent. He'd been in a nice deep sleep, and he didn't like being disturbed. He watched all the men run around him in utter chaos as he stayed calm.

      He looked toward the cages and saw the dead guard lying in front of the open door, and a wicked scowl marked his face. He knew exactly which girl was missing, and he set off along the bridge toward Durham. He would hunt her down like the wounded dog she was, never stopping until he found her. And when he did, she would pay for her escape endlessly.

      Sarah and David ran down the bridge, no one in their way. The distraction had worked and they were home free. Dark streets stretched out in front of them, and they would weave their way through until they found a place where they were safe for the night.

      "She's gone!" someone yelled from the bridge behind them. "She escaped! The new blond from last night!"

      "I see her!" another voice yelled, this one a lot closer. "She's with someone! It looks like a kid!"

      Sarah glanced over her shoulder as they ran and saw scores of bandits hunting them, their guns rattling and their flashlights piercing the night.
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      The city blurred around them as they whizzed through the streets of Durham. They treaded upon their final prize, but they waited for it to be snatched away at any moment.

      Gunfire tore out behind them through the night, accompanying the cries and yells of the bandits. The bullets zipped by and ricocheted all around them. One bullet hit a pane of glass in a storefront, causing it to shatter into tiny pieces and sprinkle onto the ground like a rustling of tinsel at Christmastime.

      "Did I get them?" a voice yelled from behind, followed by a "Shit!", then more gun fire.

      They came up to an intersection and turned the corner to the right. Sarah had no idea where they were going, except away from the bandits. The streets started to resemble a maze the more they ran through them and she worried that they would turn too many corners and end up right back where they started, at the foot of the bandits.

      A bullet whizzed right by her head and struck a signpost as her and David rounded another corner and disappeared down the street.

      She tried to glance behind her once or twice as they went, and she would periodically see a lone bandit who seemed to be closer to them than all the rest, trying to catch up to them. They came to a dead-end street and saw an open gate in the fence next to them, leading to the tiny back lot of a commercial property. They ran through the gate and shoved their way through the door of the building.

      They ducked through a short hallway in what appeared to be the back of a restaurant, being careful not to hit their heads on the low ceiling. Sarah crashed through another door and they were in the kitchen. It was too dark to see and they tripped over a rack full of old pans and kitchen utensils, sending the metal clattering on the floor.

      There was at least one bandit closing in from behind, his flashlight swinging across the walls behind them. Sarah pulled David through the swinging door leading to the dining room and they heard the bandit slide on the metal cookware behind them and crash into something heavy.

      They pushed their way through the dining room, Sarah plowing through dusty chairs and tables, clearing the way for David like he were a running back. There was a door at the end of the room, faintly illuminated from the gentle glow of the night coming in through the edges of it. The room itself was covered in darkness and there was no telling what was lurking in it. It could have taken just a single dead gray hand to reach out and grab either one of them to end it all.

      The swinging door from the kitchen flew open and slammed into the wall. The bandit charged into the dining room just as the two of them fled through the front door and out onto the street.

      "They're over here!" she heard the muffled voice cry from inside the restaurant. "I got her!"

      The two of them slipped into another alleyway and ran down between two buildings. The narrow corridor was long and if they didn't hurry through, the bandit could catch up and shoot them like fish in a barrel. But when they reached the end, Sarah saw a door to her left and it was thankfully open.

      They were in a small office building and she quickly searched for a place to hide, but it was no use; he would be on them in a matter of seconds and would find them. Their only choice was to keep running, but the bandit was relentless.

      They shot into a tiny office at the end of a hallway and found that they had run into a dead end.

      The sound of the bandit coming in the building from the alley outside echoed in the hallway. He shouted threats and obscenities as he ran, poking his head into each office in the hall.

      Whoever was last in the room that Sarah and David had come to had shoved their desk and all their furniture into the corner of the room and hid behind it; it was like the adult version of a kid's fort, probably intended to hide away from famished zombies or bloodthirsty bandits. Behind the cluster of furniture, there was a broken window that looked like it led out back to the alley.

      The desk was a huge slab of oak and Sarah flung a chair off the top of it and helped David crawl over it.

      "Come on, love!" the bandit said from the hallway. "I'm not gonna hurt you. I just want to talk!"

      Sarah clambered over the desk once David was clear and they both made their way out the window.

      The door to the office was hurled open and the bandit came through just in time for them to catch a good glimpse of each other.

      The bandit was tall and had an athletic build. Rough stubble sprawled across his chin and he had muddy brown eyes and exuded a sense of sliminess when they locked eyes for a brief second.

      He tore through the room like a bulldozer and tripped over the desk, smacking his chin on a bulletin board and falling onto the floor on the other side, spewing a hailstorm of swear words.

      Outside the window, Sarah and David found themselves back in the alley, and they continued to look for an exit leading to the street. She couldn't seem to shake this guy and he wasn't slowing down, either, nor was he giving up. She still had the gun on her, and flashbacks to working up the nerve to shoot Pete came back to her. But this bandit was no zombie; he was far more agile and intelligent, and she was virtually untrained and inexperienced when it came to using firearms.

      The bandit flew out the window, bumping into the building on the other side of the alley as they disappeared through a door.

      They were in a dark hallway, long and narrow. She was so worried about running away from their pursuer that she didn't even notice the pack of zombies that filled the hall in front of them. Their feet skidded along the tile floor as they came to a sudden stop. Their eyes went wide in fright as the congregation of undead turned to them.

      The zombies started to walk toward the two of them, sizing them up and down. They all groaned and lowered their jaws, their saliva sliding down their chins and dripping onto the floor. Their groans were loud in the narrow space and echoed out the door to where the bandit approached from behind.

      The bandit's footsteps outside slowed until he came to a casual saunter. "What's that I hear in there?" he asked. "You didn't happen to run into a bunch of dead skins, did you? That would be a terrible shame if you've got nowhere to go. Listen, all you have to do is come out to me, and you'll be safe from the zombies. I'm not gonna hurt you—none of us will." His footsteps came evenly, one after another, closer and closer to the door.

      David suddenly grabbed Sarah's hand and started to pull her toward the zombies.

      She looked at him like he was crazy. Even with his natural gift, the hallway was barely wide enough for two people to fit through. "What are you doing?" she said, frenzied.

      He didn't say any words at all and dragged her toward the zombies, his face locked on them.

      The undead picked up speed, breaking into a shambling trot.

      "Come out now and nobody will get hurt," the bandit outside said. "You don't want to get into a tussle with those nasty things in there. I've seen them in action, they'll tear you up something good. Just come out now and we'll help you."

      "David!" Sarah cried to him as she struggled against his hand.

      He looked at her and simply said, "I can do this."

      She made a split-second decision to trust him and stopped fighting against his lead. They walked calmly ahead toward the zombies, and the zombies finally slowed down until they stood on the spot, just looking at them.

      "I'm asking you nicely," the bandit said as he crept toward the door from the alley. "If you be nice to me, I'll be nice to you. But if you're not nice to me, I'm gonna have to pull you out the hard way. Do you know what they call me? They call me Cutter, because you see, I fancy this long blade I have on me here. Real sharp, it is. It's really good at cutting meat away from the bone."

      As David pulled her closer toward the horde of zombies, they started to bump around in circles, like the two of them weren't even there. But when they were a few feet away, Sarah started to panic. If David lost his concentration for one second, it would all be over in the blink of an eye.

      But David remained calm as he led them through. They brushed past the zombies and she shuddered every time one of them came into the slightest physical contact with her. Their skin was cold and clammy, and the stink that came off of them was quite ghastly from this close up.

      The bandit reached the door. "I don't like using guns, you see," he continued. "Awful violent, if you ask me. Don't have any use for them, myself. That's why everyone called me Cutter, and after that, the name sort of stuck."

      He ripped the door open suddenly and pulled a gun out of his belt, aiming at them and firing his whole magazine down the hallway.

      Sarah and David made it to the other side of the zombies and the bullets missed them and ripped into the rotting flesh of the undead or ricocheted off the walls.

      "Or do they call me Shooter?" the bandit asked. "I can never remember."

      The bullets made the zombies stagger a bit, and they turned their attention on him and lumbered after him. He retreated back out the door and tried to find another way out to the street where Sarah and David were heading.

      The two of them had made it out the front of the building and crossed the street to a big courtyard in front of a courthouse. There was a big fountain in the middle of the courtyard, and there was a large park across the street to their right.

      They stopped right in front of the fountain and Sarah hesitated, trying to decide where to go. Slipping through the zombies in that hallway bought them some time to get away, but the question was, should they keep running, or try to hide somewhere? They were both running out of breath, and she knew they couldn't go on much farther. The courthouse was huge and there would have been plenty of places inside to hide, but she knew the bandits that searched for her would be thorough. The park across the street was large, with trees casting heavy shadows in the moonlight. A small pack of zombies meandered around one part of the park about a hundred feet away, but not nearly close enough to see them from where they were and cause them trouble. But before she could make her choice, the  bandit came up behind them.

      "I know where you are!" he yelled from somewhere around the corner down the street. "You can't hide from me!"

      His footfalls came smacking down the street, and Sarah looked over her shoulder. She knew he was right around the corner and would come into view at any moment.

      On a whim, she grabbed David's arm and pulled him toward the fountain that had sat dry and unused for eight years. The two of them climbed over the edge of the old relic and lowered themselves into it, pressing themselves against the inner wall and hiding, hoping the bandit would run past.

      She held David to her bosom as she heard the bandit's footsteps stop near the fountain.

      "Where did you go?" she heard him say to himself.

      He stood in the courtyard, looking around. He knew they went in this direction, the question was where? Did they go into the courthouse, or did they try to run across the park? He knew he was still on their heels, but with the detour he had to take, he didn't know how far ahead they had gotten. He could go into the courthouse, but they could have run into the park and escaped by the time he realized that they weren't in the building. But if he ran searching through the big open park while they were hiding in the courthouse, they could escape like that, too.

      He started off toward the courthouse, then hesitated. He turned and went off toward the park instead, but hesitated again. He looked all around him one last time and listened. The night was silent. Then he had a different idea altogether, as he realized that maybe the answer was far simpler than any of that.

      He stared at the big fountain sitting in front of him, so lifeless and unassuming.

      "Now did you go into the courthouse," he said, taunting them, "or did you disappear off into the park? Decisions, decisions."

      His footsteps started up again, but they were slow and leisurely. "Now, I certainly wouldn't imagine that you would be hiding in that fountain there. That would just be the stupidest thing you could do. You don't strike me as the brightest lady, but I'm going to give you a little more credit than that."

      Sarah quietly reached her hand underneath David and closed her hand around the grip of the pistol, shimmying it out. In that moment, she was so intent on watching the lip of the fountain wall above her, that she hadn't even noticed David shut his eyes tightly, concentrating.

      "I'm sorry for all that shooting before," the bandit said. As he crept toward the fountain, he put the gun back in his holster and pulled out a long hunting knife. "I really do prefer knives. They're a lot more intimate, I think. You really get to know the animal you're killing when you use one.

      "I don't know if you remember me, love," he continued, "but I had a good go at you when you first showed up last night. And believe me, that's nothing compared to what Jericho is going to do to you when he gets his hands on you. Now, if I had my way, I'd let you go right now, no harm done. You seem like a nice lady. But the boss? Jericho likes his ladies. He's a bit of a horn dog, if I say so, myself. Don't tell him I said that though; he doesn't really like us talking about him behind his back. The last one of us who did that didn't turn out too well. So me? I do what the boss says. I don't cross him, and I get a little piece of the action here and there."

      His footsteps crept closer and closer. They were just outside the fountain, and Sarah's heart pounded as she pointed the gun up toward the lip of the fountain.

      "Works well enough for me," he said. "Now the boss wants you taken alive if I can help it. Your son, too. There's no hard feelings, but the man wants what he wants. So I'm not gonna kill you, but I'm afraid I will have to hurt you a little, love."

      He rushed up to the fountain and Sarah aimed at his head. He was too fast and easily pulled the gun out of her hand before she could shoot. His motion was smooth and gentle, almost as if he was doing it in slow motion.

      "Now, now, love. You don't want to be doing that." He tossed the gun away behind him on the ground as he continued talking to her, gesturing with his knife.

      She scurried to the other side of the fountain and pressed herself up against the wall, holding David to her. She cowered as he stepped over the short wall and into the fountain with them.

      "I was going to make it nice and quick, but you just disrespected me, and I don't like being disrespected. I'm going to have to take my time now, and pick you apart bit by bit, nice and slow." He closed the last gap between them and kneeled down, grabbing her by the shoulder as she let out a cry. He raised the knife and looked down at David.

      "What's his problem?" he asked Sarah.

      She noticed that David's eyes were shut tight, and that he didn't look scared, but like he was concentrating.

      A quick rush of footsteps came from behind the bandit. He stood up and wheeled around, holding his knife out uselessly as the first zombie dove over the side of the fountain and tackled him. He bounced off the centerpiece and fell to the other side of the fountain as more zombies piled in.

      Sarah and David shot up to their feet and climbed out of the fountain. She scrambled over and picked up her Glock that he tossed away, then they continued to run for the park.

      The zombies ripped the bandit's flesh from his bones as his body convulsed. The knife fell out of his grip and clattered on the ground as his fingers twitched and made clawing motions. His whole body wiggled like a fish out of water as his blood ran everywhere. Blood gurgled in his throat until a zombie bent down and started chewing it. Then he got real quiet.

      Sarah and David made their way through the park and darted through some more commercial properties on the other side. When Sarah was convinced that they were far enough away and had lost the bandits, she took David inside an unassuming office building, going up a flight of stairs to the second floor. They nestled into a little office at the front of the building overlooking the street and closed the door behind them, moving a desk up against it. Sarah checked the room quickly and made sure there was nothing else in there and that they were safe. She found a moldy piece of linen in the closet that she used to cover her and David for the night as they huddled together in a corner.

      They stared out the window in front of them at the town of Durham outside. They had made it into the city, but she had no idea where Noah's Ark was, if it was even there at all. The night was quiet for a while, until finally, somewhere off in the distance she could hear a voice. She knew that slimy, perverted voice. It haunted her dreams after the first time she heard it, and it haunted her dreams again that night as she tried to sleep. It was Jericho calling out in the night.

      "You'll never get to Noah's Ark!" he yelled. "You'll have to come through me! And when I find you, I'll send you straight to Hell!"
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      "I don't see it," David said.

      "Neither do I," Sarah replied, defeated.

      The two of them sat at the top of a clock tower overlooking the city. They were near the edge of the city, and it looked like they had led the lone bandit far away from the rest of his ilk the night before. It was just after dawn, and they woke up a little bit before the sun came up and ate the few cans of food that Sarah had stuffed in her pockets that they pilfered from the bridge. They talked about hiding out for a few days, even a couple of weeks if that's what it took in order to wait out the bandits so they would forget about them and they could find Noah's Ark unhindered. But in the few houses and stores they ducked in that morning, there were no supplies to be found. The scroungers picked everything clean and had slowly given it to the bandits over time. So it was now or never; if they didn't make a last-ditch effort to get to Noah's Ark, they would starve to death.

      "Isn't it supposed to be a big place?" David asked.

      "I don't know."

      Sarah didn't want to admit it to him, but she was starting to worry that Noah's Ark didn't exist after all. Maybe Jericho was telling the truth. But she knew he lied about David being dead, so what would stop him from lying about Noah's Ark? She also had a hard time reconciling the idea that such a paradise could exist in a city controlled by the bandits. But Jericho had goaded them in the night, saying he would make sure they didn't get there, suggesting that maybe it did exist.

      In either case, she knew David was right; if it was there, they should be able to see it. The clock tower they were in had to have been at least forty feet in the air and gave a good vantage of most of the city. Aside from the bandits prowling the streets off in the distance below, there didn't seem to be much of any activity. They were on the outskirts of Duke University and could see the downtown core off in the distance. There was one bandit up in a water tower off to the east, looking for the two of them with a pair of bulky binoculars. More bandits were in the streets near the tower, which was situated at the edge of the residential area of town.

      Sarah found this curious. They didn't appear to be covering a wide berth all over the city, nor were they concentrated in the downtown core, where Sarah would perhaps expect them to be; they seemed to be covering a fairly tight, specific part of town. She scanned the area all around them, but none of it made sense. She could see the stadium and a couple of baseball diamonds that were part of the University, some wooded areas, an old cemetery, and an abandoned carnival.

      The two of them could see the occasional wandering pack of zombies dragging their clubbed feet through the streets and parks of the city. Tiny echoes of longing moans came out in the distance, but there hadn't yet been any clashes between zombies and bandits that they saw.

      Sarah and David retreated back behind the walls next to them and each sat in a corner facing each other. She groaned, every part of her aching. Everything she'd been through had really taken its toll on her, and the only thing that kept her going was the sweet little boy sitting in front of her. Her fingers ran along the necklace that he made her, her thumb and forefinger spinning each bead, then putting it back in place.

      She stared at him and smiled.

      "What is it?" David asked.

      "No, it's nothing," she said. "I'm just proud of you, kiddo."

      "Why?"

      "Because if it wasn't for you, we would still be in those townhouses."

      He lowered his head. "I know," he said with remorse.

      "Don't be upset," she said. "You made the right choice."

      "I did? But we didn't even make it there."

      "We'll make it," she said, scanning the city. "I know it's out there, and we'll find it. And we couldn't have done it if it wasn't for you. You're the one who dragged us out of those townhouses in the first place, and I'm the one who was always looking for an excuse to go back. Every single time we had a setback, it was like it didn't bother you, like it didn't matter. But I mean that in a good way. Like you always knew that no matter what happened, we could make it. I've struggled for a long time with that, thinking that there was no hope, thinking that I wasn't good enough to raise you... but you've changed my mind."

      "But you got hurt so bad, Mom. It wasn't worth it. I would do anything to make you not have to hurt."

      "And that's what I love about you. You're always so selfless, always trying to help other people. You're positive to a fault, and no amount of hell can take that away from you. We've both been through things we'll never forget, but like you said, we're both still here. We're both still alive. Whatever got us all the way here, it's still giving us a chance to keep going, to go that final bit of distance and make it there. I tried to give up a long time ago on all of this, but you made sure I didn't. You taught me that there's more to life than just surviving. No matter how dangerous it gets, there's always something that's worth fighting for.

      "I never told you this before," she continued, "but I gave up all hope that there could ever be anything good in this world again when your father died. God, I wish you could have met him. You would've loved him so much. I see a lot of him in you. Every time you smile, I see him smile. He died to protect you, and in a way, you always sort of carried on his spirit. I always felt lost without him, and there were so many times when I had no idea what I was doing raising you. I suppose no one would blame me, but I felt like I had no purpose anymore. You're always such a sweet boy, and I just wanted to give you the life you deserve, but I never knew how. I wanted to keep you safe at all costs, but I was slowly killing you."

      "You weren't, Mom. I just... wasn't happy. I knew you weren't happy, and I wanted to go somewhere better. I know that you were always sad because my dad was gone, and I just wanted to make you happy. But I didn't know how. And then I got sad, too. I wanted to go somewhere else, but I didn't know where. When Herb told us about Noah's Ark, it sounded like a place I always wanted to go. But I didn't know it would be this dangerous."

      "You couldn't have," Sarah said. "I kept you locked up all the time, even when I was out doing the simplest things. You hardly ever even saw another person."

      "That's okay," he said. "I know you're keeping me safe."

      "Did I ever tell you that your name was supposed to be Kevin?"

      He shook his head.

      "Your dad and I spent such a long time trying to decide on your name. We went back and forth on it up until the night you were born. I remember lying in bed that morning before he went to work, bouncing names back and forth. We had a few that we liked, and we eventually settled on Kevin. We were a bit late even doing that, because you were supposed to be born a week earlier. Maybe you refused to be born until you had a name," she said with a chuckle. "Your dad went off to work and I was thinking about that name all day. I liked the way it sounded, and then I went into labor when your dad came home, and he drove us off to the hospital. I remember asking him if we were going to call you Kevin one last time, just to be sure. And I'll never forget the look in his eyes and the way he squeezed my hand when he said yes, he was sure. And after everything happened that night, I didn't even think about your name for a few days. It wasn't until that old couple took us into their home, saved our lives, and asked me what your name was. I was about to say Kevin, but then I stopped myself. All I could think about was your dad and how he wasn't there with us. I thought about how much he loved you, and how much he wanted to meet you, and I just said David. That's how you got your name."

      "My dad sounds like a nice man."

      "He was."

      "You think he's up there?"

      "Up where?"

      "In Heaven. Do you think he's looking down on us?"

      Sarah thought about the vision she had of her husband dressed all in white with the otherworldly glow surrounding him, walking hand-in-hand with David on the bridge. A smile crossed her face at the thought.

      "Yeah, he is. I saw him, you know."

      "You did? When?"

      "When I was locked up on the bridge and you saved me. I saw him beside you, walking with you the whole way."

      "You did?"

      "Yeah, I think he was guiding you and helping you, so you could save my life. I can't believe you made it through there without anyone else seeing you. I think he was watching over you and keeping you safe."

      "Then he was watching over you, too," David said.

      The idea hadn't crossed her mind. "I guess you're right." The thought warmed her and made her realize that her husband wasn't totally gone this whole time. While it would never be the same again, a part of him lived on through their son. "Thank you."

      "For what?"

      "I don't think I ever thanked you yet. Thank you for saving my life. If it wasn't for you, I would be dead."

      "Thank you, too."

      "For what?"

      "For saving my life," he said. "You saved me a lot. I know you're always looking out for me and taking care of me, and I just want you to know that you're a good mom."

      She teared up and placed a hand over her mouth. She was so exhausted and malnourished and just about at the end of her rope, and yet she couldn't believe that she had such an amazing son through it all. She really couldn't ask for more. She crawled across the brick floor of the clock tower and hugged her son. Her knees were still sore from the bruises she got from sitting on the concrete bridge, but she didn't care. She pulled him into her and wrapped her arms around him, running her fingers through his hair as she kissed his forehead.

      She held him at arm's length and looked into his eyes. "We're going to make it to Noah's Ark," she said. "I know your dad is taking care of us and he's going to make sure we get there."

      "But I still don't see it."

      "Well, we'll keep searching until we find it. Whatever it takes. I'm never giving up."

      He smiled. He was glad to hear her say that. "I really wish I could've seen that before the zombies came," he said, leaning out and looking at something in the distance.

      "Seen what?" she asked.

      "That carnival," he said. "All those rides look fun."

      The empty carnival sat just beyond the areas where the bandits were prowling. They could see a few of the rides from up in the clock tower, including a little roller coaster, a Ferris wheel, and a big boat that looked like it swung back and forth.

      "Yeah?" she said. "I used to love going to the carnival when I was younger. But I wouldn't go on the roller coasters; those were too scary for me."

      "It doesn't look scary," he said. "It looks fun!"

      "Oh, not for me! But your dad liked them, though."

      "What kind of rides did you like?"

      "That Ferris wheel looks like it's more my speed."

      "What about that boat? What does that one do?" He squinted his eyes at it, trying to discern its function. It was a ride made out to look like a big brown boat that hung from a fulcrum above it, no doubt swinging back and forth like a pendulum. There were long sections of wood on either side of the boat that were painted blue to look like waves.

      "Oh my God," she said. "David... that's it."

      "What?"

      "That's Noah's Ark."

      "Where?" he asked, sitting up high and craning his neck, trying to find where she was looking.

      "That boat," she said, pointing. She pulled out the crumpled paper card from her pocket and flattened it out. "Look! This is it."

      They compared the drawing of the brown boat sitting on blue waves on the card to the ride in the carnival. It was a definite match.

      "But I don't see anybody there," he said.

      "We can only see a fraction of it from up here," she said. "I bet there are people on the ground there that we can't see from up here."

      "So we found it?" he asked, getting excited.

      "We found it."

      They both looked at the boat in the distance, both not quite believing that they were actually laying their eyes on the promised land, the safe haven that they had come through Hell and back to find.

      "There's just one problem," she said.

      "The bandits," he answered.

      "Yes."

      The bandits were prowling the area between the two of them and the carnival. It made so much sense now, and she couldn't believe that she didn't realize it before; she knew Jericho was trying to head them off, but she didn't know that they would be directly in front of it, leading them right to it, if only they had the eyes to see.

      "How do we get past them?" he asked.

      "We're going to need a diversion."

      "A what?"

      "A distraction."

      "Like what?"

      A noise came from the street below them. It sounded like something striking a piece of glass, but not breaking it; that hollow, reverberating sound. Then it happened again.

      They crawled to the edge of the clock tower and looked down at the street.

      A lone zombie was down at the base of the clock tower on the other side of the street. They watched as it tried to walk into a store, bumping into a window over and over again, apparently not understanding the concept of what a window was. It groaned gently and slapped its hands on the glass. Eventually, it gave up and moved a few feet to the right and started walking into a different window.

      Suddenly, the zombie stopped and slowly turned on the spot. Its neck craned up until its face was pointing at them. Its eyes grew wide as it saw them, and it emitted a gurgling groan from its throat. It walked across the street, its gait becoming faster, until it bumped into the brick at the base of the clock tower. It raised its arms in the air and paddled them on the wall, as if trying to climb it like Spider-Man.

      The two of them hadn't made any noise, and Sarah couldn't understand how the zombie noticed them. But just as suddenly as it had come to them, it stopped trying to claw its way up the wall and turned around, walking back across the street to the store. It bumped into the first window again, then turned and started walking down the road. After several paces, it slowed down, then began to walk in circles. The circles were tight at first and then expanded for a few laps before it finally stopped and sat down on the pavement.

      Sarah had never seen such unusual behavior in a zombie before and she looked at David, wondering if he saw what she did.

      He was squinting his eyes, staring at the zombie with his face scrunched up. It looked like he was concentrating very hard.

      "David... are you doing that?"

      He turned his head to her, his face relaxing.

      "Yeah," he said.

      "How? I thought you could only make them go away."

      "That's what I thought too," he said, "but I found out I can make them go where I want."

      "When did you figure this out?"

      "In the school," he said, "when you were sleeping. I got bored waiting around, so I started practicing on the zombies in the parking lot. I kept moving them around where I wanted them. At first I could only do one like that, but then I could do more."

      "I had no idea," she said, stunned. "Wait a minute... was that you last night? Did you bring those zombies to the fountain to attack that bandit?"

      He nodded.

      "I saw them way across the park before we went into the fountain, and I knew there was no way that they saw us. So that was you all along, huh?"

      "Yep."

      "So they can't attack you anymore? Are you... safe from them from now on?"

      "Well," he said, "unless they sneak up on me. But I'm getting better."

      She looked at the bandits scouring the streets and at the carnival beyond them.

      "Then I think we have our distraction."
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      Sarah pushed the door open just a crack and peeked out at the street. She couldn't see anything, so she pushed it open a little bit farther and stayed behind the door, using it as cover.

      They heard the groans outside and knew they were there, but she didn't know exactly where or how close they were. David crawled underneath her arms and peeked out from beyond the door, too.

      A pack of zombies were stumbling around the street outside, about a dozen of them in total. They shambled without purpose, baking in the hot sun.

      She turned to him. "Are you sure you can do this?"

      "Yes," he said. "I know I can."

      "Okay."

      She hesitated for a moment, brushing her fingers against the necklace he made her. It seemed like the strangest thing, but just touching it brought her such comfort and warmth, and it gave her the confidence to see her plan through.

      "Are you ready?" she asked.

      "Yeah," he said. "I can't wait to get there."

      She looked at him with a smile. "Me too." They gave each other one last hug and then David got to work.

      He leaned out the door a bit and stared at the zombies.

      They continued to stagger around for a few moments, then all of their heads perked up in unison. Their rotted legs started to churn into motion as they marched past the door Sarah and David were hiding behind and continued down the street.

      Sarah had mapped out the way to the carnival in her head from up in the clock tower, and she counted the number of streets they would have to pass and which turns they would have to make to get there. She didn't know exactly how many bandits would be in their way, but if her plan worked the way she thought it would, and David was as skilled in his powers as he believed he was, then they would be fine.

      The zombies stumbled down the street, and Sarah and David followed. They made their way down several blocks ahead without running into anyone. The streets of Durham were a mess, ransacked even worse than Roanoke had been. But there was no sign of any other human survivors as David led his zombie brigade down the street.

      She counted in her head the number of streets they passed, keeping the names of the street signs in mind just in case it came in handy later.

      David marched on, staring intently at the cluster of zombies. Every once in a while, one of them would stray off to the side of the group, but then it would be reined in. Sarah was nervous that he wouldn't be able to hold out doing this for very long, like it would exhaust him, and she kept checking in with him, making sure he was okay.

      He always casually told her he was fine, and she tried not to distract him too much. She held onto the pistol in her waistband and kept it at the ready as her eyes darted across streets and intersections, looking for any ambushes. When they got close to where she saw the bandits prowling, she directed him to follow her to cover, and they started moving from the edge of one building to the next as he continued pushing the zombie cluster down the street.

      They hid behind the edge of the building up ahead just in time to see a bandit come out onto the street from around the corner of the next block. He carried his rifle in tow, whistling himself a tune, not noticing the zombies to his immediate right. When he turned around and saw the dead a few yards away from him, he nearly had a heart attack.

      "Christ!" he yelled, jumping a foot off the ground. He landed and staggered backward, raising his rifle and firing a spray of bullets across the zombies. A couple bullets hit them and sank into their torsos uselessly as they staggered on. The zombies' eyes went wide and they became excited, starting to run after the bandit.

      The bandit retreated back around the corner he came from as the zombies pursued.

      "Is that the way?" David asked Sarah, making sure.

      "Yeah, we want to start heading that way."

      "Okay," he said, and they made their way up to the other end of the building and peeked around the corner.

      He reined in the zombies a bit, making sure they didn't get too ahead of them.

      The bandit ran down the street screaming for the others. "Zombies! Zombies!" he yelled. He ran a few blocks down the street and turned, crouching down and aiming his rifle. He unloaded the rest of his magazine toward the zombies, and Sarah and David hid back behind cover until he was done firing. The bullets flew down the street in a messy spray, completely missing all the zombies as they started to run after the bandit. He realized he was out of bullets, then clumsily pulled the empty magazine out of the rifle and produced a new one from an ammo belt around his waist. He jammed it into the rifle and stood up, running away as the zombies came close to him and disappearing around another corner.

      Sarah and David ran out from cover, following the zombies. As they made their way down the street, she looked above the buildings next to them and saw the top of the Ferris wheel off in the distance. She knew they were getting close.

      The pack of zombies were approaching the corner where the bandit had disappeared, and there was another group of zombies down the street. Suddenly their heads perked up and they joined the main pack, totaling about twenty altogether. They rounded the corner and Sarah and David peeked around the building.

      "There they are!" the man yelled to two other bandits that were standing in the street near him. They split up on either side of the street and began firing at the zombies.

      David made them split up as well into smaller groups, chasing down each bandit. Their bullets ripped into the zombies' flesh, but didn't do much to slow them down. Bullets tore into a couple of the zombies' brains, causing them to crumple to the ground, the last vestiges of life that they kept in their undead state, extinguished forever. The rotting bodies hit the pavement with a leathery slap, their eyes still wide and their mouths hung open.

      Two of the bandits retreated down the street away from the zombies when they realized they couldn't stop them, and the other one took cover in an alleyway between buildings.

      Sarah and David kept low as they turned the corner and moved along the street, keeping cover behind the zombies. David sent a couple of them off after the bandit who disappeared into the alleyway and they could hear his screams ring out into the air as they passed. The screams turned into gurgling, followed by silence.

      The Ferris wheel was in full view now, just several more blocks ahead and a little to the left. They were almost there. If David could just hold on a little longer, they would make it.

      "Are you doing okay?" she asked him.

      "I'm fine," he said, but his face started to look weary.

      The bandits disappeared around another corner to the left, and David directed the zombies after them.

      "No, straight ahead!" she said. "For another few blocks."

      "Oh, sorry," he said, his eyes scrunching up as the zombies slowed and changed direction. He sent a couple zombies continuing around the corner to make sure the bandits didn't come back behind them, lessening the numbers of the zombie ball he controlled, but as they moved down the street, he saw a few straggling zombies that he added to the group.

      They came up to the buildings at the end of the street they were on and turned left. More bandits were around the corner in the street, and they fired uselessly at the group of zombies, dropping some of them, while most of them remained unharmed. The bandits cried and screamed, trying to alert the others as they retreated. Sarah glanced behind her occasionally to see if anyone was coming up on them, but saw no one. When they got near the carnival, the bandits' tone sounded like they were just about ready to give up.

      Sarah and David made a right turn and the carnival sat directly at the end of the street ahead of them. There was a large defense of about a dozen bandits in front of the carnival, and David had about twenty zombies in his pack. The bandits took cover behind a wall of sandbags that they had set up, and Sarah and David watched from behind a building as he caused the ball of zombies to break apart and weave sporadically as they made their way down the street.

      The bandits fired all across the street in front of them, creating a hailstorm of bullets. The random movements of the zombies helped preserve them as they closed in on the bandits. The bandits shouted expletives as they ran out of ammo one by one and had to stop and reload. Rotting corpse after rotting corpse fell to the ground with head wounds, their funerals long past due, but the main pack was still strong.

      The undead reached the sandbags and the men scattered to either side of the road, running away, while a couple of them remained behind the sandbags, ducking down low and spraying more bullets. They managed to take out a few more, but others came from behind and tackled them. Their screams pierced the otherwise pleasant summer air as the zombies chewed on them.

      David broke up the last remaining zombies into two groups and sent them to either side of the road, chasing after the bandits. He and Sarah ran up the road, her hand still gripped tightly on the pistol in her sweatpants, glancing down the alleyways and intersections that they passed.

      There was no sign of Jericho among any of the bandits, and she wasn't surprised; she knew he was a coward, using his men to do his dirty work for him. He was probably back up on the bridge, raping all the poor women trapped in the cages.

      They arrived at the end of the road just before the carnival and looked down the street to their left and right. Most of the bandits were still running, with a few lying dead in the street as zombies devoured them, their blood spilling everywhere.

      Sarah glanced all around, but there were no more bandits to stop them. The carnival stood in front of them, a big banner hanging over the entrance way, welcoming them. They could see all the tall rides in the distance, the roller coaster closest, the Ferris wheel seeming to be right in the middle of the carnival, and the boat at the end.

      They crossed the street and went into the carnival. Stands for hotdogs, kettle corn, and spiraled potatoes were empty and lifeless. A row of midway booths sat to either side of them. Milk jugs, baseballs, rings, darts and stuffed animals lay scattered in all of them, forgotten by time.

      It must have been quite a sight to behold before the apocalypse came, and one that she wished David could see in all its glory.

      They moved through the carnival cautiously, looking around each corner, waiting for something to ambush them. But it was empty. There was no sign of any bandits, zombies, or anyone from what they hoped was Noah's Ark.

      "Where is everyone?" he asked.

      "I don't know," she said. "Let's just keep going." She had a bad feeling about all of this, and she pulled the gun out of her pants, holding it ready by her side.

      They worked their way past the roller coaster as he looked up at it in awe. They wove their way around more booths set up near the middle of the carnival and passed a fun house, then a teacup ride. They came into a clearing and stood before the Ferris wheel, which was the tallest ride, right in the center of the park. They stared up at it, expecting something to happen, or see some sign of life anywhere around them, but it just looked sad and broken down, long forgotten like all the other rides.

      "Where is everyone?" he asked again, beginning to frown.

      "Let's go to the boat, honey," she said. "That has to be it." She pulled him in close to her, wrapping an arm around his shoulders as she led him past more rides.

      The big brown boat was visible above another set of tents ahead of them, and she didn't want to admit it, but it looked just as desolate and empty as the rest of the place. Had they really come all this way for some folktale that was a figment of someone's imagination? She refused to believe it. It couldn't be.

      "Take one more step and I'll blow his head apart."

      They spun around and saw Jericho standing behind them, aiming a big revolver at David's head.

      He had a crazed look on his face and he stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

      Dozens of bandits poured in from the sides of the carnival and formed a circle around them.

      Sarah and David spun around on the spot, looking at everyone. They were trapped with nowhere to go.
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      Leering faces surrounded them, all caked with grime and filth, all masking perverted thoughts. All the bandits in the street were just bait, leading them into their trap. Sarah didn't know what to do. For every situation they stumbled into, they always found a way out. But not this time.

      Jericho flashed a perverted grin at her. "Toss your gun on the ground," he said.

      She hesitated, but he wiggled his gun to remind her that he was still aiming at her son's head. She knew there was no way out. There was only one round left in her gun and there were dozens of men.

      She tossed it on the ground in front of her, and Jericho smiled. A bandit came up from behind them and grabbed David and dragged him beside Jericho.

      Sarah yelled, but then tried to contain herself. The bandit held David by the shoulders, and David obediently stood there, keeping quiet. Jericho put his large magnum into his holster and patted the boy on the head, stroking a hand through his hair. A shudder ran down Sarah's spine, seeing the pervert touch him like that.

      Jericho sauntered over to her, sizing her up and down. His rotten breath made her nauseated and she shuddered when he started patting her down for more weapons. His greasy hands strayed and ran up her chest, cupping her breasts.

      She stood there and took it, her eyes pointed up at the sky as she held a tight knot in her throat. She was just waiting for it to be over.

      But he was taking his sweet time. His hands ran down her back and patted her butt, grabbing a big handful and squeezing. She let out a little disgusted noise under her breath, but she kept quiet. His hands ran down her legs, patting the outsides, then going around the front and running up the inside of her thighs. He placed a big meaty palm on her back to hold her in place and ran his fingers up to her crotch, stroking them along. He flattened his hand against her and squeezed hard, causing a swell of pain to ripple between her legs. She winced and she staggered a bit on the spot, but he held her in place.

      When he was satisfied, he took a step back.

      "Did you really think you could get away from me?" he asked. "Did you really think I'd let you leave?"

      She remained quiet, letting her eyes fall on him. It really was a hideous sight to behold. His pale glass eye sat like an unmoving sentinel in his eye socket, staring straight ahead past her as his good eye moved salaciously all over her.

      "No one has ever tried to escape from me before," he said. "No one has ever had the guts. But you... you're different, I can tell. I like you."

      He leaned in to her and licked his tongue up the side of her face.

      She let out a soft cry and he grabbed her by the throat. Her face contorted like she had just eaten a grapefruit, and shallow breaths shot in and out of her chest. Her hands tensed up into balls and she instinctively leaned back away from him, but his strong hand kept her rooted to the spot. She pried open her eyes and saw David standing behind Jericho, watching helplessly.

      "Maybe my men didn't read you the rules when you came to me," he said, "but no one gets past my bridge without my say-so. And I always get my cut. I take what I want, when I want. Any bitch seen wandering around my territory becomes my property. Your pussy is mine. I own you. And I'm gonna make sure you never forget that."

      He shoved her head backward from the neck and she staggered a couple of steps. He wound up his hand and smacked her across the face with the back of it. She fell back into the bandits behind her, who shoved her back toward Jericho. As she stumbled forward, her stomach was met with a harsh blow from his fist. All the air rushed out of her lungs and she collapsed onto her hands and knees, gasping.

      He bent down slowly and put a hand under her chin, gently lifting her face up. "It all gets easier when you stop fighting me. You can ask any of the other whores on the bridge. They'll all tell you it's not so bad; you just have to let yourself go and accept your fate."

      He stood up and kicked her right in the sternum. She lifted a couple inches off the ground and collapsed flat on the grass. Her body shook violently. It felt like she couldn't breathe and she would die of suffocation.

      "If you don't," he said, "you'll wish you had." He lifted her head up by her hair and punched her in the face. She felt a crack and her head jerked to the side and she fell onto the ground.

      She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream, she wanted to writhe around on the grass, but her body was incapable of any of it. She didn't want to die like this, not in front of her son. She knew he was standing there watching, scared to death. She fought against the pain and opened her eyes, even though it felt like they were swollen and closing up.

      David stood still in the bandit's grasp, but he wasn't crying. He didn't look horrified, either. In fact, he wasn't even watching; his hands were balled into fists and his eyes were squeezed shut, a look of tremendous concentration on his face.

      Sarah tried to say, "Oh my God," but her vocal cords wouldn't work. She knew what he was doing.

      Jericho raised his hand again, closing it into a fist. He grabbed her by the hair again and lifted her head, ready to swing. But he paused and cocked an ear.

      All the men around them heard it too. They knew that sound. But they'd never heard so many before.

      A tidal wave of hungry groans surrounded them, followed by the thunderous pattering of feet running across pavement.

      The bandits turned around and started backing into the center where Sarah and Jericho were. They raised their guns, their hands shaking. Their eyes darted everywhere, looking past all the booths and carnival games, but not seeing anything.

      And like a tidal wave crashing through a city, a flood of zombies came into view, coming out from behind all the rides and booths. They ran with their arms flailing, their mouths wide open, ready for their meals. There were hundreds of them, and they came from every direction.

      David's eyes remained closed, still directing all of them toward the bandits.

      The bandits screamed and started to fire in all directions. The front rows of the zombies soaked up the bullets and kept coming. When some of them fell, more zombies flew out from behind them.

      The scene turned into a bloodbath, and sprays of blood soaked the nearby white plastic of the carnival booths. Screams filled the air, and Jericho let go of Sarah and staggered backward, looking all around him. He pulled out his magnum and started firing at the zombies. The bandit holding David had let him go, but David stayed in place, still focusing.

      Sarah looked up at the scene of carnage and tried to get to her feet. Her legs wobbled, and she was still having trouble breathing, but she was able to move. At last, David's eyes opened and he weaved through the mass of bandits being torn to shreds and picked up the Glock that Sarah had tossed on the ground. He ran up to his mom and grabbed her by the arm, helping her up to her feet.

      "Come on," he said, "this way!"

      He parted the line of zombies in front of them and pulled her through.

      The bandits had stopped firing at this point, completely overwhelmed by the sea of mindless flesh eaters. The smell of metal filled the air as the carnival grounds were littered with the dead bodies of men deserving a fate even worse than the one they were getting.

      They moved toward the boat ride at the end of the carnival. They passed a guessing game booth and wound their way around the corner past a small building with a few broken down bumper cars inside. The boat was off in the distance, standing tall over the remaining booths and rides ahead.

      Sarah staggered along the ground, one arm wrapped across her stomach, still trying to gather her breath and refill her lungs. She wanted to tell David that she had to take a minute and stop, but she knew that they had to keep going.

      They came to a high striker game with a big metal stump that you had to hit with an oversized hammer to try to get the highest score.

      Just as they came to it, Jericho leapt out from behind it. David tried to run past, but Jericho caught him and wrapped his arm around David's neck, pulling out a big knife and pressing the blade to his soft skin.

      David's arm broke out of Sarah's grip, and she fell onto her knees, her legs finally giving out. "No! Don't!" she cried.

      David was scared, and Jericho just laughed.

      He had some cuts and scrapes on him, but he looked like he had managed to escape the zombies otherwise unscathed. His forehead was cut open and blood trickled down his face.

      "Please don't," she pleaded, still struggling to breathe.

      "You're really making this hard on yourself," Jericho said. "For every time you resist, I'm gonna pay it back double. But I think I changed my mind about all this. I was going to keep you as a slave like all the rest, but you've made it too difficult to do that now. I don't know how I can even look you in the eyes while I fuck you anymore. So I think instead, I'm just going to amuse myself by torturing you. Every day, I'll take a little bit more from you... a beating here, a lashing there. Maybe I'll even start cutting off your fingers one by one. And then when I finally get bored of you, I'll send you on your way to Hell. But before I do all that, I'm going to kill your son. I'm going to take my knife here and cut all along, splitting him open while you watch." As he talked, he hovered the blade of his knife over David's skin, simulating where he was going to cut. "I'll cut him into little pieces, one by one, and you're going to watch every second of it."

      Sarah finally got her breathing under control, and she began to calm down. She stared into Jericho's face. "That's it, right there," she said.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      "Just remember," she said, "breathe slow and don't let your hands shake. Just keep looking at where you want it to go, and slowly squeeze the trigger. Don't pull it, just squeeze it nice and slow."

      "What the—" was all Jericho could get out in time.

      As he held the knife beside David's head, David had his arms pointed out below, the Glock in his hands, aiming at Jericho's foot. He squeezed the trigger nice and slow like she taught him and the gun went off. The final bullet ripped into Jericho's foot through his shoe and he screamed out in pain, staggering backward. David wormed his way out from his grip and ran to his mom's side.

      Before Jericho could recover, Sarah sprang up to her feet and charged at him. She shoved him against the wall of the high striker game and he bounced off, spinning and falling to the ground. She pulled the knife out of his grip and stabbed him in his lower back with it. He screamed again and his fingers curled. As he twisted around, trying to fight back, she pulled the blade out of him and stabbed him in the arm. He held his hands up in front of him, trying to shield the attacks, and Sarah swung the knife back and forth, gliding the blade over his hands and cutting them. He pulled his hands back and tried to crawl away but she went after him and stabbed him over and over in the legs and back.

      He kept screaming and tried to crawl away on his elbows, his legs uselessly dragging behind him. She stabbed him a few more times, and the screams stopped, replaced by guttural noises. She pulled the blade out and held it by her side, his blood dripping down onto the grass. He very slowly dragged himself away from her, finally turning onto his back, a look of agony contorting his face. Blood poured out from the corners of his mouth as he shimmied away from her.

      He inadvertently crawled underneath a sign in the lawn for the high striker game and got stuck at the hips, his torso coming out one end and his legs out the other. He wiggled like a worm, trying to free himself, but it was useless.

      Sarah walked up to him, the bloody knife gleaming in the sunlight, and he raised his arms up in front of him, trying to open his mouth and let out a plea for mercy, but the blood just gurgled in his throat. She stood next to the sign he was pinned under and raised the knife. His eyes grew wide, and she threw it down. The blade sliced through the air and buried itself into the ground next to his head. His eyes lowered and he let out a strangled sigh of relief.

      She walked away from him, and he thought that she was showing him mercy, but she went up to the high striker game and picked up the oversized hammer leaning against it. She returned to his side, holding the hammer across her waist.

      As he looked up, he saw her head blocking out the sun, a dark silhouette with the hammer in tow, standing in front of him like the Angel of Death.

      She turned her head to David, who was kneeling on the grass nearby, and said, "Cover your eyes."

      He did as she said.

      Jericho's eyes widened and his body trembled.

      She raised the hammer above her head. It was so heavy that she could barely do it, but she found the strength she needed; she made sure of that. She wanted so badly to wipe his horrible face out of her memory, but she would get to that.

      She swung the hammer down as hard as she could on his crotch. It hit with a heavy thud and he shrieked. His real eye bulged in the socket as she lifted the hammer up and swung it down, hitting him square in the crotch again. His throat made all kinds of inhuman noises as she hammered his genitals into jelly.

      When she was done, his black jeans were soaked with blood and his legs shook uncontrollably. She dragged the bloody hammer across the lawn and moved up to his head.

      He was still alive, but just barely. He stared up at the sky, his face twisted into pure terror and pain. His fingers were curled into gnarled claws, and he let out very shallow and sporadic breaths.

      She took all the strength she had and raised the hammer again. Before he took his final breath, his good eye looked at Sarah, looked at the woman who rose up against him and took his life. He looked away at the last moment and tried to let out a scream, but the faintest of whines was all that came out.

      She dropped the hammer and it smashed against his face. She picked it up and threw it down again. She wasn't sure which was the exact strike that killed him, but on the fourth one, his skull cracked like a watermelon. When there was nothing left of him, she dropped the hammer on the ground.

      She turned and stumbled over to David, exhausted and her limbs feeling like rubber. She made sure he was still covering his eyes and she took him and led him away from the scene of Jericho's violent death and toward the boat.

      After they were clear, she told him he could open his eyes, and he helped her move on, without looking back or asking questions. He knew what happened, and he knew his mom had to do it, and he was glad all the same that he didn't have to watch.

      They passed more rides and carnival side games as the boat got bigger and bigger in their vision, towering above them. It sat in the back corner of the carnival like a beacon of hope.

      Her heart seized up in her chest and she couldn't handle the suspense. They crossed one final row of booths in front of them and came out to the boat ride.

      It came into full view, standing at the back of the carnival in all its glory. It was a huge ride that stretched high up into the air where it attached to the fulcrum. Behind the ride, there was a big sign advertising it, and at the top of the sign was the exact same symbol on the card in her pocket: an image of a brown boat riding blue waves. That was it. It was Noah's Ark.

      But it was just a ride. An old, broken down ride that was long abandoned and had sat untouched and weathered over the years. There was no one else around, just an empty patch of grass surrounding it, and the fence that stretched behind it, closing in the back of the carnival grounds. Noah's Ark was just a carnival ride. It wasn't a safe haven. They came all this way for nothing.

      They stared up at it, as if expecting it to perform some kind of trick and spring into life or reveal some kind of oasis behind it, but it just sat there looking sad and dilapidated.

      "I don't get it," David said. His face contorted with emotion and tears streamed down his face. "Where is it?" he sobbed. He broke down crying uncontrollably, and Sarah cried too. They were both so exhausted and so disappointed that they couldn't help themselves. "Where is it!" he shouted in between sobs, anger in his voice.

      "I don't know, honey! I don't know!" She kneeled down and wrapped her arms around him.

      He pushed himself away from her and marched off to the fence at the back of the grounds. There was an open gate in the fence that led out into an empty field, and he stormed through it. She followed him and caught up just beyond the fence.

      The grassy field extended in front of them, overgrown and untouched by man for a long time. It extended down a hill in front of them and disappeared below their line of sight.

      She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to a halt. "David, stop!"

      "What does it matter!" he yelled. "It was all for nothing!"

      She fell to her knees again and pulled him in tight, wrapping a hand around the back of his head and pressing his forehead to her shoulder. "I'm so sorry," she said. "I'm so, so sorry. I know it's not fair."

      They were both exhausted and couldn't take any more. They held onto each other for support and they both just cried.

      A hand fell on David's shoulder. Its fingers gripped his muscles tightly and jerked him back out of Sarah's grasp.

      She looked up to see a bandit with a pot belly and blood running down his face, holding David against himself by his neck. He held a gun in his hand and he pointed it at the side of her son's head, the warm, hard steel digging into his skin. His teeth were bared in a scowl and his chest rose and fell heavily, like he'd just exerted himself tremendously in fleeing the zombies.

      All three of them were motionless for a long moment as time seemed to grind to a standstill. Then, very slowly, the bandit turned the gun away from David's head and pointed it at Sarah.

      He huffed and puffed, his mad eyes glaring at her, as if she had been the sole cause of all his miseries. His dry lips peeled open and his hot breath rolled out into the summer air. "You goddamn bitch," he said. "I'm going to kill you and make your boy watch." His meaty hand pressed David's fragile neck into his belly like a vice grip, and David watched his mom with wide eyes pointed out the side of his face.

      "Don't hurt him," Sarah croaked. "Please. You can kill me, but just let him go." She kneeled on the spot, powerless. She was unarmed, as was David, and they were completely at the bandit's mercy. "Did you hear me? Just let him go and you can have me," she said, clasping her hands together. "I'll let you do anything you want to me!"

      The bandit tilted his head down to David. "What do you say, boy? Does that sound like a good deal to you?"

      "I want you to be happy," David said, looking at Sarah.

      "I am happy, sweetie," she struggled, trying to keep a calm demeanor and show him that everything was going to be okay despite their circumstances. "I am—"

      "I want you to be happy," he repeated, as if he wasn't even listening to her, but instead focusing. He squeezed his eyes shut. "I want you to be safe." He repeated these words over and over again.

      Sarah choked on the breath rattling in and out of her lungs. "David, NOOO!!"

      Four zombies spilled out of the gate from the carnival and came up behind the bandit before he could turn around. They set in on him immediately, sinking their teeth into his neck and shoulders, even the back of his head. The bandit sank to the ground like a stone, pulling David with him.

      The events played in slow motion and Sarah saw all of it. But she moved in slow motion too, and her stupid limbs couldn't work fast enough to get her there in time. It was too late.

      In one instant, David decided he wanted his mom to survive. He loved her so deeply and wanted to do anything it took to make sure she was safe. Sarah had never realized it, but to David this journey was for her; he'd seen her become so miserable and detached and he just wanted to see her happy. He wanted to give her a chance. She had given him everything, and even if there was no Noah's Ark, his final wish was that she carry on. And for that he was willing to pay the ultimate price.

      The zombies ripped apart the bandit's flesh, then one of them began chewing on David. He went into shock immediately as he remained pinned under the convulsing bandit's arm. The zombies spread out and set in on him fully, falling over top of him and eating him.

      Sarah's whole body went numb. She ran at the zombies, trying to pull them off, but she was too weak. "No!" she screamed.

      But they didn't even notice her, quite content to keep to the meal they already had.

      She tore at them like a savage animal, but it did no good.

      "Hey!" a voice yelled from behind her. A set of strong arms wrapped around her midsection and yanked her off the zombies. The man was tall and strong, a good-looking man with wavy brown hair and blue eyes.

      She tried to throw herself at them again, but the man pulled her back.

      "It's too late!" he said.

      "No!" she screamed again. "My baby!"

      "It's too late!" he repeated, pulling her away. "He's gone!"

      Two men stood behind him, both armed with assault rifles. Their eyes scanned around the area as they aimed at the zombies piling on top of David.

      "Come on, we have to go! It's too late for him!" The man dragged her away to the other two men behind him, and they all retreated down the hill.

      She looked at the pile of zombies on her son as she was dragged away. Her arms were stretched in front of her, reaching out for him as they went down the hill, and her son disappeared from her view forever. Her arms fell by her sides and her body went limp. Her eyelids slid down and everything turned black.
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      Sarah woke up in a white room. She was lying in a bed, her arms and legs strapped to it. Bright sunlight shone through the windows next to her, highlighting the stand beside her bed. There was a vase with a couple of purple daffodils in it on the stand, and a black woman sat on the other side of her, reading a book. When Sarah began to fidget, the woman looked up at her.

      "Well hello there, missy," the woman said. "Glad to see you're finally awake."

      Sarah turned her head toward the woman, who was smiling at her.

      "Where am I?" Sarah asked.

      "Most folks call this place Noah's Ark," the woman said.

      Sarah tried to struggle against her restraints. Her body shook in the bed as her arms writhed under the brown leather straps. The woman stood up and hunched over the bed, grabbing her arms and pinning them down.

      "Now calm down, there," she said. "There's no problem, this is just a formality. We can't have you getting up and wandering around and hurting someone or yourself."

      Sarah ignored her and continued to struggle, but she was weak. Her strength failed her and her eyelids got heavy. They closed and darkness greeted her again.

      When she woke up again, the room was empty. It was remarkably clean for something in the apocalyptic world they lived in, and she started to wonder if she was in some kind of dream. She was in a big room with about twenty beds next to her, but they were empty. The brown leather straps still covered her body, keeping her from escaping. She looked down and saw that she was dressed in a hospital gown under the covers. Her skin was clean and they must have undressed her and cleaned her up when they put her here. The necklace that David made her was still tied around her neck, the letters all lined up and in place.

      She broke into tears and tried to put her hands to her face, but they uselessly pulled against the restraints as her tears rolled down her cheeks.

      The same black woman came into the room and looked at her with a concerned frown. "Oh, honey, it's okay," she said. She walked up beside her bed and placed her hands gently on her arm. She lifted a rag off the stand next to her bed and wiped her tears with it.

      Memories of her son's death flooded her mind in vivid detail. She could still feel him in her arms as she looked up and saw the bandit pulling him away, that scared look in his eyes as he was trapped on the ground and the zombies chewed on him. Such a savage and useless end to a beautiful life. It made no sense. How could something so horrible happen to someone so beautiful? He did the bravest thing in sacrificing himself so she could live, but she would never ask for that, and she found herself hating him for it. It made her feel guilty, but she couldn't help it. She would do anything at all to get him back, but there was nothing she could do. He already made the choice for her and it wasn't fair. All the hope she ever had, all the things that David taught her about hope, it was all gone. There was no God and she knew that now. All she wanted to do was die, die and join her husband and her son.

      Her arms struggled in the restraints again and the woman tried to hold her down. Sarah looked at the woman. "Kill me," she said.

      The woman scowled. "Oh, don't say that."

      "Please," Sarah said. Her eyes grew red from the tears. The woman wiped her with the rag again and gently cooed to her.

      "There will be none of that," she said.

      "You don't understand," Sarah said.

      "Oh, I do understand. You're not the only one who lost children."

      Sarah's sobs were cut short. "You lost your children?"

      The woman nodded. "All three of them. My husband too. My parents, my brothers and sisters. Everyone I ever knew or loved died."

      "Oh my God," Sarah said, trying to bring a hand to her mouth.

      The woman frowned at the sight of her trying to do this and said, "Here, it's against the rules, but let me undo this for you." She leaned over to the side of the bed and undid the straps, pulling them out from their loops and letting them hang over the sides of the bed.

      "There," she said, "does that feel better?"

      Sarah rubbed the top of her wrists where the straps pressed against them, then wiped the tears away from her eyes with her hands.

      "How did it happen?" Sarah asked.

      "How did I lose my kids?"

      Sarah nodded.

      "My husband and I were running with our children through Raleigh. We were running away from some bandits who were trying to kill us, and we were in this building that had been damaged by a truck crashing into it. As we hid in one of the rooms, the floor gave out below us, and we fell to the story below. We were all knocked out, and when I woke up, zombies were eating my family. I was at the back of the room, so they hadn't gotten to me yet. I was so scared, and I didn't know what to do. I just kneeled there in the back of the room crying, watching it all happen in front of me. One of them started coming after me and I got scared and ran. I ran through the streets and managed to find an old clothing store to hide in. Then I finally ran into Kenny—you'll meet him here later—and at first I thought he was a bandit, but he told me he was from Noah's Ark and he brought me in. Noah welcomed me into here and we've been like family ever since."

      "That's horrible," Sarah said.

      "It's a big, horrible place out there," the woman said. "I know it's the hardest thing in the world to get past, but time heals all wounds, even these ones. Not completely, but with time, you'll come to understand, I guarantee it. All the folks around here have seen loss, whether it's their kids, their siblings, their friends, their husbands and wives... very few people here have any family left at all, and it takes a heavy toll on all of us. I know it seems like you want to end all your pain right now, but that's not the answer, I promise you. We have a real good thing going here. Noah has a real gift as a leader, and he has a great vision for the future. He's a good man."

      "Noah runs this place?" Sarah asked.

      "Yep. You've already met him."

      "I have?"

      "Mhmm. He's the one who..." Her eyes faltered and looked at the floor. "Well... he's the one who pulled you off your son, as I hear it."

      Sarah never even got a good look at him; all she felt were his strong arms wrapped around her as he dragged her away from David.

      "Hold on a minute," the woman said with a smile. "I'll go fetch him."

      Sarah opened her mouth to protest, but the woman already turned and left the room.

      A few minutes later, she returned with a very handsome man behind her who looked to be in his late thirties. He had wavy brown hair and the most piercing blue eyes she'd ever seen. He walked in the room with a smile and came right up to her bedside, cupping her hand in his.

      "It's so good to see that you're awake," he said in a very soothing voice. "I'm Noah."

      "Sarah," she said.

      "I'll let you two introduce yourselves," the woman said, leaving the room.

      "Why don't you sit up?" Noah said, helping arrange a few pillows behind her. He bent down to the bottom of the bed and undid the straps covering her legs.

      She bent her knees and her legs cried out in joy at the ability to bend and move around for the first time in a while.

      He helped her shift up in the bed so she could sit up against the pillows, and he sat down on the bed next to her and held her hand in his, brushing the back of her hand with his thumb. It felt so good to her, and it was the only pleasurable feeling she felt in a long time.

      "I'm so sorry about what happened to your son."

      She stared down at the bed.

      "I know you're going to need some time to yourself to process all of this," he said, "but when you're ready, I'll tell you all about this place and show you around."

      She nodded. The last thing she felt like doing was getting out of bed, and she just couldn't bring herself to be excited about this place if her son wasn't there with her.

      Noah patted her hand and stood up and turned to leave the room.

      "Is this really a safe haven?" she asked. "Is it really the kind of place that everyone talked about?"

      Noah stopped and turned around. "I think this place has become a bit of a legend among people outside of it. One person tells the story, and then they turn around and tell the next person a more exaggerated version of the story. I don't know exactly what you heard about this place or what you think it is, but it's safe here. We've got food and water, we've got shelter, and we're safe from everything outside our walls."

      She nodded again.

      He smiled and left the room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A couple days later, Sarah finally felt up to leaving her bed. The woman who tended to her had trusted her and kept the straps off, and she was grateful for it. They brought her food and water, and it was all fresh food, not like the canned stuff she was used to eating over the past week. It reminded her of the garden that she and David tended to; fresh vegetables and fruits, and they even had fresh eggs. She thought about David every waking moment of every day, but somehow, like the woman said, even the deepest wounds could heal in time. She sat alone in bed for a long time, contemplating suicide. But there was something inside of her that told her not to do it. She didn't know why she didn't—she knew there certainly wasn't any reason for her to live anymore—but she just couldn't do it.

      She came out of the room after changing into some clothes that they had left her for when she was ready, and she walked out onto a metal catwalk overlooking Noah's Ark.

      They were in a big compound, surrounded by high metal walls made of corrugated sheet metal, just like the ones that the bandits had surrounded the city with. The walls had to be at least twenty-five feet high, and there were tall, wide piles of sandbags behind all of it, reinforcing it. A set of wide gates sat off to the far end of the compound that looked like they could be dragged open for people to enter or exit the place, and there were little outposts along the top of the wall with heavily-armed men sitting in them, looking over the land beyond, just like the bandits. But all of these men looked clean and well-fed and groomed, and they all looked like decent men. And off in the distance, above an overgrown, grassy hill that spanned in front of them, she saw the big boat ride sitting at the edge of the carnival.

      Various boxes and supplies sat organized in the compound in front of her, and there were a couple of fire pits, with some people of all ages sitting around talking to each other. Children were running around playing with each other, and tears rolled down her face again, knowing that it was David's dream to come here. But somehow watching the children run around playing comforted her and made her feel like David's hope was alive after all, even if not for him.

      She walked down from a set of stairs leading from the catwalk down to the ground below. She took a few steps back and looked at the building that she'd come from. Their whole operation was obviously a makeshift setup in the middle of an abandoned field, but a huge two-story building sat in front of her, and it looked like a modern house. Instead of being built from broken scraps of whatever material they could find, it looked like it was made properly from all the right cuts of lumber. It was finished and painted, with a solid roof that was fully shingled.

      A set of wide doors were open on the ground floor of the building, leading to what looked like a big dining hall inside. Tables sat side-by-side in long lines, with candles all along them for the nighttime when it got dark. It was all immaculately clean, and she could see the edge of what looked like a small kitchen off to the side through a doorway.

      She looked at the second floor of the building again and saw all of the windows spanning the side of it, and she wondered what was in there. She moved along the grounds to the side of the building near a set of metal sheds. She passed some groups of people on the way and they looked at her and smiled. She tried to smile back out of courtesy, but it felt forced. She walked around behind a metal wall and saw Noah standing there, talking to two men.

      He glanced over at her. "Sarah! I'm so glad you joined us. Let me introduce you to Kenny." He motioned over to a mountain of a man, who was very tall and easily two hundred and fifty pounds, in equal parts fat and muscle, with a big mustache and a long mullet. "He was one of the men with me when we found you."

      Kenny nodded at her.

      "And this is Wayne," Noah said. The other man said hello in an Australian accent. He had a thin frame with well-toned muscles and looked to be in his late forties or early fifties, and had black hair that was just starting to turn gray.

      Noah turned back toward the two men and said a couple words to them, then excused himself from them.

      He came to her and put a hand on her shoulder, guiding her out to the main grounds. He gave her a tour of the whole place, showing her the dormitories, the lavatories, the infirmary that she was already familiar with, the kitchen and cafeteria, the greenhouse, the vegetable gardens and fruit trees that they had for the summers, the wells that they had dug into the ground for fresh water, and even the chicken coops where they produced fresh eggs. They finished off the tour by taking a walk all around the inside of the perimeter, and then climbed up a ladder onto the outer catwalk that led to all of the outposts spanning the top of the perimeter wall.

      They both stood on the catwalk, leaning on the wall and staring off at the carnival up the hill to the north.

      "So I think I can guess why you call this place Noah's Ark," she said, looking at the boat ride in the carnival that drew her and David there.

      He laughed. "Yeah, that wasn't my idea, so don't blame me if it's corny."

      "I like it," she said with a soft smile.

      "Well then it was my idea," he said.

      They looked at each other warmly for a moment, then turned their gazes back to the carnival.

      "Don't the bandits ever try to attack you?" she asked.

      "They did in the beginning, because they didn't know who they were messing with. They thought we were just another small camp of people that they could terrorize, but we gave them a rude awakening. Ever since, they've always given a wide berth to this place. Quite honestly, I'm surprised they chased you all the way to the carnival. Usually they don't come within a couple miles of this place."

      "How can they have the whole city closed off?" she asked. "It seemed like they controlled this whole place."

      "Well, that was their intention. It's a big city and there are a lot of supplies and a lot of useful things in it, even still to this day. They slowly walled off most of the city and tried to claim it as their own, but all of us here were already in the city and sort of formed our own refuge within their prison."

      "So you're stuck here?"

      "Yes and no. They haven't walled off the whole city. They love to scavenge anything they can, but even that's a lot of material for them. There are holes in their perimeter with no wall that they don't even patrol. Back roads, ways with no real use to them, even if someone else comes or goes through them. Controlling the main highways and roads into the city are the most important to them, because they know that's where all the fresh travelers will come from."

      Noah looked at all the cuts and bruises that covered her skin, which were now starting to heal. "I'm real sorry you had to go through them. You're lucky to have survived."

      "It was thanks to my son. He helped me escape from them."

      "He sounds like he was a brave boy."

      "He was." She broke down into tears and he put an arm around her. "It's so hard without him," she said. "I don't know what I'm doing anymore."

      "I know it's hard," he said, "but we're all here for you. There are lots of people around here that I know would love to make your acquaintance. I'll introduce you to some."

      She wiped the tears from her eyes. "So what's the point of this all? What's the point of living in a place like this at all? Me and David lived in a set of townhouses, just the two of us. All of the townhouses surrounded this courtyard that we built fences around. It was a safe place where no one bothered us, where we could grow food, just like this place. We traveled all this way, and I lost my son, just to trade it all for a bigger version of the same thing. What's the point of it all?" she asked again.

      Noah considered her words before answering. "There's so much more to it than that, though," he said. "Are you familiar with the story of Noah's ark in the Bible?"

      "Sure I am."

      "Well Noah's Ark isn't just a silly name to use for this place. It has a similar meaning. I know it doesn't seem like much now, because we're just getting started. But we're working to save all of humanity."

      She looked at him as her heart skipped a beat. "What do you mean?"

      "In the Bible, Noah built an ark and collected two of every animal and kept them safe inside with his family as floods covered the entire planet, washing away the evils of the old world so that life could be restored to the way it was originally intended.

      "I believe I'm being given a similar opportunity," he continued. "We're not content to just live in a shelter until we all die of old age; we want to rise up and be held safely aloft above the floodwaters to see the new world, the world that was back before it all went wrong. But this time, we are the floodwaters. We're the agents of change that are going to strike down this plague of zombies and these evil men, and restore order and balance to the world, and start humanity again back to the way it was before we lost everything. Don't be fooled by us hiding behind these walls. We're very much an offensive force too, and we're going to wipe out these bandits and these zombies, and rebuild. History will remember us as the founders of this movement. There's so much out there that you haven't seen yet and don't even know about, and a lot of it is scary, but I'm here to help you through it if you want to take my hand and accept this call to you. We could use a good person like you to help us in our mission. Do it for your son. Do it for everyone else who lost a son. I know he would be proud of you."

      Sarah smiled at him. She'd never expected this place to be anything more than a safe haven, which it was, and she never thought that she would be able to help get the world back to the way it used to be.

      As she looked out toward the horizon, she thought of her husband and her son. She thought of them both walking hand-in-hand, in their brilliant white glow, watching over her. Her fingers ran along her necklace, turning the beads and feeling the warmth that it gave to her. She knew her son would be proud of her.

      She slowly moved her hand along the top of the wall and found Noah's. He looked down at it for a moment, then smiled at her and held her hand in his as they both looked out to the horizon.
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