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Thank you for joining us on these tales of zombie hotror.
As you begin to read these stories, wrap your mind around this...

The world as we’ve known it has ended. No one, living or
dead, canbe trusted. Now, desperate times call for desperate
measures, because every single day is a struggle to live. The gates of
hell have opened and hope seems well beyond reach. But... there
are still survivors, and through blood, sweat, and tears, they’ll fight
to live in a wotld where tomorrow is never a guarantee.

Sit back as your favorite authors of zombie lit take you on
a wild, horrifying ride that will leave you breathless. Come and
meet the women who love to entertain you with their own unique
versions of the zombie apocalypse.
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Tamara Rose Blodgett

Excerpt From:

Death Whispers

I'am Caleb Hart, son of the first scientist to map the
human genome back in 2010. Now, fifteen years later, all us kids
(during puberty because we're so lucky) get to draw what's
equivalent to a winning lottery ticket. What paranormal power
would we have,would I have? It could be anything as benign as
Empath, Telepathy, Pyrokenesis, Astral-Projection, and the real
creeper, Affinity for the Dead, AFTD. New abilities kept cropping
up, like an untended garden. The paranormal ball had begun to roll
and it was all downhill from here. As long as I didn't get anyone's
attention, I was down with that. I should think Science is the bomb,
but it's not, it's a bomb alright-- right on my head.

In eighth grade, we're required to take pre-Biology. My
teacher is enthusiastic, so there's never a dull moment.

Especially with me passing out all the time.

That's how it happened the first time. The frogs came in
and I'went out... like a light.

At least that was the first time I hadn't been able to ignore
it anymore.

Xavier Collins had reined in his ranting about bees
becoming extinct and other huge rage-topics on the environment,
to delight in telling us our next experiment would be dissection.

I didn't have Mark “Jonesy” Jones in this class but my
other best friend, John, was here, so not a total loss. Jonesy kept
school in balance, making jokes at the expense of the teachers
(very wise). John countered with keeping Jonesy from getting us in
trouble (not always happening). The drag of it was the two kids
that hated my guts in a steaming pile were in Biology.

Carson Hamilton and Brett Mason sat next to each other,
never giving me a moment's peace about anything. Carson had



everything anyone could want: money, looks (he's a mirror-lover)
and parents that didn't care about anything he did. My parents had
not caught the disease of indifference yet. Brett didn't have it so
hot, but he was as miserable as Carson.

John sat down next to me with two pencils up his nose
while Collins was at the whiteboard, discussing how to pin the
frogs down.

Nice.

“Did ya make sure the erasers were in there first?” I asked
him.

“Yeah, duh.” The pencils bounced as he spoke. For a
smart guy, he had some weird ideas about self-entertainment. It
was very “Jonesy” of him.

“You still buzzing?” he asked.

I looked at John. “Yeah, it's on and off.” I felt kinda
defensive about this part, I was avoiding thinking about it myself,
and didn't really want to talk about it.

“I've been thinking about that,” he said.

How he could think with pencils up his nose? A mystery.
“Yeah?”

“I think you have the undead creeper, like that Parker
dude,” John said.

That wonld be bad. “He's the one that could corpse-raise,
right?”” I asked.

John nodded.

Hadn't I just been thinking about how much that ability
sucked? However, the rareness of corpse-raising might come in
handy. Not likely to happen though.

“Itwould suck for you.”

Nice, John restating the obvious. Yeah, it would suck. I
mean, what's so great about communicating with the dead, locating
the dead? Any of that... ah, 70. Nothing in it for me but weirdness.

“Government took him. Bye-bye... gone.” John made a
fluttering motion with his hand like a bird flying away. The pencils
kept bouncing in a distracting way.

I'd heard about that. Corpse-Manipulation, rare-much.
Jeffrey Parker was the only recorded case.

“Why do you think?”” I was interested for once, sometimes
Johnwould lose me in a tech-rant and it was all over.

“Are you shitting me? Dead people... come on.” I got an



image of zombies with M-60s, interesting.

“No, think about it. They could get people raised and
force them to do stuff. From a distance, they could look like they
were alive, important people.” He raised his eyebrows.

“Presidents?”

“Rulers or whoever,” John said. “He was a five-point. He
could do the whole tamale. I think the government exploits
whatever they can; using whoever they can.”

I laughed.

“What?”” he asked.

“I can't take you seriously. You look like a dumb-ass.” The
pencils dangled indignantly inside each nostril, humiliated.

John pulled them out, checking the ends for gold.

Huh.

I'd been wondering why my head was buzzing. Now
memories surfaced. When had the buzzing started exactly? What
triggered it? Could John be right?

“Okay people, zip up here and pick up your trays. Your
sterilized utensils should already be at your desks,” Collins said.

John went for our trays, minus the attractive pencils. 1
stared out the window, the splatters of rain causing rivulets that
looked like gray streamers marring the glass.

I shook my head, clearing fuzziness. I couldn't shake the
buzzing, a dull noise that ebbed and flowed. I felt it today the
strongest. As soon as I entered class, the buzzing increased, like
whispers.

“Here you are. One frog for the both of us.”” John plunked
down a frog that had once been green but was a bone-gray now,
staking pins gleaming under the LEDs.

That's when the screaming started.

The whole earth felt like it was swiveling on its axis, and 1
was on top. The whispering grew in volume until images flooded
my head. There were marshes and swamps. A frog, in the bloom of
its life, shiny with amphibian iridescence, leaped to a log, hoping to
fool a small water moccasin close enough to take it.

(NOY

Right bebind you! 1 shouted in warning, But I couldn't be
heard, these were images... memoties.

A motor boat was closing in on the frog, getting ready to
take it with a metal pole and loose net on its end. Caleb heard the



frog's thoughts, strange predator must seek cover... noise... hurts...

NOINOM)

It wasn't the only frog with memorties. Every cut my
classmates made, a new flood of memoties came. I realized
through some dim sense that I was on my back on the Biology
floor. Carson and Brett in the background wheezed with laughter.

“He bit it over a frog? Seriously?” Carson ranted.

Brett, not to be outdone caterwauled, “He's a total girl”

Collins was moving his hand in front of my face, holding
up fingers, but I'was caught in the grip of the death memorties,
absorbing my consciousness. The last thing I remember was John's
anxious face taking turns between telling the dumb-ass duo to shut
up and seeing if I'was gonna live. My vision became gray at the
edges, a pinpoint of black expanding to clear my mind of
everything and I knew no more.



CHAPTER1

Trees surrounding the cemetery danced in the languid
breeze of the mild spring night. I looked behind me at the pair of
eighth grade boys who'd come to egg me on. They had discovered
my secret: that I knew the dead, heard the dead.

Headstones glimmered like loose teeth in the moonlight,
the whispering like a steady thrumming of white noise in my head.
My hands grew clammy.

“Caleb, show them you're not a frickin' poser,” said Jonesy.

“I don't pose.” My thoughts raged against each other in
contrary purpose. Proving to Carson and Brett that I had AFTD
wouldn't keep them off my back completely, but it'd notch down
their stupidity to something me and my posse could manage. That's
where it was, managing their shit behavior.

I took a step through the high, Victorian-style gate, my
foot touching its reluctant toe on hallowed ground.

The feeling of being forced pressed uncomfortably against
my mind.

Crossing the threshold of sanctified ground, the
whispering turned into voices. One voice whispered to me the
strongest. I stopped feeling tentative and like an invisible string
pulled, was drawn toward one of the gravestones, standing sentinel
near the middle of the cemetery, glowing softly in the moonlight. I
came to stand in front of the headstone which read: “Chyde Thomas,
born 1900, died 1929.”

“Wake me...” it said.

“What?”” I whispered.

It speaks.

“Wake me...” it repeated.

“Caleb, who are you talking to?” John asked, lack of
understanding clear on his face.

My head swung in slow-motion as if through quicksand,
moving in his direction, blood rushing in my ears and my heart
beating thick and heavy in my chest. Everything became
crystallized in that moment. John's frizzy hair and freckles stood
out like measles. A microscopic chip lay like an imperfect shadow
on the headstone, shining stark contrast to the white marble.

Something... something... was building, rising up as if



underwater, rushing to the surface. I was supposed to finalize
something, but what? The whispering of the corpse in the earth
was so loud it drowned out John's wotds. John's mouth was
moving but no sound was coming out.

What-the-hell? He was arguing with Jonesy, his teeth a pale
slash against his dark face.

Flailing, Jonesy's hand suddenly connected with my face.
My teeth slammed into my tongue and the taste of copper pennies
filled my mouth. I leaned over and a drop of blood hung
tremulously on my bottom lip, falling to the grave like a black gem.

Everything clicked into place, vertigo spinning the
graveyard on its side as if it had been waiting for this moment. The
ground rushed toward my face and I threw my hands out to brace
my fall, fingers biting into damp earth. A clawed hand broke
through the ground like a spear through flesh. Searching, it grasped
my wrist, the bones pressing in a vise-like grip that captured my
breath, the intense coldness of the grave lingering on its dead flesh.

The head of the corpse broke free of the ground, its
shadowed gaze meeting mine, the hand releasing me. I scuttled
backward, standing up, swaying, overcome with, excitement? Fear?
I had done this thing and now, didn't know how to undo it. The
corpse moved with purpose, pacing me as it used the undisturbed
ground to leverage itself as another drop of my blood fell and
landed with a dull plop on the corpse's forehead.

The zombie's gaze fixated on mine, it put a hand on its
knee and began to push itself upright. Dull, lank strands of hair
hung loosely from a scalp strung together by a tight mask of rotten
sinew.

Jonesy had long since run out of the cemetery and was ata
“safe” range from what the ground had disgorged.

He better get his ass back here. He couldn't get away with
whacking me and not helping me with corpse-boy.

“Why have you awoken mer” The words sounded garbled,
maybe there was sozze tongue in there?

Must not be rude, not my strongest point.

Out loud I said, “You asked me to.”

Johnwas standing at my right, trying to mask a fine, all-
over tremble. His freckles stood out on a pale face like beacons of
fright.

“What the hell is this?”” John asked.



He didn't really just ask that? John... duh.

The zombie looked at me with eyes that clung from
threads of sinew; moving wetly in its sockets, sucking like a
vacuum.

“Why have you woken me?” it repeated, shambling a step
closer. The smell... wow. It rose like a torrent of rotting garbage.
John clapped his hand over his nose, taking a step backward.

The corpse took another step closer.

“Got any brilliant suggestions?” I asked John, my eyes
steady on the zombie, hoping like hell John would lend an
intellectual hand.

“Do not have the Zombie Handbook handy,” John said, his
eyes a tad wide.

Not helpful.

The corpse looked at me, head tilted, “You're just a boy...
how could you know for what purpose you have disturbed my
slumber?”

Uh-oh, coming up with an excuse, s0 not my thing,

“I didn't... mean to wake you up...” I fumbled out. I wasn't
usually this tongue-tied but meeting a cotpse in the flesh (ha-ha)
stole my speech.

“You do not know what youwould have of me? You use
your life-force to waken me and yet... without purpose? Put me
back,” he said thickly. His clothes hung in tatters and the smell was
definitely old, dark coffin, not that I knew what #hat smelled like.

John's look cleatly said, do something! 1 guess what I hadn't
told my friends was that I had never thought that I could actually
raise the dead. But here he was, standing before me in all his rotting
glory.

Looking out amongst the teenagers collected outside the
cemetery, “To whom much is given, much is expected. Put me
back,” he said.

Adults were all the same, even dead, lecture, lecture.

“‘How?” I asked.

“You are the necromancer, boy, not 1.” Again that quizzical
brow over rotting facial countenance.

Interpretation challenge... but I was managing.

“A what?” I asked, surprisingly calm, for the first time,
there were no whispers. Perfect, blessed silence filled my head. It
was the most natural thing in the world; talking to the dead.



Looking at the corpse, its eyeballs like inky marbles stared back at
me with uncanny devotion.

“A diviner of the black arts, magic...” he replied.

All that time with the star in my basement, huh, righz.

I could still taste distressingly metallic blood in my mouth.
I'was connecting dots here, but I had an epiphany, I could put it
back with blood! Things had only gotten iiber-weird when I had
my lip busted open by Jonesy. I looked back at the corpse, Clyde--
no longer feeling that sense of swimming power just underneath
the surface. Now was not the time to get queasy with the dead. 1
needed to regain that essence, fast.

“Ah... hang on a minute,” I said to the corpse, who stared
blankly back... ah-huh.

“John, give me your blade.”

“What the heck Caleb? What are you planning to do with
this...” John said pointing his finger at the patient corpse, “...thing?”
who was as immobile out of his grave as in.

“I figure my blood made it jump out of its grave, now 1
need some to put him back and you're going to help me,” I said in
a one sentence rush.

John's face got paler, if possible. “Ah, we're good friends
and all but no, not a good plan! We don't know that for sure
anyway.” The logic-master was not feelin' it. Couldn't say I blamed
him, me holding a knife and all.

“... here's the deal, let's do a little 'friendship blood bank'
just for the sake of putting the dead guy back in his grave, eh?” 1
began tapping my foot on the disturbed mess of the grave. John
would ante up the blood or this was gonna be a long damn night.

“What?” strained trust crowded his eyes.

“Just here, give me your forearm.” I placed the side of the
blade on his forearm where it shone black in the pale moonlight.
My left hand wrapped tight, steadying his flesh for puncture.

John took a deep breath,“Okay, but you're going to owe
me, big time.” The whites of his eyes bulging.

I pressed the point of the blade against his arm until the
pressure broke the skin. John sucked in a lungful, blood welled and
I let up the pressure. The zombie's head jerked at the sight of the
blood, causing the disturbing sound of neck bones popping.

Would I ever get used to that noise? I repeated the process
with my own arm. Our identical wounds pressed together, I offered



it to my zombie. I could feel somehow that he was mine, I knew it.

A vibrating tuning fork of trembling power welled up
inside me. A strange mixture of fear, dread and excitement
paralyzed me. My teeth throbbed with the intensity of it. The
zombie's hand snaked out, taking hold of the offered forearm. It
felt cold against my warm flesh, like iced tentacles. I swabbed a blot
of blood, inking it with my index and middle fingers on the
zombies forehead, like warpaint. It rolled those empty eyes up at
me, its dead bones clinging to my fingertips.

We shared a suspended moment in time, a terrible beauty
of control balanced precariously. “Go back and rest,” I said, feeling
that balance reached, that I was choosing for both of us.

The zombie reluctantly let go of my arm, sand through a
sieve, lying down on the disturbed ground while his grave encased
him in a shroud of earth.

I'was a copse-raiser, one of two, and it was not a safe
thing to be.

John and I stared at each other over the grave fora
swollen minute, his face showing a mixture of sympathy and dread.
He knew what this distinction would mean for me in the world we
lived in.

I'was shaking from the intensity of it all, there was no
controlling it. This was not the same as Biology experiments and
roadkill, this was real, this was huge. Looking outside the cemetery
petimeter at two enemies and one friend, I knew it was time to
swear the group to secrecy. A trickle of sweat slithered down my
back, pooling at the waistband of my jeans, instantly chilling
against my fevered flesh. I didn't want the same future as Parker,
that loss of freedom was so 7ot a part of The Plan, my plan.

John and I headed out of the cemetery in a wave of
uncertain promise.



CHAPTER 2

I smacked my alarm, just five more minutes I thought,
dozing off.

“Caleb!” Mom yelled up the stairs.

“Yeah?” 1 yelled back.

“Schooll”

I stumbled out of my bed and looked on the floor for
today's clothes... Hmm, what to wear that wasn't too wrinkled. I
picked up a pair of jeans and a shirt and took an experimental
whiff. Good enough! I jerked the jeans on with a hop and a zip.
Opened the underwear and sock drawer, nothing. I ripped open
every drawer for socks, ah-huh! Finally, a couple of socks, not
matched but clean... happy day.

I trudged over to the kitchen table, scarred from a
thousand meals.

“You cookin' today?”” I asked, hopeful.

“No, but you'te eating.”

Eating in the morning blows. I'was that lazy. I'd open the
fridge, nothing. Then the freezer, repeat. I usually ended up
cramming a yogurt down.

Mom looked in the fridge. “What flavor?”

“Do we have blueberry?” It was the only non-barf fruit I
could think about eating this early.

“Last one.”

“Where's Dad?”

Mom and Dad were on the opposite end of the spectrum.
She was free-spirited (read: hippie) and thought the mystery of life
and choice was taken when the scientific puzzle of the genome
mapping was solved.

It made for an interesting family life.

“He is working on that new project.”

Great, hopefully not anything new for kids to rant about.
I'd gone through enough being hassled as I was growing up.

“Does that mean he'll be home for supper tonight? I've
got something to talk to him about.”” I wisely didn't want to
mention the whole corpse-raising episode. Dad was logic and
fairness mixed. He'd know what to do. This... I might need some
help on.



“Yes, he will, you know how important meal time is,”
Mom said.

Maybe, maybe not. Science was important to Dad.

After I'wolfed down the yogurt, knowing the beast would
awaken again at 10 am. in class, perfect timing, I made a 2-point
shot at the trash can. Swish! No mess, but that didn't stop the
frown forming on Mom's face.

I moved quickly to grab my backpack but she blocked me
and I'was forced to look up at her. Every girl in the world was taller
than me... wonderful.

She brushed the hair out of my eyes and it shot back
down. “You need a haircut.”

“No, mom.” A time-sucker was all a haitcut was and I had
more important things to do.

Slamming the door behind me I took the stairs two at a
time, cruising at a jog. I wanted to reconnoiter with the dudes, get
things straight in my head from last night.

I slowed to awalk. I'd still be there early and I was feeling
lazy. Looking up, I noticed the canopy of trees allowing filtered
morning light to break through, speckling the ground with
sunspots. My head began the familiar thrumming, a buzz seeping
into the crevices of my mind as I walked toward the school.

I stopped where I stood, the buzzing had become
whispering, my heart speeding, my breath quickening in response,
my palms dampening,

The whispering of the dead had arrived.

I'looked around, noticing the paved street, the pebbling of
the asphalt worn away by a million cars, the shoulder giving way
into the ditch.

Nothing.

I started walking again but the whispering grew louder. I
followed the dull roar of the insidious voice like a magnet and was
rewarded with volume.

There, on the border of the forest and the soft dirt of the
ditch lay a crumpled body, torn and broken, its head at an awkward
angle. My hands trembled as the whispering broke through to
voices and images, flooding my head like a pulse-screen.

I heard the thoughts:

Headlights bursting like twin spots before its eyes as it tried to escape



those lights... rushing forward... it sprinted across the street, not timing the
adpance properly and the twin orbs bore down on it.

Pain. Intense pain and blinding light.

The cat thought of its litter, its people... then-- was no more.

My breath returned in a paralyzing rush, my feet planted at
the base of her body. A small body that had shared the last
moments of its life with me. A life that was now gone.

I stood for a moment, taking it in, realizing that life as I
knew it was never going to be the same. I wasn't going to breeze
through being a teenager.

Snapping back to reality I realized I was the Pied Piper of
road kill.

Great. Definitely my life-goal.

This was just the kinda thing that had been happening. The
frogs in Biology, there had been so many. I hadn't been able to
camouflage that. People would be suspicious. Why couldn't I be
developing something righteous like Pyrokenesis? Now that would
be tight. At least only Brett and Carson knew the cotpse-raising
part. Getting them to cooperate with silence, that was another
thing.

I trudged on, my limbs heavy, my head swimming with the
heaviness of an undead-moment. I lifted my hands, the fine
shaking almost gone. Beaded sweat decorated my upper lip and 1
wiped it off with the back of myhand. I needed to get a hold of
this thing. I was on it. That's what I told myself but my gut
churned with uncertainty.

The familiar doors to our daily prison came into view. I
went inside the school, spotting the “cemetery group.”.

John and Jonesy stood apart from the others in stark
contrast to each other. Almost five foot ten, with a shock of frizzy,
carrot-colored hair and pale blue eyes, John looked a little freakish
but he was my main dude, the go-to guy when things went
sideways. I gave Jonesy an unfriendly look, touching my face. He
had short, nappy hair and teeth that stood out like white Chiclets in
a dark face. He was taller than me too, but built stocky. They'd been
with me since Kindergarten.

The rest of the group was a mixed bag, didn't feel solid
here. It would take some clever conniving to get promises of
secrecy from the rest. Brett Mason and Carson Hamilton stood



side-by-side with identical white-blond hair and height, hard to tell
apart unless you looked at them full-on. They'd been with me since
Kindergarten too, but not in a good way.

Edging through the throng of kids I made my way to John
and Jonesy first. Jonesy leaned against the locker, arms crossed.
John looked ready to explode, not typical.

Jonesy said, “Sorry about the bludgeoning.”

“Yeah... what the hell?”” I asked.

“Your face sorta got in the way”

“Oh... really?” Gee, hadn't noticed that.

“Itwas an accident, John and I were discussing...” Jonesy
began.

“... arguing...” John interrupted.

Jonesy gave him a look. “I changed my mind is all.”

I raised my eyebrows, Jonesy never switched gears.

“About the merit of them Anowing,” John finished.

We looked at Bret and Carson. Too late now, spilled milk
on the table and dripping on the floor.

Later, 1 thought. “I wasn't pulling a hypo in Biology,”
giving a hard look at Brett and Carson, the used-to-be-non-
believers, “and now APs are coming up.”

“Yeah, you have your dad to thank for that,” Brett
smirked.

I knew thatwas coming,

My eyes caught sight of a grape sized bruise the color of
pale chartreuse, the edges fanning to green then finally purple.
Brett's smirk faded under my gaze as he shifted his shoulder, his
shirt falling over the mark that lingered on his throat. Someone's
hand had left that, not my problem, but...

“Shut up, it's Caleb's ass on the line,” Jonesy said, jamming
a thumb at my chest. “You know what happens when you hit the
radar as a corpse-raiser. He'd be a government squirrel, like that
Parker dude.”

“Nobodywants to have their life planned by somebody
else,” John said.

“My dad didn't have anything to do with that,” I pointed
out.

“But thanks to him, everyone's tested now because of the
mapping, All the do-gooders want to 'realize our full potential'.”
Brett made quote signs in the air, “What an ass-load of crap that
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was.

Carson chimed in, “So even if we don't want to be
mathematicians or scientists we're on that freight train until it
reaches the depot.”

Carson's murky-green eyes burrowed into mine. This was
an old argument. Kinda like being the preachet's kid, you got
blamed for everything your parent did, or didn't do.

“You dickface... yeah you,” Jonesy looked at Carson, whose
eyes narrowed. “It isn't Caleb's fault that his dad started that ball
rolling with the mapping. If it hadn't been him, it would've been
someone else...”

Carson's fists clenched and flexed, he didn't like being told
the obvious. Probably shouldn't have opened his mouth and
crammed a foot in there until he choked. Kinda brain dead-- kinda
consistent.

“Listen guys, this isn't helping. It's the 7ow we need to
figure out. I don't want to pop a five-point AFTD on the APs.
They're what, a week away? My dad,” Carson rolled his eyes and 1
ignored him, plowing forward, “says that puberty is the exac time
they test because scientists have proven that abilities come online
then, sometimes for the first time.” No# for me, 1 added silently.

The first bell gave its shrill beckon exactly then. I looked at
Brett and Carson. “I need you guys to cover for me. At least until
the tests are finished.”

I'was appealing to their good side.

You can't force us to, Hart,” Brett said.

“Yeah, just because daddy's famous doesn't give you
clout,” Carson echoed.

So much for that.

“How about doing it because it's the right thing to do?”
asked Jonesy, out of the blue.

“The human thing to do,” interjected John.

“He's not human.” Carson said, stabbing a finger toward
my chest.

Prejudice at its finest. But what did I expect from these
two?

“You got that right,” Brett agreed, walking off with
Carson.

We watched them move away into the multicolor sea of

kids.



“Did ya see that bruise necklace Brett was wearing?”
Jonesy asked.

Yeah, some people had more than corpse-raising to worty
about.

“It's the dad,” John said.

Jonesy turned those liquid eyes to me, “Feel sorry for him
Caleb? Don't go soft on me bro. You're always giving jackasses the
benefit of the doubt.”

Not yet, 1 thought, saying nothing,

Seeing my expression he said, ““Yeah, my cup of care is
empty t00.”

My conscious teetered on the balance of right and wrong,
Brett had it bad, but he chose to act bad. It didn't make things
easier, it made it more complicated.

Jonesy clapped me on the back and John gave me the nod.
My friends had my back.

It was gonna be a hurricane of crap and I'was in the eye
of it. The Js and Iwalked off to Shop class. Time to make my
mom a heart-shaped box, when my heart was definitely not into it.

#
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Vanessa Booke

Dead Run

“The only good human being is a dead one.”
-George Orwell

CARLY

I know his gun is in the top drawer. I've watched him
place it there. Tonight is the last night I'll ever let him touch me. 1
watch his breath rise and fall rhythmically as he sleeps. From where
I stand, he doesn’t look so threatening, anymore at least, not
compared to how he looked earlier that night. My cheek still burns
when I touch it. A bruise is starting to form underneath my swollen
skin. I step into the darkened bedroom cautious, as the wooden
floors squeak beneath me. He can wake at any moment. My hands
tremble as I make my way toward his nightstand. It has to be here,
unless... Tom hid it somewhere else. As I pull the top drawer open,
Im relieved to see the gun is stll there. It sits shining in the
moonlight that cascades down through the cracks of the boarded-
up bedroom window.

I pull the gun from the drawer, but pause midway. My
stepfather’s snoring has stopped. Fear paralyzes me, and I freeze,
still. Is he awaker Is he watching me? I hold my breath, my eyes
squeezed closed, waiting. Several seconds pass, and then like
clockwork, I can hear the sound of his snoring again. I look down
at the handgun and then back at my sleeping stepfather. I shiver in
disgust at the memory of his hands on me; no amount of soap
could ever wash away how dirty he makes me feel. My stomach
rolls at the memory of the way he whispered how I would akways
be his.



Not anymore. I step into the hallway, shutting the
bedroom door quietly behind me. A small sense of relief washes
over me. I did it. Before I know it, 'm all the way down the
hallway of our one story home. Tonight is our last night behind the
safety of the community fences. It frightens me to think about
what’s waiting for us outside, but staying isn’t an option anymore. I
stare down at the gun in my hands. I've never held one until
tonight. The sound of a soft voice catches my attention.

It echoes down the hall. Michael must be awake. I slip the
gun behind me. There’s no reason for him to see it; it will only
scare and confuse him. He’s been pretty quicet these past few hours.
He keeps asking for our mother. I don’t have the heart to tell him
that she’s gone. The only thing left is a shell of the woman she used
to be. It’s been seven days since she became infected.

I made her a promise when it happened. I promised her
that no matter what, I wouldn’t let her become one. I know what I
have to do, and despite what my stepfather Tom tells me, I know
my mother is sick and she isn’t getting better.

Our home is made up of three rooms. Tom sleeps in the
master bedroom. I share a bedroom with Michael, and my mo ther
is in the guest room. We live in a town sectioned off from the
outside wotld. It’s better than what most survivors have, but it’s
temporary. Our emergency supplies were never meant to last past
six months. We’re going on our seventh month and our food and
water is nearly gone.

Tom keeps my mother isolated from everyone here. A
cold draft hits me as I enter her bedroom. I can hear her heavy
breathing, her lungs crackling as she inhales. Small white clouds of
air escape her mouth. It’'s freezing in here. 1 switch on the
emergency lantern near her nightstand. The fluorescent light
reminds me of a hospital room as it chases away the darkness. I
gasp at the sight of her; she’s gotten worse. Her eyes are bloodshot
and her pupils are dilated. I touch her skin to check for a fever, but
she feels ice cold. I grab her hand and place it in mine. Her skin is
pale yellow and she’s starting to bloat like the others. She has a day
at most, maybe less. The bloated skin on her finger engulfs her
wedding band. It’s the one my father gave her before he died.

It wasn’t the infection that took him away from us. He was
in a motorcycle accident when I was fifteen. He suffered an injury
to the head and went into a coma.



I twist the ring off her finger.

My mother sold our old house to pay for his medical bills.
She didn’t have the heart to pull the plug. Not too long after his
accident, they flew him to a fancy medical hospital in Colorado. 1
thought he died. She told Michael and me that he did, but a few
days ago I found some old hospital bills stashed in a shoebox. She
lied. For the past three years she’s been paying to keep him alive.
At least, she was until the outbreak happened.

“Mom.”

She stares at me blankly, making it clear she no longer
recognizes her own daughter’s face. I'm sure in her eyes I'm only a
stranger, someone she’s never seen before. I reach down for the
wash pan at the foot of her bed, and I cringe at the sight of the
brown, murky water inside it. Tom refuses to bathe her with any of
our clean water, and instead subjects her to the dirty-brown, rusted
water from the faucets. As far I know it isn’t hurting her, but she
deserves more than that. Tom wants to keep her around because of
the food rations. Each person in the community is given a certain
portion of food, no more, no less. He takes hers for himself. I hate
seeing her like this.

A moan escapes her lips. I pull the gun out from behind
me, fearful that she’s turning. I have to do what she couldn’t for
my dad. I have to let her go. I have to.

I raise the gun toward the front of her face. My hands
tremble, the gun is heavier than I expected. Through her confused
and sickened state, she looks up at me as if she has a moment of
clarity. I close my eyes and turn my face. I picture her as she was
before the outbreak. In my mind, she stands radiant and beautiful
as she smiles down at me. I can almost hear her saying everything will
be all right. They say goodbye is the hardest thing you'll ever have to
say. So I don’t say it. I breathe in and pull the trigger.

CARLY
-One-Week Earler-
I stare down the empty halls of my old high school Maple

Hills. The memories of walking with my friends to class now seem
like pieced-together memories of an old movie. My fingers trace



across the cold metal lockers as I walk down the hall searching for
mine. So much has changed. Posters that were once filled with
drug-free advertisements and S.AT. announcements are now
replaced with quarantine signs and warnings that read:

THE UNDEAD AND THOSE INFECTED WILL
BE SHOT ON SIGHT.

At the end of the row of lockers, 1 find mine; number 513.
I still remember my old combination 12, 42, 0. The locker pops
open and inside sits my old textbooks. I smile as I turn them over;
my pre-calculus book sits on top. I can remember Mr. Robinson
spouting off about how pre-Cal would be important in our future.
I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean to fight the undead with, although it
is pretty heavy book. I slide my hand to the back of the locker and
pull out a box of shotgun shells. I've been saving these for the right
ume.

When the outbreak began, it started in small numbers,
rapidly growing into what seemed like an overnight cataclysm.
Cities like ours were scheduled for evacuation procedures that
never came. The infection spread too quickly, taking out whole
neighborhoods and leaving behind small numbers to fend for
themselves against the undead. A few families like mine were saved
and taken to quarantined areas outside of Los Angeles. It wasn’t
long before even those sites were compromised and overrun by
death.

Nothing was ever nomal again. Sometimes, I sit and think
about what it would be like to have a normal life again. Maybe I
would’ve gone to college and majored in Biology like Mom, ot
maybe history, like Dad. The Civil War is still my favorite time
period. It would’ve been nice to get my first job in LA, maybe even
an apartment. Somew here far away from Tom.

Everyday I wake up hoping this is all a bad dream. That
none of this is real, but I wake up disappointed daily. It’s not good
to dwell on the past, my mother would say, but sometimes the past
is all you have.

I shut my locker and head back toward the infirmary to
find my mother. Today she’s making her rounds across the
community. There aren’t very many people left who know a thing
or two about medicine. My mother was a nurse at a prominent



hospital in Los Angeles. Most of the people she worked with died
immediately during the outbreak. My mother was taking her
scheduled vacation days at home when the news reported the first
incident. It was never confirmed how or where the outbreak first
happened, but the television stations stopped reporting not too
long after.

The sound of footsteps catches me off guard on my way
through the main hall. The exit is not too far from me, but I pause
for a moment, holding my breath in fear of hearing the dreaded
sound of shuffling feet. The footsteps stop completely.

“You know you shouldn’t be in here by yourself.”

Nathaniel Thorne, one of the commanding soldiers in the
community, steps forward from the shadows.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, startled.

“It can be dangerous,” he says, avoiding my question. His
stare lingers over me ever so slightly. “Something could’ve hurt
you.”

Or is it someone?

“There aren’t any shufflers inside the community,” and
even as I say it, I know that it doesn’t mean that there couldn’t be.
I am reminded of it daily when the school bell rings at 3:00 pm
preceded by the cold voice of a soldier that announces, a// clear over
the loudspeaker. Every day I listen for even the slightest tone of
panic in the voice, but it’s always the same cold, emotionless tone.

“Civilians aren’t allowed in unmonitored areas, even inside
the fenced walls.” He says, gesturing to the restricted sign on the
entrance doors - how could I forget. We've been warned and
forbidden to leave the community and although we practice
evacuation procedures weekly we’re never allowed to leave. A few
have learned the hard way. The other day I watched David, a boy
not much older than me climb the fence and when he returned
soldiers were there to block him from re-entering. I overheard his
mother crying during one of the evacuation procedures, she had
pleaded with him not to go, but food is scarce these days and his
family was starving. It’s almost certain that he’s dead by now.

“I'was just on my way to meet my mother,” I reply.

Thotrne comes closer. “Do you have a boyfriend Catly?”
he asks, running his finger along my arm.

I try to pull my arm away, but he grabs my wrist and pulls
it to his lips.



“Such a pretty thing,” he says, pressing his lips on my
wrist.

“Stop.” The feeling of his lips on me makes my skin crawl.

“Thorne?” someone calls out.

A voice echoes down the hall. Before Thorne can make
another advance, a figure appears near the end of the lockers. It’s
another soldier. He makes a beeline toward us. As he comes closet,
I can’t help but notice something familiar about him.

“Thotne, they need you over in Avenue C.”

That voice.

“Code 3.”

The sound of another soldiet’s voice comes crackling out
of his hand radio. “Tremelll Do you copy that?”

It’s him. Joshua. My heart flutters at the sound of his
name. He looks different —taller, leaner, and so much more serious
than I remember him. He stops a few feet away and turns, lifting
the radio to his face. “Negative.” A flood of voices flow from the
radio, barely audible, but somehow Joshua can discern their
message. “Ten-four.” He carefully reattaches his radio and then
looks up at me, as if just realizing I was still there. The shock
registers on his face immediately. He wasn’t expecting me to be
here — to be alive.

My eyes are drawn to the fusion of emerald green and
golden flecks in his eyes. He stares back at me, slowly looking me
over. It’s hard not to stare at the fine muscles that have replaced
the scrawny arms he once had. Two years have passed and I hardly
recognize him. Joshua is three years older than me, but it never felt
so, until now.

He reaches out, and for a moment it seems like he might
actually touch me...my skin hums with excitement. Did he miss me
as much as I missed him?

“You know this girl?”

Thorne’s cold voice pierces my thoughts, drawing me back
to reality. Joshua’s hand drops and he looks away, clearing his
throat. The magic of the moment is over.

“She used to live on the same street as me when we wete
children,” Joshua mutters.

His dismissive tone strikes a chord in me. We were more
than just neighbors.

Thorne smirks, “Ah, I see.”



The silence between the three of us is uncomfortable. My
cheeks warm in embarrassment. I should’ve known that I didn’t
mean anything to him.

“Let me escort you back to your mother, Ms. Rios.”

Joshua gestures toward the hallway exit with disinterest.

“I can find my ownway,” I say, cutting him off.

The exit isn’t close enough. I hurry down the hall and out
the door before anyone can follow me. It’s one thing having Joshua
barely remember me and another thing letting him usher me
around like some little girl. As I turn, I catch a glimpse of Thorne
and Joshua in heated conversation.

Joshua’s stare follows me. The look on his face is strange,
and yet so familiar.

fokok

Outside the fences of the community, buildings sit
abandoned, slowly crumbling from neglect. Mounds of trash litters
the streets, broken TV sets sit smashed on the sidewalk pavement,
—thrown from shop windows. Looters have come and gone,
stripping cars and stores for whatever they can. There are rows
after rows of cars alongside the street.

There are nights where I dream about walking outside the
fence and taking one.

“Catly?”

I turn, startled by my mother’s voice. She stands outside
the medical supply shed leaning against the ramp railing.

“Catly, are you ready? Didn’t you hear me calling your”

“Sorry mom, I was just...”

“Day-dreaming again?” She smiles.

Always.

“I'm ready.”

She hands me a basket of medical supplies as she heads
toward the first street of community houses. The town is divided in
houses for military and civilians. Our walk is brief, but silent; we
haven’t spoken since the fight we had the other night about my
stepfather. A part of me feels compelled to say I'm sorry, but deep
inside I know I’'m right about Tom — I know firsthand.



“Carly, I know it’s hard for you to accept Tom, but your
brother and you need a father figure and Tom is a good man.”

I scoff at the word good. She looks at me, pleading with her
eyes. It’s impossible to see Tom as my father.

“He’s really trying this time; you should give him a
chance.”

I gave him a chance last time and when yon weren’t looking he put
his bands all over me. The memory of his touch hits me with violent
shivers.

“What'’s wrong?” She asks.

I swallow my tears back and stare out into the vacant town
around us. It’s early enough that few people ate awake. From a
distance something moves in the shadows catching my eye. I focus
in on the movement past the fence. A gasp escapes from my
mother’s lips and I know she sees it too. He’s running towards us
breathless and behind him is a group of three shufflers, except
they’re not shuffling, they’re running. His face is contorted in
horror as he pushes his legs to run faster, but they’re catching up.

“That’s David, Martha’s boy.”

“I've never seen them run before.”

“Carly, we have to help him!”

My mother’s words snap me from my daze. David. It’s the
boy who was recently exiled from the community.

“How?”

“Help me!” he screams.

The sounds of his pleas send shivers down my spine. My
stomach turns at the sound of desperation in his voice. Inside I
know there’s nothing we can do for him; civilians aren’t allowed to
carry weapons and if the soldiers knew we helped him inside, we
would be exiled too. I turn toward my mother - anguish fills her
eyes, she knows all too well that we should turn and continue on
our route.

“Carly, we have to help.” She says.

He only has a few feet ahead of them. Their limbs thrash
forward trying to reach him, like wild dogs they snatl and snap their
teeth at their prey. Their skin sags, barely covering the bones across
their chest. As David’s body slams into the fence, he scrambles to
get underneath the concealed hole at the bottom.

“Please! The fence, help me get under!”

He must have cut it.



My mother scrambles to hold up the loose section of the
fence.

“Catly help me.”

I grab the opposite side of the fence and pull up. It’s a
tight squeeze. He can get back in. He has to. David uses his feet to
push his body beneath the fence, but just as he’s almost all the way
through, his jeans catch on the bottom links.

“Shit!” he yells.

He pushes his foot against the fence in an effort to get
loose.

“Hurry! They’re too close!” I scream.

I turn towards my mother - her face is pale white, her
fingers bright red from holding the fence.

“Help, I can’t get my leg loose. Oh God.”

It’s too late. I want to let go and run away from all of this.
I can’t watch him die. My mother drops to the floor and my heart
goes still; what is she doing? Her hands slip beneath the fence
pulling at the fabric of his jeans. I hold my breath in anticipation.
My grip is slowly slipping. I close my eyes, whispering a silent
prayer, but my thoughts are suddenly interrupted by a piercing
scream. It’'s my mothers. Blood oozes from her hand, a chunk of
flesh is missing between her thumb and index finger. My fingers
release the fence as I jump back from shock. I pull my mother
away, keeping my eyes on the predator in front of us. I watch in
disgust as the he chews on her missing flesh.

Despite his elder appearances, his reflexes are quick. He
lunges at the fence, shaking it in hunger. My mother’s blood drips
warmm over me as I lean her against my chest. I reach for gauze
inside the medical basket and quickly wrap a layer around her hand.
Her face is pale and her pulse is weak beneath my fingers. There
isn’t enough gauze to stop the bleeding.

As I look up, I realize David is still stuck under the fence.
He fends off the other two shufflers as he struggles to kick them.
The older shuffler turns his attention toward David. He’s no match
against the three of them as they pull him back out the other side.

I freeze as I watch them them dig their nails into his
intestines, pulling them out in one thrust, like ripping weeds from a
garden. I pray his death is quick, although I know not painless.

“Nooo!” he gargles as blood surfaces his mouth.



Silence follows his screams. The shufflers tear and pull at
his body like a bone shared between three dogs. They ravage his
intestines and chew his fingers and toes as if savoring the flavor.

My mother shivers in my arms and her quiet voice calls me
back to reality.

“Carly, leave me. The soldiers will be here soon. They
probably heard everything.”

“No! You’re coming with me.”

“Carly...”

She looks down at the gauze wrapped around her hand.
She’s infected. They’ve warned us, one bite is all it takes.

“Mom, I can’t.”

Unwanted teats spill down my cheeks.

“I can’t,” I say as I shake my head. “No, you’re coming
with me. I' won’t leave you. Theyll kill you.”

“Promise me...” she pleads.

I help her scramble to her feet. I know what she wants me
to promise. I squeeze my eyes tight, shaking my head.

“I promise,” I whisper.

My heart aches at the thought of my mother as one of
those monsters. In the distance an alarm sounds off. Soldiers
would soon be here.
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Chantal Boudreau

Just Another Day...

Margot cursed as her toast landed peanut-butter side
down. This kind of thing always happened to her when she was
already running behind, and mornings lately always seemed to be
such a rush. She supposed that that could be said for any working
mother with a self-employed husband and two teenage boys. They
were totally incapable of doing anything for themselves, leaving her
constantly playing the role of super mom.

She tossed what was meant to be her breakfast in the
composter and scrubbed the sticky brown mess off of the
linoleum, muttering under her breath as she did so. She had
enough work to do around the house without adding to her own
troubles. She supposed part of the reason that she was such a klutz
lately was because she was so tired. Roy remained in his office
when she went to bed, and she had difficulty falling asleep without
him there. She had always been that way. Add to the fact that his
office was below theitr bedroom, and that she could hear him
shuffling about there, well into the night, and she was lucky to nab
a couple of hours sleep before the alarm went off in the morning.

Margot tossed the sponge into the sink, too rushed for
time to rinse it clean. The house reeked badly enough already, a bit
more mess in the sink would not make things any worse. She did
not have any time during the week to do any serious cleaning, and
she could not rely on her family for help. That left the weekends,
and she managed what she could, but she had other obligations to
attend to that she had not had a few months ago, thanks to Roy’s
writing career. While cleaning, she did not dare disturb Roy’s
office, and Hayden and Wesley had turned the basement into a
complete wasteland. She would have to be insane to venture into
the depths and try to sort out the mess that they had left there.

No... even super mom was not that brave.



Margot realized that things would likely have been
different if Roy had found success before they had bought the
house. It was a two bedroom bungalow, with a finished basement,
in a questionable neighbourhood - all that they could afford on her
miserable salary at the hospital. She would have made a lot more if
she had actually finished school, but Hayden had come along and
spoiled her plans. She had promised herself that she would go
back, but that was not very likely with the way things stood now.
She was far too busy to fit studying into her schedule. She was
fortunate to be able to squeeze breathing in there.

After buying the house came the dilemma of which of the
boys would get the upstairs bedroom, and which one would be
banished to one of the rooms in the basement. At the time, neither
of the two liked the idea of being holed away in the cellar. After
several rounds of rather spirited arguments, Roy had found a
completely different method of resolving the issue. He had
declared that he would be converting the upstairs room into an
office, where he could write in peace. That meant that both boys
would be forced to dwell in the cellar.

“Yup,” Margot sighed, pouting coffee into her travel mug,
“My cellar dwellers.”

She could hear Roy moving around in his office, but not
the boys downstairs. Roy rarely liked to stay put, but that was not
the case with their sons. The two young men had eventually
accepted living in the basement, and had stopped complaining,
making the best of it once they had grown accustomed to it.
Margot rarely heard from them now, but they were fairly lazy for
their age, much more sluggish than their father.

Margot added cream and sugar substitute, and stirred. She
supposed that she could use real sugar, and her weight would not
suffer forit. Watching after her family on a daily basis, and even
looking out for herself from time to time, kept her so active, lately.
She had thought that by her age, she would have more time to relax
— spending weekends on the porch with Roy with a good book and
some iced tea. That, however, was not her reality.

She tossed the spoon into the sink along with the sponge
and started searching for the proper cover for the patticular travel
mug she had chosen. The covers were all jumbled together in the
same drawer, and Margot had to play hide and seck, experimenting
with a couple that looked right, before she found one that fit. Roy



had always complained about the way she had organized things in
the kitchen, but he had never offered to help rectify the perceived
problem.

They had relied on Margot’s income alone, to begin with,
but then Roy’s writing career had taken off, and suddenly they had
had money. Itwas not enough for her to quit her job, or even
revert to part-time in order to finish school, but it had been enough
that they had started living more comfortably. Several months ago,
they had taken their first family vacation in years, and some of the
burden of paying the bills had been lifted from Margot’s shoulders.
It had also meant, however, that Roy had spent more and more
time locked up in his office, chasing for even more success after
enjoying the first, rarely coming out, even for meals. Now, Margot
never saw him.

Margot pushed her coffee to one side, and started digging
through the cupboards for a granola bar. Since her toast had made
the sacrificial leap, she would settle for something packaged and
instant for breakfast, a concession that she would have to make
that morning. When Roy had used to do all the grocery shopping,
he would always buy the most disgusting, sugar-laden things on the
market, chocolate-covered and filled with marshmallows and
caramel. They were merely chocolate bars masquerading as
something healthy. Now that that duty had been relegated to her,
with the myriad of other responsibilities that she had been forced
to assume because Roy was no longer able, Margot selected proper
food. Her granola bars were high fibre, low fat, and reduced sugar.
She had to stay fit after all. She was always on the run, and
sometimes, she had to run faster than others.

Margot heard a few breathy noises and more shuffling
from Roy’s office. He was getting restless. That drew her
attention away from the cupboards and she glanced at her watch.
Seeing the time, she sucked in a breath sharply. She had ten
minutes left before she had to leave, if she wanted to catch her
train. ‘That did not leave her much time to do everything that she
had to do.

“Briefcase,” she grumbled, staring haplessly about the
kitchen. It was very disorderly, and would remain that way until
Saturday, when she would finally be available to tidy it. “Where is
my briefcase?”



There was a crash from down below, somewhere in the
basement. Margot rolled her eyes and moaned. It sounded like
something had broken, but she would not be able to investigate.
No one in their right mind would go down there without a suit of
armour and a flamethrower to cleat the path. She could just
picture herself tripping over something in the dark, left haphazardly
on the stairs, and falling to her doom. She did not have the time
for that. She did not have the time for anything other than getting
ready for work.

Finally, her gaze did settle on her briefcase. She drew it
out and tossed it on top of the table, along with her travel mug and
granola bar. Margot needed one last thing before she left the
house, and...

The unusual smell in the air, beyond the typical odours,
reminded her of another task that required completion before she
headed for her train. She was so fatigued and rushed that it had
almost slipped her mind. Margot spun quickly on her heel and
eyed the three brown paper bags on the counter. She always ate
lunch at the hospital cafeteria but she could not let Roy and the
boys go hungty, and preparing their meals had become a regular
part of her morning rituals - so had distributing those meals.

She stared anxiously at her watch again. Did she have
enough time? She did not want to miss her train and have to taxi it
to work again. That seemed to be becoming a bad habit, and an
expensive one at that. She wanted to consider setting her alarm a
few minutes early, but she was already running on empty with the
little amount of sleep that she got. She was not sure if she could
physically function on anything less.

With a restrained whine, Margot approached the counter
where the bags sat. That was when she noticed that she had left
the plastic container open with the remnants of that day’s meal.
She glanced in without thinking or pausing to hold her breath, and
the stench of it gave her the dry heaves, like rancid rotting meat.
Trying not to look at the greyish gelatinous mass inside, she hastily
popped the cover on top and securing it with an exaggerated push,
swept the container off the counter and hurriedly shoved it onto
the middle shelf of the refrigerator, placing it in between two other
containers with similar proportions and quivering gray contents.
One of the other containers still bore a medical biological waste
sticker that Margot had forgotten to remove. She rotated the



container clockwise, turning the side with the sticker towards the
wall of the fridge and away from view.

From behind the closed office door, Margot heard Roy
groan.

“Just a minute, honey,” she called. “The boys come first —
you know the drill.”

Margot was tempted to scoop up the bags and make her
rounds, but the brown paperwould often leak, and the last time
she had made the mistake of doing that, she had left a foul-smelling
stain on her business attire. If that happened again, she would be
forced to go and change, and then she would certainly not make
her train. She leaned over and grasped the lunch bags cautiously by
their rolled up tops, careful not to allow anything to drip off them
onto her clothing.

Plastic would be better to avoid spillage, she knew, but the
fact was that she would likely never see any containers handed off
to Roy or the boys ever again, which would mean constantly
buying new ones, while the old ones, rank, fetid and growing
mould, would pile up in some corner, forgotten in a closet or lost
behind a piece of furniture. That much had not changed over time.
Brown paper bags would remain the method of choice.

As Margot had just finished telling Roy, the boys were first
in line. It was a mother’s prerogative to put the well-being of her
offspring before that of her spouse. She approached the door
tentatively, with their two bags in her left hand, and Roy’s in her
right. She crept closer, trying to quiet her breathing, and pressed
her ear against the door. All she could hear was her heart thudding
loudly in her chest. That did not necessarily mean that they were
not there. They were less mindless than one might expect of a
typical teenage boy, as much as that surprised Margot. They could
still be clever, when they really wanted to be. That, she assumed,
was because they were Roy’s children. Her husband had always
been smart as a whip, whereas she had always been forced to
muddle her way through things, improvising as necessary.

Margot realized that she did not have the time to stand
there and waffle overwhether or not they might be lurking behind
the door, waiting to jump out at her. She steeled herself, unlocking
the basement door and making as little noise as possible in the
process. Cringing, she swung the doorwide, and dropped the two
paper bags onto the top step. Before she had even released the



rolled paper tops, she heard a loud moan coming from below, and
a scratching, dragging noise that almost made her jump out of her
skin. Without hesitating, she slammed the door shut and fumbled
with the lock. She managed to finally get it to click back into place
just as something thudded against the opposite side of the door.

Margot took three staggering steps backwards and pressed
herself up against the hallway wall for comfort. She was breathing
heavily, still startled, and she clutched at her chest. Closing her
eyes, she waited a few moments, listening to the sound of grunting
and shifting on the other side of the door, before her muscles
began to relax again, and her thoughts began to calm.

She was saddened alittle by the fact that she had not been
able to tell if it was Hayden or Wesley that she had heard. Not that
seeing the boy would have provided her with any more
information. Her sons, as they had aged, had grown to look so
alike that it was difficult to distinguish one from the other. One
would never be able to guess that Hayden was the older of the two,
and Wesley the younger. The one shocking time that she had seen
them both at the same time lately, side by side, they could have
been identical twins. The only thing that had differentiated them
was the way that Wesley slouched a touch more on the left side,
and drooled a little, but then again, he always had.

“Enjoy, boys,” Margot called through the door.

She wanted to press a hand to the door, as a gesture of
endearment, but her fingers were still trembling too much to allow
her to do so.

“I have to see to your father next and then I'll be going,”
she said. “T’ll see if I can pick something up for you both while I'm
gone.”

Margot was met with silence, which was their own form of
gratitude, she guessed. She did not understand them anymore, but
she had not since they had hit puberty. They had often been sullen
and silent. Roy tended to be much more vocal about things,
especially if he liked something. The boys were a quiet pair — shy
and reserved. That might have been why they had adapted to
living in the basement so quickly. That was also why she did not
miss their presence the way that she did with Roy.

With only one bag left to go, Margot headed for the back
door. Roy’s office window overlooked the yard there and was
open a couple of inches and covered over with metal bars. Roy



had insisted just after they had moved in, after word had gotten
around the neighbourhood that there had been a couple of violent
break-ins in the area, that they bar all of the windows in the house,
including the one for his office. They did not, after all, live in the
best of locations. Sure, it would look ugly, he had argued, but it
would keep them secure, and he considered that much more
important than appearances.

That judgement call had proven to be very useful,
considering their current circumstances. Margot could safely leave
that window open twenty-four/ seven, without worrying about
anyone or anything getting in or out. That was important with Roy
being cooped up in there all day long. The air in the office had
gotten stale and rancid, and having the window open allowed the
air to circulate, making it a little more breathable. It also left
enough of a gap to suit Margot’s purposes.

She leaned down and grasped the handle of the pool hook.
They could never have afforded a pool, but she had bought it when
she had recognized the necessity for it. Margot entwined the paper
bag in the cording on the end and slipped it in between the bars,
sliding it in through the open window. There was a tug on the
other end, a rather strong one, and Margot responded by giving the
pool hook a good shake. It took a couple of minutes of jostling,
but eventually Margot managed to pull it free, leaving the bag
behind with Roy.

Unhappily lowering the unwieldy pole to the ground again,
Margot crouched for a few seconds, listening to the sounds that
emerged from the openwindow. Time was wasting, but this was
the closest thing to quality time that she had with her husband
nowadays. There was a lot of shuffling, tearing and slurping.
Those noises were followed by a string of hungry lamentations, and
only one word could be heard clearly.

“Braaaaiiiins.”

“Still vocal,” Margot murmured, “But not so loquacious,
my dear.”

His vocabulary really had gone downhill.

She hovered there for a few more moments, and then
forced herself to turn back towards the back door.

“I’'ve got to go to work now, honey,” she yelled to him, a
fair distance from his window. “They have me working a long shift
today. Don’t wait up for me, okay. I'll be home late. It is budget



season, and you know what that means. I'll be buried up to my
eyeballs in paperwork.”

Roy moaned.

“I appreciate the sympathy,” Margot chuckled. “But it
would be even nicer if you could help out atround here. Thete’s
only so much that one woman can do by herself, you know.”

With a soft whimper, and a pained look at the barred
window, she re-entered the house.

She was fortunate, she thought, as she headed for the
kitchen again, that she worked for a hospital. The salary was not
the greatest, but there were other perks. She could keep her three
men fed and somewhat content, thanks to the availability of what
they needed to survive, and it just happened to be found where she
was employed. They never needed to leave home as a result, and
that was important. It had been that way for the last three months,
and she was adapting, gradually. It had taken some creativity and
some manoeuvring to get things into place and functioning
smoothly, but she had tackled the problem head on and come up
with solutions. Margot was a good problem-solver.

There were times that she did feel guilty about stealing
from her workplace, but she had come up with several means of
justifying what she did, to make herself feel better. The things that
she took were in the process of being discarded. Nobodywould
miss them, and it did no harm. Itwas something that they did not
want, and something that she needed. Why let it go to waste?

There was also the fact that they had taken advantage of
her for years, getting her to work unpaid overtime, knowing that
her entire family depended on her salary. The threat of being
replaced by someone who better matched their education
requirements had always loomed over her. It had been an
intimidation tactic on their part and it had been an effective one.
Her family had paid the price in the past, missing out on her time
and her presence. Well, now she was recouping that loss through
her own efforts, in the form of containers filled with gray
gelatinous material and bearing biological waste stickers.

She picked up her briefcase from the table with a sigh.
She had been working late on the night that people had started
turning. It was a disease, they had said. Itwas a virus that reacted
with people on a genetic level, killing their regular biological
functions, but then resuscitating them in some ways, with reduced



capabilities, a lack of comprehension and social awareness, and
very peculiar urges. The doctors and scientists had said that their
brains had begun degrading, faster than their bodies, and that was
why they were craving brain matter in particular. It only affected
about twenty-five percent of the population, who possessed a
specific genetic mutation. That was a mutation, however, that Roy
had had, and one that he had passed down to his sons. Margot, on
the other hand, had been spared.

There had been mass hysteria at first, because those who
were sick...those who became zombies, were violent and voracious.
There were mass killings before the government had brought
things somewhat under control. The government solution? Kill
them all, for the sake of national security and the safety of the
general populace.

There had been a few stragglers who had escaped the
genetic cleansing, and those were the ones who had been smarter
before they had turned. They still roamed cities and towns
searching for new victims. That was why all citizens were now
allowed to arm themselves in any way that they deemed would be
effective against the zombies. It was necessary, for their own
protection.

There were also those who had turned who escaped the
cleansing because they had someone like Margot, someone willing
to lock them away, to keep them safe, someone willing to shelter
them, and see to their every need. They were, after all, still family.

Margot had been surreptitious, keeping up appearances for
neighbours and co-workers. If anyone suspected what had
happened to her family, they would send a cleansing team to the
house, and she certainly could not have that. She loved her
husband and her boys. She did notwant anyone trying to take
them away from her.

If anyone asked her about them, Roy’s writing had
supplied them with enough money to send their sons to private
school, and what good mother would not want to provide her
children with the best education possible. Margotalso had started
writing on her lunch hours and the weekends, trying to mimic
Roy’s style as much as possible and offering her stories up to his
agent as his latest works. Her first few pieces had been rejected
outright, but Margot felt like she was starting to catch on and the
agent had been very pleased with her latest endeavours. He had



even commented that it was nice to see that Roy had finally
overcome whatever trauma he had been suffering from as a result
of the turning event and that it was especially good to see that he
was back to his old self. He also suggested that it was about time
that Roy finished up the sequel to his break through novel. Margot
was not sure if she could manage that, on top of everything else
that she had been forced to deal with.

Margot heard Roy’s noisy lamentations begin anew. She
had been lost in thought, not something that she could really afford
at the moment. She had to get to work, ot there would be trouble.

Margot glanced at her watch and gave a stifled gasp. She
could still make it to her train, if she ran.

She scanned the kitchen one more time, and found what
she was looking for, perched behind the inside door. She had
installed a strap on it, making it easier for her to carry when she
was on her way to work, with her hands otherwise full. Despite
being a sympathizer, Margot was not immune to a straggler’s
attacks, and what she sometimes carried with her served as extra
bait. She could not allow herself to be vulnerable. Her family was
depending on her.

She slung the shotgun over one shoulder, hoisted her
briefcase beneath her other arm, and grabbed her travel mug and
granola bar from the table.

“Byel” she hollered over Roy’s groans. “I'm offl”

Then she bumped the door open with her butt, pushing
her way outside as she whistled her favourite Tori Amos tune,
“Happiness is a Warm Gun.”
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Chapter 1

Ryan was finishing up a session with one of his favorite
students, Donte Jackson, when his cell phone rang on his desk.
He’d been the guidance counselor at Bristol High School for just
over two years, and in that ime he’d trained everyone he knew not
to call his cell phone during school hours.

“I'm real sortry about that, Donte,” he said, swiping the
‘ignore’ key on the phone to send the call directly to voicemail. He
didn’t even look to see that the call was from his wife, Kelly. “I
think you have a good chance at getting those grants, and I think
you'll be really successful at Tennessee.”

“Mr. Fullerton, if those grants don’t come through, I won’t
be able to go,” said Donte.

“You meet all the qualifications and you’re just the kind of
student they’re looking for. I think you’'ll be fine,” said Ryan,
trying to give the young man some confidence. Donte was a star
scholar, had managed to stay out of trouble his entire high school
career and had all the right extracurricular activities, including
raising best-in-show sheep for two years running in the 4H club.
Ryan spent his first year on the job trying to convince Donte he
could go to college, and had spent the last year helping him decide
which one was best for him. Ryan really loved his job, and it
showed in his interactions with his students.

“Thanks, Mr. Fullerton. I don’t know what I’d do without
you,” said Donte standing up to head back to class.

“I'm going to miss you next year,” replied Ryan, also
standing up to shake the boy’s hand. Ryan stood almost six inches
taller than Donte, but then Ryan was used to being taller than
everyone. “Have a good day, and if I don’t see you before, good
luck at the farm show this weekend. I’ll see you next Tuesday if 1
don’t run into you at the show.” Ryan always ended his weekly
meetings with students with a reminder of the next one. Most of
the students looked forward to their time with their guidance
counselor.

Donte walked out of the tiny interior office as Ryan sat
back down and picked up his phone. He hit the voicemail icon and
listened as his wife shouted into the phone. Frustrated at not being



able to understand her message, he hit three to delete the message
somewhere in the middle, and dialed her number.

“Ryan! Oh my God, Ryan, thank God you’re OK,” she
said before it rang even one time on Ryan’s end.

“Kelly, what’s wrong?”

“The hospital is full of people. They’re sick, Ry, and
they’re dying,” she said, her voice clear.

“What do you mean? What’s happened?”

“I don’t know. No one knows. Old man Hillsboro came
in with his wife, said something about getting bitten by some
stranger in the diner, and he was running a crazy fever. The next
thing I know, he leaned over and bit his wife! Bit a piece right out
of het! Now there are twenty or thirty people here, and the
Broadmore Home is calling saying they need help. They’re saying
the folks in the home are eating each other. Ryan, something’s
happening. I'm--"

“Kelly, darlin’,” Ryan cut her off, “Is it bad enough that
you need to get out of there? Do you feel like you're in danger? If
you are, get on out of there and go home. I'll be home in an hour,
and we canworry about the trouble at work together.”

Kelly was not prone to overreaction, and that had Ryan
worried. If she was this panicked, there was something really odd
going on. Kelly was one of those good “salt of the earth” women,
a perfect quality for someone that worked in a hospital. When
Ryan’s father had cut his finger off sharpening the combine blades,
Kelly was the one who took charge of the situation. She ordered
Ryan to get him to her car while she dug through the dirt to find
his finger. It was because of her calm head and quick thinking the
doctors were able to reattach the finger.

“Come on home, Kelly,” Ryan said. “On second thought,
I'll cancel my last appointment and be there to meet you.”

“Okay,” she said, satisfied. “Ilove you. I'll see youin a
few minutes.”

“I love you too darlin’. We'll see this through.”

Ryan stood up as he was saying goodbye, locked his office
doot behind him and was halfway to the principal's office before
he stuck his phone back in his pocket. He knew the rules about
using his phone in the building, but this had him pretty rattled.

“Miss Jo,” said Ryan, sticking his head in the
administrative offices. “Can you email Katey’s 5th period teacher



and ask her to let Katey know I need to reschedule our
appointment? Something’s come up with Kelly, and I gotta go.”’

“Okay, Ryan. Hope everything is OK.”

“I think it'll be fine. Some big oI’ dust up at the hospital’s
got her shaken up, but I'm sure it’s nothing,” Ryan lied.

He worried about his wife as he drove home. He knew he
didn’t really need to; she could take care of herself, but she was his
whole life. His fear of losing her was probably bigger than any
danger she was in. She had her Glock and knew how to use it if
necessary. She had a good, solid truck and knew all the back roads
and side roads in Bristol county. The two of them had spent years
exploring all those roads looking for good make-out spots in high
school.

About halfway to the house, Ryan woke from his
daydream of those evenings in high school just in time to slam the
brake pedal to the floor. His old blue Ford F250 screeched to a
sideways halt. Ryan jumped out to take a look at a still steaming
car that had run into a tree. The whole engine compartment of a
red Toyota Camrywas folded around a mid-sized pin oak tree, and
the shattered windshield was laying on the ground beside it.

When he got to the driver’s side of the car, he thought he
saw signs of movement inside. Ryan pulled on the handle to open
the door, but it was wedged shut. In a panic, he crawled onto the
hood of the car to look in the hole where the windshield had been.
As he stuck his head in the car, the driver’s hands locked on to his
head and pulled. Ryan heaved backwards to break free of its grip.
At the edge of his vision, he saw the driver’s mouth moving
towards his neck and as the drivers teeth snapped shut, he landed
butt first on the hood of the car with his back against the tree.

The driver clawed and pulled at the frame of the car,
slicing her hands to shreds on the shards of broken windshield still
attached.

“Ma’am, stay stilll” Ryan yelled, reaching in his pocket for
his phone.

He dialed 9-1-1 and held the phone to his ear. A second
later he heard the telephone company tones, followed by an “All
circuits are busy. Please hang up and try your call again” message.

“Ma’am, I'm going to go for help. Try to stay still,” Ryan
yelled as he ran back to his truck.



Ryan sped off as fast as his truck would accelerate; flying
down the roads he’d been driving since he was ten years old. He
had to get to Kelly, and make sure she was safe, and he had to find
someone to help that lady.

The old blue Ford veered right onto a dirt road, heading
up the mountain. The first house on the road was Mrs. Wiggins
house - she was always home. On these old country roads, houses
didn’t have driveways and yards as much as a general area where
people parked. Ryan stopped his truck a few feet from the porch,
hopped out and banged on the front door.

“Mrs. Wiggins! Mrs. Wiggins, there’s been an accident.
Can you call 91177

Ryan breathed a sigh of relief when the old woman came
tottering over towards the door. Her husband had died back when
Ryan was in high school, and all three of her kids had moved out
of the state. Ryan had taken to checking up on her a couple of
times a week, just to see if she needed something, or to mow her
lawn. She had a home healthcare nurse every other day, and the
nurse’s car was parked in the driveway.

Ryan opened the door as she approached, but she didn’t
stop. The little old woman grabbed the hand that was holding the
door open and pulled it towards her mouth. As she did, Ryan saw
a large open wound on her neck. He yanked his hand back, pulling
the old woman on top of him, and both of them landed in a pile on
her front porch.

The young man scrambled to get out from under the old
lady, but she was holding on to his head with a frightening amount
of strength. Ryan forced his hands out from under her and held
her off by pushing hard against her neck. Old Mrs. Wiggins
drooled alittle onto Ryan’s face, and was much stronger than
someone her age should have been.

“Mrs. Wiggins! You have to stop. Stop! Don’t bite me,
STOP!” he yelled, getting louder with each “stop.” She continued
to push for his face, as if the only thing in her head was getting her
teeth on him. He let go of her neck with one hand and reached his
other arm out for anything he could find, settling on a wobbly
brick that bordered her porch. The high school guidance
counselor worked the brick free, and brought it up to her face and
pushed with it.



“Ma’am, you gotta get off me. I need to get home to
Kelly, and there’s been an accident.”

The old woman kept coming, even with a brick pushing
into her teeth. That’s when Ryan noticed the healthcare nurse, a
man in his late thirties, was coming out of the house. He was
walking crazy, and holding his hands out towards Ryan. When he
got close, he fell to his knees and grabbed at the pinned man’s leg.
Ryan kicked his leg and gave one huge heave to throw Mrs.
Wiggins off of him. She landed on the nurse, and the two
creatures struggled to get untangled and stand up. Ryan dropped
his brick and ran for the truck. Something was really wrong, and
he needed to get home to Kelly.

The old Ford spun its wheels as Ryan flew up the hill,
towards his log cabin at the top of the mountain. Ryan bounced
along the rutted dirt road, across the wooden bridge he’d help
rebuild last year after a mudslide took out the old one. The old
bridge was still laying in the creek thirty feet below. The little
bridge was only fourteen feet long but without it, he’d had to drive
nearly an hour out of his way to get around the mountain. Ryan’s
land started on the opposite side of the bridge. He lived on his
family’s old plot. The land had been in his family for hundreds of
years before his grandfather moved everyone down to the famm in
the valley.

When Ryan took possession of the land, the only thing on
it was an old, falling down pole barn. Ryan, his dad, and Kelly’s
dad had built a beautiful 2500 square foot, three bedroom three
floor log cabin on the top of the mountain that overlooked the
valley. Kelly’s dad was a building contractor, and had given them
the foundation and the log cabin kit for their wedding. The
assembly was easy enough. Ryan was a capable plumber, and his
dad had been an electrician in the Army. With the rough-in Kelly’s
dad had done, everything went smoothly and the home passed all
the appropriate inspections throughout the building process with
ease. It was a solid, beautiful home, and Ryan couldn’t wait to get
back to it, and the safety it offered. He couldn’t wait for Kelly to
get back.

Ryan eased his truck into its parking spot, and ran for the
house. He left the side-door open, but his first steps were to lock
all three other entrances on the ground level. He pulled the drapes
closed over the French doors that led to the lower deck, and went



upstairs to wait for Kelly, who should have only been a few
minutes past him.

But she wasn’t.

Nearly two hours later, he saw Kelly walking up the
driveway, just behind Mrs. Wiggins and her nurse. She had the
same stumbling gait as the pair he’d run into earlier, and Ryan
knew she’d been bitten, without even seeing a mark.

Everything in his wozld stopped and Ryan felt his heart in
his throat. His eyes focused on hers and even from this distance,
he could tell that the light she carried that he so adored had been
snuffed out. As he watched her, his knees grew weak and he
fought to remain standing. In an instant, every single moment they
had shared flooded his mind. Ryan had first seen her on the track
and field ring in high school. Evenin 95 degrees and after she had
been sweating for at least at hour, Kelly was still the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen. Their relationship ran deep - often being
called “disgustingly cute” because of how perfect they were
together.

Ryan had fallen to his knees - his world moved in slow
motion now. Hot, silent tears streamed down his face.

It had just been their anniversary the week prior and Ryan
wanted to make sure it was something special. He had taken her to
the river where they had first kissed, bringing a picnic lunch, white
wine, chocolate covered strawberries and roses with him. The
blanket had already been laid out and the edges were all lined with
white pillar candles. It had been his goal for her to cry with joy.
She did.

Everything about her had quickly become his entire wozld.
He knew that because of her, he had striven to become a better
man. To be that same solid rock for her as she was for him and as
Ryan’s body touched the floor, he remembered how soft her skin
was against his palms. The way her skin smelled. How crazy her
hair looked in the morning. The way her lips moved as she
laughed - oh, how he loved her laugh. How her fingertips would
trace his jawline and the soft way she would say “I love you”
before their lips would touch.

A body-wracking sob exploded out of Ryan’s mouth and
he curled up into a fetal position. They had everything planned
and knew where they wanted to end up in life. Ryan had often
spoken of them growing old and sitting together on this porch, still



holding hands the way they always would. As a pair, they would be
old and gray but still forever, endlessly, hopelessly in love. Just like
the baby they had so tragically lost, that future would never
happen. The nursery would sit, empty. Her side of the bed would
no longer carry her warmth. Her smell would eventually drain out
of her clothes and of the linens on the bed. And as he sat there, he
realized the last words he said to her. We'll see this through. But
they didn’t see it through. He had gotten there too late and now he
couldn’t save her.

“God, no. No, no, this can’t be happening. Not
Kelly...not my Kelly.” Ryan was muttering to himself over and
ovet, trying to form some sense of what had happened. But there
was no sense to this.



Chapter 2

A month passed. Ryan was like a zombie himself. He ate
very little, losing weight on his tall frame. Kelly stood outside the
house almost every day. In the first few days, he spray painted the
inside of all the windows black so he wouldn’t have to look out at
her. He rarely went out during the day. Every time he went out
the front doot, she was standing there, watching. She’d start
towards him, arms outstretched, and he would run. He couldn’t
bear the thought of his precious love and whole life being gone. So
he ran away, and hoped that someday, somewhere, someone would
find a cure.

When he ran out of food in his own pantry, he walked
down the mountain to Mrs. Wiggins” house. Her house, a modular
pre-fab home, was empty. Ryan knew itwould be. He’d left the
door open the day he fought with Mrs. Wiggins. The day he lost
Kelly.

It turned out that the old lady had been something of a
hoarder. Like most people of her generation, she had an entire
cellar full of canned vegetables from her garden. Jams and jellies,
squash, green beans, pickled okra, tomatoes, salsa, apple sauce, you
name it; it was there. The dill cucumber pickles were his favorite.
On that first trip to Mrs. Wiggins’ he sat on her cellar floor and ate
an entire jar, then drank the juice. That day, he filled a garden cart
with canned goods and hauled it up to his house. The next night,
he went back for the rest.

He lived up there on his mountain top for two months
until one day there was a short rapping at the door. He was sitting
in his leather chair, staring at the blank TV when he heard it. He
reached for the television’s remote before he realized that it was
already off. He hadn’t had power since the second week after his
world ended. “O/ habits die hard.”

Then again, two successive raps. It was definitely a knock.
He got up,walked to the door and opened it but there was no one
there. Only Kelly, standing there about 100 feet away. Watching
him the way she always did. She started towards him, jaws



snapping open and closed, but Ryan slammed the door and
fastened the deadbolt. He felt sick to his stomach.

This continued for several weeks. There would be a knock
at the front door. If he ignored it, it wouldn’t stop. Every few
seconds, knock-knock. And every time he answered, there was no
one there. Only Kelly, waiting for him to die so they could be
together again.

At some point, he stopped shaving. It wasn’t because he
was running out of water; mostly he just didn’t care. It didn't take
long for him to have a full beard and greasy hair that hung down
into his eyes. He was vaguely aware that he hadn't bathed in
weeks. He hadn’t changed his clothes since the last time he kissed
Kelly. It was the last thing she ever saw him in, and it was the
thing he was going to be wearing when they were together again.

Sometime mid-July, he was no longer sure of what the date
was, Ryan turned the faucet on but nothing came out. “This
shouldn’t be happening,” he mumbled to himself, “Not yet.”
Thinking out loud helped him ignore how quiet the world had
become. Ryan’s family built the original water tower in Gander
Valley back in the 1950’s. It was a wooden batrel that held twenty-
five thousand gallons. Just the year prior, the town had finally
upgraded its water-tower to a modern one. Because of his family
ties to the original, Ryan had followed the story and construction
with some interest. The new towerwas three times taller and held
750,000 gallons. Itwas enough to keep Gander Valley’s full
population drinking, bathing, and flushing for almost a week.

With everyone else dead, it should have taken Ryan something like
two hundred years to use that much water.

He sat down on a wooden bar-stool at the kitchen counter
and considered his options. He knew the town had a generator
that would power the well-pump, but he didn’t know the capacity
of the well. It would probably take him the better part of a year to
refill the tower if he ran the pump for a couple of hours every day.
If he ran the well dry and it lost its prime, he’d have to drain a large
part of the tower to re-fill the stand-pipe with water and get all the
air out of the system. Running the well dry was the worst thing he
could do.

Someone must have left a garden hose or a sprinkler on.
He reached across the counter for a pad of paper and a pencil to
do some math. Five gallons per minute, was 150,000 minutes.



Divided by sixty minutes in an hour was 2500 hours, divided by 24
hours in a day was one hundred four days. They were about 90
days after the outbreak, so when you added in his use, plus a
couple of other survivors, it made sense. Someone was watering
their lawn or garden orwashing their car when they got bitten, and
the hose has been running ever since.

He was pretty sure he could make the necessary wiring
changes to connect the tower’s pumps to the generator, and knew
that the town would have a mostly full diesel tank buried beside the
equipment garage. If he towed the generator with the town’s
snow-plow, he wouldn’t have any trouble with the sick people
wandering atound. They couldn’t get to him up in the cab.

Ryan spent the next three days in a flurry of activity,
planning, thinking, planning some more, gathering supplies and
drawing diagrams. It felt good to be doing something again. It
never occurred to him that the knocking at the door stopped while
his mind was active.

On the morning of the third day, it occurred to him that
he would have to search the entire town, house-by-house turning
off the water if his plan was going to work. Without people living
in and heating the houses, hundreds of pipes would burst over the
winter, and all the water would drain out of the water tower again.

That realization deflated his motivation and reluctantly,
Ryan abandoned his plan to refill the water tower. Instead, he
risked a trip across the back field to a spring every day. The first
trip he carried two five-gallon buckets, placing one under the
trickling mountain spring to fill, and leaving the other empty beside
the small stream. From then on, every morning he took the full
bucket and replaced it with the empty one, giving him about five
gallons of water to use every day. After a week or so, things settled
down into a new “nommal” routine.

Every daywas the same, day in and day out. Fetch the
water bucket. Eat a few of Mrs. Wiggins’ beans from a jar, sit in
his chair to stare at the blank TV. Answer the door. Eat a few
more beans. Some days he slept. Some days he didn’t. But awake
or asleep, he was doing pretty much the same thing.

Knock, knock.

This was the twelfth round of knocking today — two more
than the usual. Ryan had had enough. “Go the fuck away,



goddammit! Stop tommenting me! Just let me die!” His voice was
crusty because he hadn’t spoken out loud in months.

“Mzr. Fullerton! Is that you?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Now I’'m hearing people too?” Ryan
gotout of his chair angrily and stormed to the door, flinging it
open, his eyes looking to Kelly out in the yard, but she wasn’t
there.

“Mzr. Fullerton! You're alive!”

Ryan focused a little closer and saw Donte standing in
front of him. “Donter” he croaked. “What are you doing here?
Why didn’t you go to college?”

Donte shook his head and sadly looked at Ryan. “Mr.
Fullerton, there is no more college. You need to come with me.
We have food and safety, hot water and people.”

“I can’t leave Kelly,” he replied flady. “I’'m not going
anywhere; I have to stay with her until we can be together again.”

“Was she bitten? Didn’t you see the news after school that
day? When people are bitten, they’re dead. The last hour CNN
was broadcasting, they showed one of them being dissected; there
was 1o heartbeat anymore, Mr. Fullerton. Once someone is
infected, they are dead.”

“Then I'll wait here until ’'m dead. Iwon’t leave her,” said
Ryan.

Both of their heads turned at the sound of a shotgun from
the bottom of the mountain. “I gotta go, Mr. Fullerton. But I'll
come back tomorrow. I'll be back tomorrow at this same time.
Maybe we can talk some, you know, like the old days?” He was
already running down the mountain as he finished, yelling the last
bit back up to Ryan.

Ryan slammed the door and locked it. For a fleeting
moment, he wished that it was just Kelly out in the yard. At least
that was familiar. Moments later he was sitting in his chair, staring
blankly at the television. Like an animal sinking into quicksand, an
idea occurred to him. Itwas an agonizingly slow process; a full
seven hours after he sat back down in his chair, Ryan had fully
thought-out something that never even occurred to him.

“There might be others alive out there.”



Chapter 3

That single thought brought his brain back to life. He
started planning immediately, and over the next few days he
prepared for his escape from his house, and the torment it
contained.

On the day he was to leave, he poured a sink full of water
from the morning’s bucket before sunrise, and started on his face
with scissors. In three months, he’d grown a beard to make a
lumberjack proud, and his hair, which was nommally kept closely-
cropped, was out of control. When his beard was trimmed as
closely as possible with scissors, he shaved his face and then pulled
out his trusty clippers.

Amazed that they still held a charge, and hoping that it
would last through his hair cut, he started buzzing his head. He
clipped the sides and back first, leaving a Mohawk strip down the
center of his head. A little of Kelly’s mousse stood the strip
straight up, and for the next hour, Ryan paraded around his house
feeling like a bad-ass. In his garage he found his old halligan. It
was a half crow-bar and half axe; the tool was left-over from his
days as a volunteer fire-fighter the summer before he left for
college. He stood in the mirror and admired himself, and for a
minute, thought maybe he should start a journal.

“I could call it “Ryan’s Undead Diary,”” he said out loud
and laughed. He allowed himself to laugh for a long time before
deciding that it was time to get moving before he did anything else
ridiculous. He set the halligan down on the entry table and went
back upstairs to remove the rest of his Mohawk. He didn’t want
people to see him and think he was some hoodlum.

Just after sunrise, Ryan stepped into the garage and
rummaged through years of collected sports equipment. He
donned a black plastic chest and spine protector; a hold-over from
riding motocross all over the mountains as a teenager, and the
matching black motorcycle helmet.

From a huge blue and white duffel bag, he put on his old
football shin, thigh, and kidney pads, and then strapped a pair of
soccer shin-guards around his forearms. Finally, from the rack of
metal shelves by the door, he pulled out his softball bat. Itwas
used in the yearly “Staff Vs Seniors” school softball game. The



staff lost every year, but it was great for the kids. He felt a pang of
sadness as he realized that he would never participate in another
game.

Ryan rolled the garage door open, and moving quickly,
pushed his old 4wheeler out onto the driveway and closed the
garage. The battery was long-dead, so he pulled the choke and
looked around him. Kelly was on the opposite side of the
driveway, and had started towards him. He yanked on the cord,
the old Honda sputtered and died. Kelly was now seventy-five feet
from him.

He pulled again, heard the motor turn over on its own a
couple of times and then it died again.

“Come onnn, baby,” he said, yanking the cord a third time.
Kelly was closing quickly, less than fifty feet away. Once again the
engine sputtered, sounded like it might catch, and then died.

Ryan pushed the choke in and pulled it back out, reached
down and ripped the cord one more time, yanking with all his
might. The engine sputtered, missed a few times, but kept going.
Kelly was twenty five feet away. He hopped on the quad and gave
it a little gas. The engine bogged down, not ready to run yet, so he
quickly let off the throttle. Seconds passed as Kelly closed the
distance. When she was ten feet away, Ryan tried the throttle
again, and the engine responded.

He shoved the choke in, hit the thumb lever to put it in
first gear, let out the clutch and gunned it down the gravel
driveway, spraying rocks out behind him. Kelly’s cold,
outstretched fingertips brushed his helmet as he roared past. Ryan
rode down the mountain with tears running down his face. He was
grateful for the black-out visor on his helmet. To be so close to
her and so afraid of her at the same time was torture. He had to
find some people, or next time he might not come back from his
depression.

It was a beautiful summer day. The temperature was in
the mid-eighties, and the sun was shining. Even with the heat,
Ryan was glad he’d opted for long sleeves. After being cooped up
in the house for so long, sunburn would have been a guarantee.
The quad rolled along about thirty miles per hour, making good
time down Highway 7 towards the city of Gander Valley.

At the corner of Highway 7 and 613, he made a right, and
rode the four miles into town. Itwas weird being out on the road



on a quad, and even weirder not seeing a single thing moving.
Usually this road was packed with cars. The houses along the
highway were all overgrown and the grass in the yards had all
grown tall and spindly. Every fourth or fifth house was boarded
up. Some of them had the boards torn down but some of them
still looked sealed. The ones that looked sealed up would be the
most promising houses.

At the edge of the town proper, the speed limit dropped to
twenty five, and Highway 613 became Valley Street. Two blocks
later, he pulled the quad into an old 1950’s strip mall and stopped
at the front door of Thornton’s Hardware.

His family and the Thornton’s went way back. Mr.
Thornton was a little older than Ryan’s grandfather, and the two of
them had practically built this town together. When times were
tough for Ryan’s family, Mr. Thornton always extended them a line
of credit for whatever they needed to make it until the harvest. In
addition to always paying back the loans, the Fullerton’s kept the
Thornton family well fed; no Thornton ever paid for produce at
the local farmers matket.

Ryan removed his helmet and cupped his hands to the
window, peering inside. He was looking for any sign of movement
or struggle, but with the power out, it was so dark inside that he
couldn’t see more than a foot or two inside the glass.

The armored man pushed on the door and was relieved to
find it unlocked, although the sound of the brass bells hanging
from the handle sounded as loud as the bells of Notre Dame in the
silence. With a cringe, he wrapped his hands around the bells to
silence them. Ryan tightened his grip on his bat and stepped inside
the store, gently closing the door behind him.

Ryan grew up in this store. All through middle school and
the first year of high school, he spent most of his free time sitting
on a stool behind the counter talking to Charlotte Thornton.
When they were little, they roamed the shelves, playing hide and
seck or tag, but later Charlotte’s father put them to work stocking
the shelves, probably at the behest of Ryan’s father. Ryan never
got paid for the work he did at Thornton’s, he considered the time
he spent with Charlotte payment enough.

The two of them shared their first kiss at MacDougal
pond, laying in a field of dandelions on a day much like this so
many years ago. Ryanwas convinced the two of them would get



married, until the middle of their freshman year of high school
when Charlotte met that moron Josh Binghamton. Josh and
Charlotte started dating, and she virtually never spoke to Ryan
again. Ryan was crushed, and swore off women until he met Kelly,
and his life was completed.

He crouched and moved slowly, keeping his head below
the shelves. If there was something in here, there was no reason to
let it know where he was. He scoffed at himself. The bell on the
door was like a damn dinner bell. Bon appetite. Even though it
was pointless, he kept his body low. Itmade him feel better.

Due to the years spent in the store, there was no question
in Ryan’s mind where he was going. He crouch-walked down the
center aisle to the third row, then halfway down the third row he
stopped and picked all five rolls of duct tape off the bottom shelf.
On the way out, satisfied that he hadn’t heard any noises inside the
hardware store, he stopped at the front counter.

Thornton’s was an old-fashioned store. You paid at a bar
rather than a conveyor belt. Atone end of the bar was an old
fashioned cash register, one of the first electronic types. Ryan set
the rolls of duct tape on the counter and opened the first one. He
tore off five strips, each about eighteen inches long, and stuck
them up and down his chest protector. He put one more strip
down each foreamm, and two strips down each thigh. When he was
finished, he put the remaining half-roll in the cargo pocket of his
canvass work pants and pulled out his wallet. He dropped a twenty
on the counter, and slid a pen and paper over. On the paper he
wrote:

5 Rolls of Duct Tape @ $3.49 each.

God Speed, Thorntons. — Ryan

He slid the paper under the cash, and tucked both under
the edge of the cash register. Even in these times, taking the tape
felt a little like stealing. Just before he left, he stopped at the
information rack and pulled out a three-fold map of the city of
Gander Valley.



Chapter 4

Ryan rode his quad to the far side of town, towards the
newest subdivision. It was a fancy place. A huge brick wall
surrounded the entire subdivision. The area even had a pool and a
golf course. He passed the guard shack, where normally he’d have
to tell the guard his name and which family he was visiting, and
pulled onto the circular road that followed the edge of the central
lake.

He drove to the back of the subdivision, all the way on the
far side of the lake and parked his quad. His plan was o move like
a postal worker, parking the quad on the corner, walking down one
side and up the other looking for survivors.

“Special delivery for Ms. Watson,” he muttered to himself.

It was odd that he hadn’t seen a single infected person on
the entire trip. He figured, when he was making his plans, that he’d
see dozens of them wandering out on the street. Kelly had
survived outside this long; it didn’t make any sense that there
weren’t any others.

“Quit stalling, Ryan,” he said to himself as he turned to
walk up the walkway to the first house. “It’s gonna be fine. No
one will be in there.”

He knocked on the doot, and called out, “Hello? Anyone
home? I'm looking for survivors!” Ryan’s hopes were
momentarily up when he heard the sound of footsteps coming
towards the door. He opened the glass front storm door and stood
in the doorway waiting for the people to answer. Then there was a
thump on the door, and some scratching. He waited, but it became
very clear to him that there wasn’t anyone uninfected inside.

“Shit. First house,” he groaned. He knew he couldn’t
leave the infected in there. If they got out, they could bite
someone else. He reached down and loosened the tape on his
chest and then turned the knob on the door. He shoved the doot,
hoping to push the person back. Itworked. As his eyes adjusted,
he first saw a middle aged black woman in a ruined pant-suit
moving towards him. The second thing that hit him was the smell.
The house reeked of death. The stench almost knocked him off
his feet as he tried to control the urge to vomit right there on the
doorstep.



Almost out of instinct, he ripped the tape off of his chest
and held it out horizontally in front of him. When the zombie
crashed into him, he wrapped the tape around her head, sealing off
her mouth. The length of tape made almost two complete wraps
around her head. The two of them struggled; she was much
stronger than Ryan had anticipated. She pushed him backwards
into the door frame, bouncing his head off the edge of the
doorway, cutting his scalp.

It wasn’t a major cut, but the sight of blood on the door
jamb seemed to excite her. Her foggy eyes got a little bigger, and
her nostrils flared as she fought on. He finally got the tape secured
over her mouth, and was able to use the wall to push himself off
and gain the upper hand.

Ryan reached up and grabbed one of her hands, twisting it
off of his neck. He ripped the strip of tape off his forearm with his
other hand and wrapped it around the wrist he was holding. Once
the tape was on one of her wrists, he deftly brought her other hand
down and wrapped them together, rendering her almost completely
harmless. He thought briefly about taping her feet together, but
decided against it because he only had five rolls of tape. Instead,
he shoved her backwards through the house to the powder room
under the stairs to the second floor. Ryan pushed the woman into
the small bathroom, closed the doot and wrote “INFECTED
INSIDE” on the outside of the door in big, black letters.

Then, he surveyed the rest of the first floor, deciding to
start with the kitchen. Surprisingly, it was much cleaner than he’d
expected. The closest thing to a sign that there was an apocalypse
going onwas an overturned chair at the eat-in table and a plate
with a dried out waffle and a dark stain of what was probably syrup
sitting on it.

He went through her cabinets and piled all the food on the
counter before he moved through the den, office, dining room and
living room. Ryan ascended the stairs, absently thinking about
what nice carpet they had, like this was some kind of home tour.
He refocused himself, and pushed open the first of four doors on
the second floor. He assumed there were three bedrooms and a
bathroom up here.

This bedroom appeared to be for a young teenage boy.
Clothes, books, magazines, and other odds and ends covered every



available surface, sometimes in layers of books on top of clothes,
and sometimes the reverse.

The next bedroom was probably for a little girl, based on
the pink bed linens and rainbow colored pony dolls that filled the
shelf. This roomwas clean, and empty, so Ryan headed to the
third. As he neared the third bedroom door, he realized that’s
where the smell was coming from. Ryan forced himself to open
the door. Inside was a large master bedroom. Against the center,
opposite wall was a king sized, mission style wooden sleigh bed
with matching dresser, night stands and a huge chest of drawers.

Ryan sank to his knees right there in the doorway. On the
far side of the bedroom there were three people sitting on the
floor. A man, a young teenage boy, and a little girl, all three of
them dead of gunshot wounds to the head. Ryan crawled closer.
Something inside him needed to make sense of this horrific scene
as tears flowed down his cheeks. The two children were sitting in
the father’s lap. His face was covered in blood, except for two
streaks, where tears that were now long dried washed the blood
away. Behind them, a white leather couch was coated in gore, with
three spots where stuffing had exploded out of the back.

In one hand, the father had a gun, some kind of pistol, like
a police officer would carry. His other hand was resting on his
daughter’s lap, with a bloody bandage wrapped around his arm.

There was no way to know for sure what happened in this
house, but Ryan would have bet money that the bite mark under
that bandage would fit the teeth of the woman downstairs. She’d
bit her husband. He locked himself and the kids in the bedtoom,
and when he started to turn he shot his children and then himself.

The enormity of that wasn’t lost on Ryan. As the woman
thumped and banged in the bathroom downstairs, he sat and wept
for this man and his family.



Chapter 5

After only one house, Ryan rode home and locked himself
in. It was just too much to deal with. That poor man and his
children. He didn't sleep much; Ryan couldn't shake the images of
their bodies from his mind. Itwas exactly a week before he was
able to force himself to leave again. This time, he started the quad
in the garage, so he didn’t have to wozrry about Kelly coming for
him.

Back in the neighborhood, he sat on the quad for nearly a
minute looking at the house he’d been in the previous week,
knowing what was inside. He could still see the white couch and
he felt his stomach turn. Ryan shook his head and tightly set his
jaw, refusing to get sucked into that again. He wrapped the 4-
wheeler’s tow-strap around their mailbox, put the powerful
machine in gear and pulled their mailbox over. That was his signal
to himself that he’d searched the house.

Every house on the street was inhabited by the infected.
Not one single house had a living person init. At the end of the
day, he’d knocked over fourteen mailboxes and left thirty-four
people duct-taped in their bathrooms. The worst house had had
six people in it. Ryan had been forced to use his bat in that one,
hitting one of the infected in the leg to slow them down while he
taped up the rest of the family. He hoped that whenever there was
a cure for this, that person’s leg would heal up.

Over the next five weeks, Ryan finished the neighborhood.
Out of one hundred forty-three houses, only fourteen houses were
empty, not counting those that had for-sale signs in the yard. He
lost count of the zombies somewhere in the middle, but riding
home in the middle of September, he guessed there were
somewhere near three hundred zombies.

The first house was the worst by far, but three other
houses had tiny infected newborns. Ryan hadn’t had the heart to
tape them up; they lacked the muscle coordination to walk anyway,
so he just left them laying silently in their cribs. Unless he came
close, they didn’t move. There was no kicking, no looking around.
They just laid there. He thought the first one was dead until it
reached for him; he was able to get within two feet of the first tiny



infant boy before it realized he was there. It was horrifying and
seeing them only reminded him of his own empty nursery back in
his house. They were the embodiment of everything he had
already lost. In those nurseries, he wrote the same “INFECTED
INSIDE” on the doors and never looked back.

It was heartbreaking work, but he was determined to find
survivors. Until day forty-seven of his search, it never occurred to
him that in the tiny town of Gander Valley, survivors might not be
so happy to see him. Itwas unseasonably cool for the beginning of
fall. The high that day was only about forty degrees when he
hopped off his quad and heard a gun-shot. The bullet hit the
driveway just behind him, taking a large chip of the concrete with
1t.

Ryan threw up his hands and screamed, “I'm not armed!
I’'m not infected! Don’t shoot!”

The next shot was a little closer. It looked like it was
coming from a church steeple on the next block. He waved his
hands in the air, trying frantically to figure out some way to
pantomime that he was alive. The third shot was even closet,
causing Ryan to give up and run as fast as he could around the
back of the house.

In the back yard, there was a huge pile of trash under the
kitchen window. There had to be more than a hundred black trash
bags, which were buried underwhite grocery bags, and then finally,
there was a layer of loose trash on top. Cans, cereal boxes, juice
boxes, soda and beer cans littered the yard. He sneezed,
uncontrollably, three times in a row, wiped his nose on his sleeve
and approached the sliding door on the back of the house.

As he peered through the doot, he heard a shout from
behind him. “Get down on the ground, face down, hands behind
your head.” Without hesitation, Ryan dropped to his belly and put
his hands on his head.

Six men ran up, each yelling at him. “Who are you

“Why are you by our house!”

“Identify yourselfl”

“Don’t fucking movel”

“Stay down!”

“What’s your name!”

All of the voices barking orders, Ryan didn’t know who to
answer first, so he just started talking. “My name is Ryan
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Fullerton. I'm just looking for survivors. I've been alone since all
this happened; I just wanted to know that there are other people
out there. I've been looking for survivors for almost two months.”

“Hey Tommy, I think this is the duct tape guy,” said one
man. Each of the men were dressed in all black tactical clothes,
carrying military rifles. They were the kind with the big curved
magazines hanging out the bottom. Ryanwas more terrified of
these guys than he was of the zombies.

“Yeah. I duct tape all the infected when I search a house.
I don’t ever take anything, I just round up the infected and
inventory the food,” Ryan said.

“Why would youdo that?”

“Do what? Tape them up? So they can’t bite anyone. So
they can’t infect anyone else.”

“They’re dead, dude. Walking corpses. Just shoot them in
the head and put them out of their misery.”

“I can’t believe that. My wife...” Ryan stopped himself.

“Yourwife was bitten? And you hope there’s going to be a
cure? All of ourwives were bitten. There is no cure.”

“Who ate your Why did you shoot at me?”

“You’re in our territory. Can’t have people stealing our
food.”

“I haven’t taken anything. Let me go. I won’t come back
to this neighborhood,” said Ryan.

“What if he’s one of them smart ones, Tommy? We can’t
let him go in case he’s one of them. Remember Ron? Ronwas
with us for aweek before anyone figured it was him that took out
Jonesy and Bill. What if he’s a Ron?”

The man that ordered Ryan to get down spoke. “He’s not
one of them. He’s just a dumbass.” Then Ryan recognized the
voice.

“Tommy Rivera? Graduated last year? Is that your It’s
me, Ryan. I'm the guidance counselor. I helped you get into
college.”

“Oh shit,” said Tommy. “Mr. Fullerton?”

“You know this guy?” asked one of the other men.

“Yeah, he was the college-man at school. Tried to make
everyone go to college,” Tommy replied.



“I didn’t make anyone do anything. I just tried to help
people. Have you seen Donte? He came by my house about two
months ago,” Ryan said, and slowly sat up.

“Donte Jackson? Not possible, man. Donte got biton
day one.”

“Can’t be. He came by my house. He said he was looking
for survivors. We heard shots and he ran off beforewe could
tinish talking.”

“Sorry about this, Mr. Fullerton,” said Tommy as Ryan felt
something hit the back of his head. His forehead bounced off the
deck just before everything went black.



Chapter 6

Ryan woke up shivering. It was raining, and he was
soaking wet. He was lying face down on asphalt, but the only
sensation he could discern was the pain in his head; as if someone
was pounding on his forehead with a large sledgehammer.

He took an easy breath and tried to relax. He could feel
water lapping at his mouth as he breathed, and the sound of rain
was intensifying. He got to his knees and looked around; he was in
the parking lot just outside Thornton’s hardware. They moved him
the whole way across the town and left him with nothing. His
pockets were empty; his gear was all gone, except for his wallet.
Ryan struggled to his feet and stumbled towards the store, looking
much like a zombie himself. He opened the door, stepped inside
out of the rain, and was immediately beset by a massive sneezing
fit.

When he finished sneezing, his nose was stopped up and
his headache was renewed. He was having trouble focusing on
anything farther away than his hands, any time he tried to look
across the store his vision was blurry.

Ryan knew there was a small kitchen and break room in
the back of the store. With great effort, he slowly made his way
back there. It had been a long time since he’d been in the stock
room, but for twenty years there was an old gold couch with dark
wood armms back there. There had always been an afghan on the
back of the couch, and as a single bright spot in what was
otherwise the second worst day of Ryan’s life, it was still there. He
stripped off his clothes, hung them up on a shelf, wrapped up in
the old musty smelling blanket and went to sleep.

When he woke up, he had no ideawhat time it was, but he
was still shivering uncontrollably. He felt his forehead; he was
definitely running a fever. As if to punctuate the thought, he was
seized by another uncontrollable sneezing fit.

“Shit. Just what I need, a cold,” he said to himself. His
throat was raspy and hurt. Still wrapped in the old crocheted
blanket, he got up to check his clothes. Still wet, and now they
were cold. It couldn’t be more than fifty degrees in the store. Ryan
laid back down on the couch and spent the next two hours drifting
in and out of sleep. All at once, waves of nausea overtook him.



He bolted for the bathroom. On the way across the
storeroom he debated whether he should sit or face the toilet. At
the last moment he opted for sitting, and was grateful he did. The
force of the explosion from his rear end was so intense it seemed
as though it might lift him off the commode. At the same time, he
reached for the trash bag, and hurled his innards at the liner. He
vomited until his stomach was empty, and sat there until the lower
half of his digestive tract stopped cramping. Liquid snot poured
out of his nose. There was no sense in sniffing it back; it would
have been like trying to keep half a cup of water in his sinuses.

Every time Ryan sneezed, various bodily fluids ejected
from whatever orifice happened to be nearby. After half an hour
on the toilet, he tried to get up. As soon as he stood, his bowels
were seized in a horrible cramp, and he sat back down to repeat the
entire process. This time there was nothing to vomit; he just dry-
heaved over the trash can as diarrhea filled the bowl beneath him.

He had to get home. There was simply no other choice.
Ryan knew he would die of dehydration or hypothermia here.



Chapter 7

At first light, Ryan started walking. He moved slowly,
lacking any kind of energy that would allow for even a leisurely
stroll. In an hour, he’d gone almost half a mile. In that amount of
time, he had to stop twice to relieve his bowels, and twice more
just to rest. Thankfully, the rain had stopped, and his clothes were
finally starting to dry. Ryanwondered if the heat radiating from his
body was causing them to dry faster.

He mopped cold sweat from his forehead, stood up from
his perch on a stone wall, and almost passed out. Even though his
eyes were wide open, his vision had narrowed down to a tiny
pinpoint, as if he was looking through a long tunnel. He staggered
from a street sign to lamp post to an old mailbox, barely able to
keep putting one foot in front of the other.

“Must get home. To Kelly,” he said to himself. Although
he would never admit it, Ryan loved when Kelly would take care of
him when he was sick. “She’ll know what to do.”

He staggered on, at one point picking up a limb and using
it as a walking stick. To stay focused on the present, he counted
his steps. In an attempt to remain coherent, he tried to do the
math in his head, but his mind kept wandering.

“Thirteen miles home. That’s 5280 times 13. So, that’s
like 68,000 feet. At two feet per step, that’s... I need to remember
to repair that top step from the garage to the kitchen. It’s been
loose for a while, and if I ever get the garage cleaned out, Kelly
might trip coming into the house.”

For the next several hundred steps, Ryan’s fever-addled
mind wandered to all of the things he needed to do around the
house. He was just past the last house in town, when Donte
appeared in front of him in a swirl of black smoke.

“Hi, imaginary Donte.”

“Hi, Mt. Fullerton. Youdon’t look so hot,” Donte
casually replied.

“Oh, I'm hot. I'm about to sweat to death, I imagine.”
Ryan’s voice was neatly jovial. “I need to get home to Kelly, and
somehow I don’t have my keys. Did you ever lose your keys? One
time, I was at the beach, and forgot to take my keys out of my



bathing suit pocket. Like three hours later, I got to the car and did
that panicked pocket-patting. You know that feeling?”

“I do know it,” Donte replied, walking backwards in front
of Ryan, although Ryan didn’t notice. In his stupor, all he saw was
the beach on a sunny summertime day. There were hundreds of
people all around him. Beautiful girls in bikinis, children playing in
the surf and way too many men wearing Speedo’s who shouldn’t
be. All connection he Ryan had left with reality was completely
severed.

“So, we had to call the rental car company and they had to
bring us a new key,” he rambled. ““The next day, Kelly was walking
around in the surf and stepped onour car key! Can you believe the
luck? That’s how she was, my Kelly. She always has a way of
making things work out.” Ryan wasn't even aware that he was
speaking about Kelly as if she was still alive.

“Mr. Fullerton, you’re pretty sick.” Donte's voice had no
connection in the fantasy world Ryan created. He was merely a
floating voice — the last remnant of reality.

“Nonsense, I’'m perfectly fine. Just having a little stroll
down the beach with my beautiful wife. Isn’t that right, Kelly?”
Ryan said, turning his head. Just to his left, holding his hand was
Kelly. She was walking barefoot along the beach in a red bikini,
with a big floppy hat on top of her head. He felt wam and
content.

“Yes, Ryan. It’s a beautiful day for a walk,” she agreed and
squeezed his hand a little tighter.

Ryan walked along the beach with his wife. If there had
been anyone left alive to watch the scene, they would have seen a
man who was barely able to walk drenched in sweat, mumbling
incoherently. Occasionally he would stop as massive coughing fits
seized him. His body was running on auto-pilot; he turned at the
right places to get home, but his mind was gone. The fever he
carried was off the charts at 107. The flu virus ravaging his lungs
had limited the oxygen supply to his brain.

As he started up the dirt road towards his house, the beach
scene disappeared. The world seamlessly transitioned into a
beautiful fall day, even if unseasonably warm. The sun was shining
over his head and the leaves were gloriously colored. All around
him, there were shining oranges and yellows with hits of red
blowing in the light breeze. He was walking home, looking



forward to the chicken pot pie Kelly was working on in their
kitchen when he left. He could smell it from here, and the smell
quickened his step.

In reality, it was getting dark. A cold drizzle beat down on
Ryan, soaking him to the bone. Ryan’s body leaned on his
mailbox, wracked with a coughing fit, spraying the side with bloody
phlegm. As if to add insult to the cough, he sneezed twelve times,
before letting go of the mailbox and starting his slow shamble up
the driveway.

It was to Ryan’s benefit that no one was left to see him
walking. Had there been a single armed survivor at any point on
his walk home, they would have shot him, thinking he was a
zombie. Asalways, when Ryan topped the hill and started the last
hundred feet to the driveway, the undead cotpse of his wife started
shambling towards him.

Slightly winded from the walk up the driveway, Ryan
looked up and saw his wife, standing outside in a pair of blue jeans
and a dark gray hoodie. Her hair was beautifully streaming behind
her, glowing in the sun, and she was smiling. Kelly called out to
him and waved her hand in greeting. She started towards him, and
Ryan couldn’t wait to kiss his wife. He was struck with the sense
that he hadn’t seen her in a very long time, even though he’d only
been gone for about an hour. As he walked, it felt like he was
dragging his legs through concrete — he just couldn't get to her fast
enough. Getting to Kelly and finally embracing her became his
ultimate goal. He just missed her so much and with a small, happy
cry he reached towards her.

The two of them closed the distance. The shambling man
and woman, both of them pale, dripping with water, clammy to the
touch. The woman tripped over a stone, nearly falling to the
ground. As she fell, her torpid limbs attempted to grab anything to
arrest her fall. Her palm scrubbed down the trunk of a pine tree,
coating it in heavy, sticky sap. The woman shambled forwards.

Ryan was happy — something he hadn't felt in a very long
time. A smile lit up his face as he walked. He embraced his wife.
A flood of pure joy washed over him as they finally touched. I
love you. Ilove you, Kelly,” he said over and over. Kelly's warm
skin was so soft as he cupped her face in one hand. He brought
the other hand up through her soft, golden hair and pulled her
closer. The lovers kissed passionately. Ryan knew that he could



never live without her. Life was not worth living if she was not
part of it. And then, very suddenly, there was intense pain. The
pain was so strong; his eyes snapped open and reality came
flooding back into view.

Kelly was dead - one of the infected. She was inches from
his face, slowly chewing his bottom lip as the E’Clei she’d infected
him with streamed through his blood towards his brain.

Her teeth had torn through the meat of his lip as she
pulled back. She stared at him blankly, still chewing on his flesh.
Blood ran down his chin and with a hotrified shout, he tried to
shove her away. He grabbed her hand to remove it from his
shoulder. Even though he was pulling with all the strength he
could muster, Ryan was too weak from the flu and couldn't get
away. Not that it mattered - the infection had already taken him.
The E’Clei shut down the pain center in his brain first, and he
stopped screaming. Then he stopped fighting all together.

Donte Jackson watched the scene unfold curiously from
the roof of the house as he released his control over Kelly. With a
smirk, he disappeared in a switl of black smoke. He was off to
report what he’d learned about the human mind’s capability to
distort reality to his Lieutenant.

Minutes later, the corpses formerly known as “Ryan and
Kelly Fullerton” shambled back towards Gander Valley, hand glued
to hand by the thick pine sap. Finally together again, just like Ryan

always wanted. Forever.
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The End
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Tonia Brown

Bob

Bob Fletcher never claimed to be the brightest bulb in the
bunch. Nor did he want to be bright. At best, Bob tried to be a
little less dim than the very dimmest, which kept him from being
cast aside but also kept him from being called upon to shed light
on anything. He considered the weakness of his character the
strength of his character. Too feeble to rely on, but not so
unreliable that he couldn’t handle small tasks. Granted, the task
wasn’t too big.

Or required too much thought.

Or any actual physical labor.

Bob had made a fine art of this labor avoidance. For
twenty-six years, seven months and three weeks, he had dodged,
ducked and narrowly skidded past any real work. Especially a#
work. On a professional level, this left him as the assistant to the
assistant manager of the office supply department for Sutter and
Son’s Inc. And that was after eight years with the firm. This might
have depressed anyone else in his place, to know that so many
years of dedication had produced so little result. But no, Bob was
happy being a nobody. A nobodywas neither the squeaky wheel,
nor the grease, and thus no one noticed him sliding through life.
And when no one noticed you, they couldn’t lay you off, or size
you down, or zip you up.

Bob’s pitiful office, the one he shared with the assistant
manager, was on the second floor of the Sutter Building, which
meant he was one of the first to die when the zombies attacked
that bright November morning.

Becoming a zombie wasn’t much of a career change for
the lazy slob in Bob. At first he worried that being dead, or rather
undead, would require some effort on his part. But no, he quickly
found that all he had to do was lurch about, follow the faster fellow
undead folks, let them do the hard work of actually taking down



the living prey, then join in the feast afterwards. It seemed zombies
were less hung up on sharing or hoarding than living folks were.

Hording, undead Bob thought. Zombies like to horde, not hoard.

Bob had a lot of thoughts lately. More than he used to.
And a lot more than he supposed a dead man, or rather undead
man (he just couldn’t get quite used to that) should have. But who
was he to question the ways of the world? One moment he’s eating
a hot ham and cheese at his desk, the next he’s dead as a can of
said ham. One minute he was living his normal office life, and the
next he was dead. Or rather undead.

Office life, undead Bob thought. Office unlife is more like it.

And the more he thought about it, the more life as a
zombie resembled life in the office. This mindless shambling from
place to place with no clear objective. Taking directions from the
lead zombies as they consumed everything in sight. Eating what
was left, castoffs and scraps, while crawling over the carcasses of
your enemies on your way to the top of the heap. But Bob was
used to leftovers, as he usually bought a big takeout meal from one
of the many local food chains at the beginning of the week, then
ate off the thing until it started to smell a bit. And even then he
might hang on a day or two longer to keep from having to talk to
the takeout guys again.

So why did it bother him? This new undead life of his? It
wasn’t much different from the old one. He had spent a lifetime of
being pretty much everything he was now. So why, now that he
had everything as easy as he could ever want it, was he not happy?
Bob knew he wasn’t happy because when he was happy he had a
very satisfied feeling all over, from head to toe, especially in certain
tender regions. And even considering that his all over was missing
an arm, and his right ear lobe, and a handful of teeth, and most of
his intestinal tract, Bob was still sure that the all over left to him
wasn’t feeling satisfied.

He felt, in fact, very, very, empty.

Despite the three men he ate just under an hour ago.

“Can zombies be happy?” undead Bob asked, of no one in
particular. This of course came out as a strained seties of moans
and grunts, which scared the beejeebus out of a teenager hiding in a
trashcan on which Bob was resting his left elbow. But Bob ignored
the trembling can in favor of turning his rotten mind to his dead
dilemma. Or rather undead. (He really needed to get used to that!)



Bob tapped the can as he pondered the makings of a
zombie’s mind. What made the average zombie tick? And in this
makeup, where there was rage and pain and hunger and hunger and
more hunger. And hunger. And even more hunger. Did he
mention hunger? Because hunger should be on that list, preferably
at the head of the list, just after hunger. Wait, where was her Oh
yes, and in this makeup filled with various emotions, one of which
was definitely hunger, could zombies feel happiness?

How about joy?

Delight?

Arousal?

Ugh, it was probably best not to contemplate that one.
Bob shook the gruesome images of nude undead ladies—most
missing their vital naughty bits thanks to his warped sense of
worthlessness—from his mind and wondered if perhaps a handy
catchphrase would help him get a handle on what he had become
and why it irked him so much.

I lurch, therefore I am?

No, that just seemed silly.

I am zombie, hear me groan?

That was even worse.

Give me liberty or give me ... no, that wouldn’t work in this
case.

It was no use. Bob had spent twenty-six years, seven
months and three weeks avoiding this kind of brainstorming, so
diving into it headfirst wasn’t effective for him. And that's when
Bob realized what was wrong with his new unlife, aside from his
being so very, very dead.

He missed the challenge.

For twenty-six years, seven months and three weeks he
had avoided everything ever handed to him by everyone he ever
met. He avoided his mother and her constant nagging about him
never amounting to anything at the firm. He avoided making
friends, because friends wanted to rely on you, and that was the last
thing he needed. He even avoided baths when he could, which
probably helped with the whole no friends thing when one thought
about it.

But the point was this: it was work to avoid work.

Work he missed now that it was gone. He always thought
of himself as a lazy slacker, but how was he to realize there was



such an art in knowing just what to say or do when the possibility
of real work arose in his life? And now? Now all he had to dowas
follow the horde and eat when they ate and moan when they
moaned and lurch when they lurched.

We all lurch to the beat of a different heart?

No, that was almost embarrassing!

The challenge of avoiding the challenges of life was gone,
and with it, so was Bob’s happiness.

Perhaps, undead Bob thought, #his is why gombies eat people,
becanse the dead are jealons of the living. Perbaps consuming the flesh of those
alive is just an empty attempt to make myself whole again.

Now there was an idea! It didn’t explain the unending
hunger, of course, but philosophy wasn’t supposed to explain
everything, just some things. The important things. And Bob
couldn’t think of anything more important than himself.

Shuffling along with this new philosophical idea taking
root in his rotting brain, Bob began to contemplate just how he
could return to his previous state of bliss. Bob had loved his life.
Most folks didn’t, but Bob sure did. And he knew he loved it,
because now that he was undead, he missed it. He didn’t know at
the time how much he loved his life. But who does? The whole
thing was very much like not realizing how often you use a body
part until it gets injured. Or goes missing. And since he was now
missing a whole arm, Bob was pretty sure he qualified as an expert
on that.

What was a depressed zombie to do?

There were no powers to be to fight. There was no head
office at which to file a complaint. There wasn’t even a random
sacking or system-wide layoff to look forward to. One didn’t get
fired from being undead.

Fired, undead Bob thought. Ready? Aim? Fire!

That was it. There lay the solution to his problem. If being
this dead was too simple, then there was only one answer for it. He
had to get deader. He had to getdead for realsies. It was going to
be a challenge, perhaps even involving real work, but he thought
that maybe, just this once, he was up to the task. There was just
one problem he could see with the whole idea.

Bob was going to need help to re-kill himself.

He knew—from years of watching movies and reading
books and just some inherent awareness that came with the job of



being undead—that the only way to die this time was going to
include a hole in his head big enough to drive a truck through. On
a normal day, he might be able to accommodate himself. (After all,
he spent a lifetime handling his own head, of both varieties.) But
here lately, Bob was feeling, well, a little shorthanded. As a result,
he knew that he wouldn’t have the strength required to end
himself. Besides, what if another zombie saw him re-kill himself? It
might start a movement, and then he would re-die knowing that his
unique effort was for naught.

Why buck the trend and re-kill yourself if every other
zombie was going to do the same darned thing?

He had to act fast, right now in fact. Bob moved along,
picking up his pace from lurch to stagger, keeping his one good ear
and both good eyes open for any signs of life that was willing to
tight back. Maybe someone with a shotgun or a machete. Or
maybe even a sexy, nubile, half-naked Amazonian with a machine
gun and a thing for dead guys. Yeah. That would be nice. A nice,
sexy way to die a second time. It would be much better than the
way he died the first ime: as the mid-morning snack for some
zombified postal workerwith a penchant for earlobes.

Bob got excited as he groaned and staggered and sought
out his Amazon Queen to do him in. But he knew it wasn’t just a
living person with a weapon he needed; it was privacy too. He
needed somewhere off the beaten path, so other zombies wouldn’t
see him willingly lay down his undead life. This was going to take
some time, but that was okay, because he quite literally had all the
time in the world. He'd searched high and low, deep and wide, and
several other clichéd phrases about distances, when, after several
hours of lurching, he came across a pair of teenage boys hiding at
the end of a dead-end alley (how apropos!) with a single rifle
between them. He knew they had a rifle because one of the kids
fired it at him as soon as he saw Bob.

Fired, and missed.

“Hurry up, Randall,” one said.

“Shut up, Jerry!” the other one said.

“Reload! He’s going to attack!”

“What do you think I’'m doing? It takes a second, okay?”

“We don’t have a second. Kill it!”

To a zombie, this conversation was tantamount to a dinner

bell. Bob’s undead belly grumbled at the prospects of easy pickings.



He moaned and lurched ahead, his stomach on autopilot, while his
mind continued to mull over his little problem.

Wait! his undead brain said. This s what you're looking for,
Bob! Let them reload and shoot you. It’s either this or wander aronnd for
another couple of hours, and who wants to do that? That sounds like work!

At the thought of this four-letter word, Bob stopped, arms
poised for rending, teeth mid-gnash. Yes, yes this was what he was
looking for, a weapon and a living person to fire the weapon. So
there he stood, mid-lurch, waiting for the kid to reload and shoot
him.

“What's it doing?” one kid asked.

“I don’t know,” the other said. “But I'm not going to find
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out.

The second kid, now having reloaded, lifted the rifle and
fired at Bob. And somehow, at almost point blank range, firing at a
single unmoving target, with no crosswind or interference, the kid
still missed. Was the weapon old? Was the kid amoron? Why
couldn’t it be both? Bob panicked, wondering what he was going to
do now. Should he eat them? If he did, how long would it take to
find another armed and isolated person?

The slacker in Bob kicked in and took care of him.

As if hit, he grabbed his chest, groaned and teetered. Then
Bob fell down—well, it was more like a slump to the ground—and
there he did his best to hold still. He hoped, prayed, that the kids
would make sure the zombie—he—was truly dead before they
scampered away.

“Did you hit him?” one kid asked.

“Of course 1did,” the other said.

“It didn’t look like you hit him.”

“He fell down, didn’t he?”

“Maybe you should shoot him again.”

“Why waste the bullets?”

“Yeah, but in that movie they said to double-”

“That was a moviel Who has the gun right now? I’'m not
wasting the ammo. That thing is dead. D-E-D. Dead. Now stop
harping on about it and light up another spliff. I lost my buzz
killing that thing.”

Bob rolled his undead eyes. That explained a lot. End of
the world, and the stoners were still hiding out in an alleyway to
smoke. Well, morons or not, they had his end in hand. He gave his



leg a little twitch, just to assure them that he wasn’t quite as dead as
they hoped he was. Or as dead as he wished to be.

“There!” one kid shouted. “It moved.”

“No it didn’t,” the other said. “Those are just aftershocks.”

“After what?” Bob asked, which of course came out as a
low groan.

“It groaned!” the first kid shouted.

“No it didn’t,” the second said. “It’s just gas.”

“Gas?”

“Sure. When a person dies, all the gas caught up in the
body releases at the same time. My dad was a mortician. He told
me all about it.”

Gas indeed. These kids were starting to sound more like
lunch and less like his deliverance. Bob groaned again, just to prove
his undeadness.

“It groaned again!” the first kid shouted.

“Did it?” the second asked.

“Yes! Now will you please shoot it?”

“No.”

Great gravy! What did a cotpse have to do to get shot in
this town? Bob rolled over and sat up, facing the two as he let out
an extra-spooky, gut-rattling moan that meant something along the
lines of, “Just shut up and shoot me already!”

“Arrgh!” the first kid screamed.

The other kid didn’t yell. Instead, he fired his rifle and
missed yet a third time. Too high and too wide he fired, scattering
buckshot all across the alleyway behind Bob. This kid couldn’t hit
the broadside of a barn with a bull. Even if the bull was less than
an inch from the barn and all the boy had to do was nudge it. Bob
slumped where he sat, frustrated and hungry and tired and hungry
and hungry and hungry. And hungry. Boy was he ever hungry.
What was he going to do now?

“What’s it doing now?” one kid asked.

“I don’t know,” said the second, “I'm trying to reload.”

“Who brings a single-cartridge buckshot rifle for defense
against zombies?”

“Better than no gun at all.”

“With the way you shoot, it’s about the same.”

The armed kid aimed his now-loaded weapon at his
companion. “You’re lucky I'm trying to save ammo.”



“No, I'm lucky you’re alousy shot.”

Bob growled, to remind the kids they were lucky he hadn’t
eaten them. Yet.

The first kid turned the gun on Bob. Good, that was a
start. Now if there were away to guarantee that the kid wouldn’t
miss. This time, the kid didn’t fire right away, and that was good
too. At least he was taking his time, measuring his shot. Perhaps,
fingers and intestines crossed, the boy wouldn’t miss.

“Look at it,” the armed kid said.

“I am looking!” the unarmed kid yelled. “Now shoot it!”

“I mean look, it’s just sitting there.”

“What?”

“It’s just sitting there. Why is it just sitting there?”

“Maybe you stunned it with your last shot. Finish it off.
Put it out of its misery.”

Finally! A word of wisdom from Tweedledumb and
Tweedledumber.

The armed kid shrugged away his worry and tried to aim
his piece at Bob. And from where Bob was seated, he could tell the
shot would once again go too high. So, to help the kid out—and
not to mention save himself a whole lot of work trying to find
another armed and isolated pair of idiots—he reached up and
grabbed the barrel of the gun and pressed the end of it tight against
his forehead. There was no way the kid could miss now. Bob
closed his eyes and waited for the blessed end. The real end. The
final end. All the kid had to do was pull the trigger. Just pull the
trigger and that would be it. Just pull the trigger.

Pull the trigger already!

“Oh, my, God,” one kid said in slow, punctuated bursts.

“Did he just do what I think he just did?” the second
asked in a quiet, awe-filled whisper.

“He just put the barrel of my gun against his head.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought he just did.”

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“You suppose he ... he ... he actually wants to die?”

“I think he does.”

“Does he?”

“Yes!” Bob shouted, which of course came out as a kind
of squeaky grunt.



The kids jumped at his declaration.

“I think he just agreed,” said one kid.

“You know what that means?” the second one said.

“Yeah.”

At last, they were getting the big picture. Bob grinned as
he realized that yes, zombies could feel happiness. He was feeling it
right now. And even though the warm tingling didn’t extend over
the whole of his being, he was still pretty sure it was happiness he
felt. Happy to be laid to rest at last.

“It means we can’t kill him,” said the first kid.

“No we can’t,” agreed the second.

“Waaa?” moaned Bob in confusion. What happened to the
shooting and the killing and the joyful second death?

“A zombie that wants to die?” the first kid asked. “What’s
that all about?”

“I don’t know,” said the second. “Maybe the virus mutated
and is making this one suicidal.”

“We should catch him and take him with us. Maybe
someone will know how to make the others be like him.”

Oh boy! This day just got better and freaking better. Not
only did Bob not consider himself suicidal—he just wanted what
was rightfully his, a decent death, thank you very much—now these
kids planned on leaking his slacking secrets out to every Tom, Dick
and Harry zombie this side of the Rockies. Why was nothing ever
easy? Why was everything one big conspiracy to make him work
harder than he actually wanted to? Why was the kid with the gun
screaming?

Well, the last one turned out to be the easiest to answet.
The kid was screaming because, in his ponderings, Bob had grown
hungry again. And in this state of hunger, he reached for the
nearest snack, which happened to be attached to the hand, wrist
and foreamm of the kid aiming the single-cartridge buckshot rifle at
him. Bob had the poor boy’s index finger halfway down his gullet
before he realized he was even chewing.

“Shoot him!” the second kid yelled.

“I can’t!” the first screamed. “He gnawed off my trigger
finger!”

“Then give me the gun.” The second kid held out his
hands. “I’ll shoot it.”



Bob supposed he hadn’t heard anything so clever in all of
his days. The second one was bound to be a better shot. Wouldn’t
he? Surely he would. An epileptic, blind, one-armed man with all
the directional sense of a demagnetized compass was bound to bea
better shot than that kid. And since he was missing his trigger
finger, he had no choice but to let his friend-

“No!” the first kid shouted. “I'wanna kill it!”

“But it ate your trigger finger,” said his friend.

“I still have my left hand.”

The kid held up the hand in question, as if showing it off.
Bob put an end to that nonsense right quick. He snatched the kid
by the wrist and sheared off the boy’s left index finger with one
powerful snap of his undead jaws. Pointer went from full-grown
piggy to eaten sausage in a matter of moments.

“Why were you still standing so close?” the second kid
asked over the agonized cries of the first.

“I don’t know?!” the first kid cried.

“Give me the gun.”

“No!” The first cradled the gun in the crook of his bloody
arms. “It’s my dad’s gun! He said not to let anyone else shoot it!”

“But you can’t even shoot it,” whined his friend. “You
don’t have any trigger fingers!”

The boy stared at the evidence before him, his face
growing paler with each spurt of blood from either stump.
Speaking of growing paler, Bob had no idea why the kid wasn’t
face down in the dirt already. All it took was a nip to the ear from a
manic mailman and Bob was flat on his backside doing the
obituary mambo. Then again, he always did take to easy chores like
a fish to barrels. No that wasn’t right. It was fish to something else,
wasn’t it? He couldn’t remember.

“Okay,” the kid finally said. ““Take the gun.”

“Good!” the second shouted, taking the gun. A few
awkward moments passed as the kid acquainted himself with the
firearm. Bob filled this time with thoughts of what a fish took to,
and the probability that he could bite off rest of the boy’s fingers
before his friend fired a single shot. That probability was beginning
to look really good, considering how long the new gunman was
taking.

“What’s wrong?” the fingerless wonder asked in a weak
voice.



“How ... how do I fire it?”” his friend asked.

“You point the hollow end at him and pull that curved bit.
But watch out; it kicks like a mule. That’s probably why my shots
have been so wild.”

“Sure. That and you can’t aim.”

“Can’t aim? You can’t even shoot!”

“I can too.” And to prove his point, the boy did just that.

Bob took the shot full in the face, blowing his brains out
the backside of his skull and painting the end of the alleyway in
delightful hues of putrid green and midnight black. As he fell to the
ground his last thought was this:

Carpe Mortis.

Yes, that sounded about right.
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Catt Dahman

Mr. Romero’s Warriors

“George Romero was spot on.”

“Dead on. Get it? Dead on? It makes it more witty.”

“Wittier,” She nodded. “You must be witty at all costs.”

“He wasn’t exactly right, but he was close.”

“By far. He insisted they were slow,” She nodded. “He is
like a Romeropedia.”’

He smiled, “And thanks to him, we know better than to
run over to the mall. No mall shopping.”

“No. I'was thinking that some things aren’t exactly like he
thought.”

That wasn’t the right line. Neal frowned, tilting his head
and drumming his fingertips lightly on the arm of the chair. They
had done this routine a thousand times, albeit with a few variations.
Sometimes the routine was funny and sometimes it was grim, but it
was always safely predictable. He tried to get her back on track,
“The mall is closed.”

“Not really closed. Closed to us, I reckon, but that’s what
he was wrong about. They don’t just stand outside the mall doors
forever and moan and shuffle aimlessly.”

Neal sighed. This was becoming a conversation instead of
a routine and he didn’t like it. “Okay, let’s do another routine. We
can do the one about blondes being safe because they’re brainless.
That one is funny.” But none of them were really funny; it was just
better to laugh at something of your own doing than to start
laughing as if you were insane. Some did that: laughed or cried until
they sat down and refused to move even as the shamblers came
around, laughing while they were ripped to shreds.

“Do you dream?” Jenny asked.

“No,” he lied. Why had she asked that? It wasn’t fair. They
both knew Neal was lying because sometimes he whimpered in his
sleep and she reached over to pat him.



Neal saw that some of the others were glancing at them,
listening. Had they stayed with the nice, safe routine, no one would
have looked up. They preferred a witty conversation, not one with
meaning.

“I dream. Not like the dreams before or right after...not
like those,” Jenny said, “but other dreams. They dream too. Mr.
Romero didn’t know that, did he? He didn’t know they slept and
dreamed. He thought they would be just walking dead people.

Crawling dead if you shoot ‘em in the legs, he thought. That was
a line from their routine but Neal didn’t say it. Why had she
brought this up? Why did she mention that and make Neal think of
how they appeared to sleep and dream, moaning and maybe
human-like verbalizations?

In some ways, it was worse than when they chased him.
When they dreamed, it made them seem almost, well, human. If he
thought about it too long, he would....

“Scream,” Jenny said. “I think sometimes they scream
when they dream. We could add that to the routine but I don’t
think you like it.”

“I don’t.”

Everyone was listening now, their eyes shifting with fear.
We weren’t supposed to talk about this.

“We should move on,” she said.

“Not yet. In the movies....” I began.

“In the movies. The main characters die. I’'m not saying we
are the main characters, but he was spot on about the basics and he
made the rules, and I think we may be at least some of the main
characters. He never wrote about this patt...some did but not him
and only he can make the rules.”

“But....”

“But nothing. We’re on our own now. No one ever cares
about the main characters past the initial struggles. No one cares
what comes next. Mr. Romero never mentioned all the changes.
For everyone”

Neal could handle it all. He had handled his wozrst
nightmares, killed them and run from them, hid, and survived. He
had learned to play witty word games. He had watched the
creatures sleeping, and had seen a little girl mouthing the word
mommy over and over in her sleep. Her shirt had been matted with
dried blood and pus.



When the girl moaned and reached for him, Neal had felt
nothing as he shot her in the head, because that was simply what
they had to do, but he hadn’t only shot her because she was
infectious or would bite if she got close, but because he wanted her
to stop dreaming. It was obscene.

Neal saw a few of the others inching for the doors, ready
to run away. Neal wanted to scream; he wanted Jenny to stop
talking. He was afraid she might say what Neal was thinking, and if
she did, he might scream and scream forever.

She said those three words that terrified him to his very
soul, “We are a// evolving.”
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Mia Darien

Descent

Demeter.

The goddess. Not she who is mother to the earth, but she
who is earth mother. Her compassion gave the people the
knowledge of growing and cultivating, how to survive off the
earth’s bounty. Her anguish rent the wozrld and shaded half the year
in cold. She who held no fear to confront the god of death, to
show her power to Mount Olympus itself, all to have her daughter
Persephone back.

She whose steps nourish the ground, so that people might
live from it. A powerful ally, a powerful enemy.

A powerful ancestor.

This is what my mother, Cyrana, told me: that she was the
issue of a brief coupling between Demeter and a mortal man. It
was where, she said, our power came from. I never found reason to
question the story, for power we did have. We had power that
others did not, or if they did, they hid it very well and more than
we cared to.

The story that I shall tell took place in the twelve hundreds
B.C. - twelve centuries before the birth of Christ.

I lived near the Black Sea at that time, in a region known
as Thrace. I was notborn there, as far as I know, but my mother
had never told me where I had been born. She was dead, my
mother, by the time I lived in that place. I chose it because, at that
time, I was devoted to Ares, the god of savagewar and blood lust.
The mountainous areas of Thrace, with its war-like people, were
said to be most like him. It was also said that he had been born of
that violent land.

They did not call me witch then. In those days, I was
simply Ioena. No one could tell my age and staying on my good
side meant good things for one’s crops and live-stock, particularly
horses. Their crops and sheep I cared little for, but for what from
those things they would pay mewith. It was a way for me to make



a living. I could use my powers to encourage good growth in fields
and easier tempers in animals. (Unfortunately, I was not able to use
this power as keenly on humans, just animals.) Their horses,
however, I'was happy to tend. It was said that Demeter chose to
run in the form of a mare and she has often been associated with
horses by those who worshipped her. I suppose that would explain
my affection for them, although I never spent much time
wondering why.

It was a blessing, our ancestry, my mother had said,
although it was weaker in me than in her, for my father had been
mortal. This was as much as I ever knew or cared to know.

My life was a strange one, but it always had been. In every
place I lived, I was a part of it and yet wholly removed. Thrace was
no different, but I felt more at home there than anywhere else.
People were good to me because they feared me, which is also why
they stayed away except for matters of business. I did not mind
that, though, as I liked my independence from other humans. This
is a trait that has grown stronger in people in the years since, but it
was not as common then. It only added to the aura around me that
kept others away.

One morning in spring - when Demeter’s daughter was
with her mother for half the year and the earth bloomed again - I
made a decision, the long term consequences of which I could not
have begun to comprehend. I wanted to make a gift to Ares. I
wanted to make a gift above and beyond all other offerings I had
ever made, or that anyone else would give to him.

There were four mares in my possession. They were
beautiful and strong, graceful in ways that only horses of their
nature can be. They were pure black in color and their fur gleamed
in sun and moon light. It would be hard to part with them, for I
adored them above all else, but I wanted to give only the best to
Ares. They would be wonderful gifts, perhaps even consorts for
the four fire-breathing stallions who pulled his chariot. They would
be as lovers, like Ares and 1 had once been.

I am sure that you wondered why I was devoted to Ares
when I was a descendent of Demeter.

The problem was that the matres were completely docile
and would be no match for Ares’ steeds.

“A small change,” I whispered to them as they grazed.

I stayed near them until night fall, exerting the full will of



my power. If my mares were to be given to Ares, they had to not
only be strong, but fierce. They had to be as fire - powerful and
consuming. By the time that darkness descended, they were
precisely what I needed them to be: four man-eating mares. They
were viscous, wild and untamable, though they did not harm me,
for I'was as their mother.

Speaking to Ares as if he were there - for I knew he could
hear me - I told him of my gift to him. I fell asleep in that small
field with my horses. In the morning, they were gone and I knew
that Ares had taken them, for I had made them so only a god (and
1) could handle them.

They were magnificent.

A lot of my power was wasted on such small things:
helping bring a good harvest or calming the live-stock of farmers.
In this, it felt good to create something great and strong.

It was some time later that I would encounter Ares upon
the road. He simply appeared and Iwas caught quite off guard. It
might seem odd to you, but in those days, gods walked among us
when ever they chose. He chose to appear to me as he akways did,
and as he always would to others, for he was too proud to disguise
himself. He wished to thank me for the horses, and I was very
flattered, until he told me that his son Diomedes had them.

One does not simply argue with a god, but oh how 1
wanted to argue with him. I wanted to scream at him, curse, and
rail against the lack of feeling that he had shown me. I was most
devoted to him, so was I not worthy of more attention in my
offerings than that? I had poured time and energy in to creating a
gift worthy of him alone, and he had simply cast them off to one of
his bastard sons. I did not care that Diomedes was the king of
Thrace. He was not 7y king!

I said nothing of how I felt and watched as Ares departed,
leaving me to contemplate the fickleness of the gods... and of one
in particular.

Years would pass. I did not get to see my mares in all of
that time, nor was I ever able to again create anything that was their
equal, and I tried.

Then, during a day that was like any other, a terrible tale
found its way to my ear.

One of Zeus’ many half-mortal children, a man named
Heracles, had slain King Diomedes and fed him to my mares. This



part did not cause me any significant alarm, for Diomedes was a
giant and would make a good meal for them. No, I was not upset
about that at all, for he should never have had my beautiful mares
in the first place.

The part of the tale that bothered me was what came after.
This Heracles had bound and stole my mares, who were then sated
and calm from their meal, and he had taken them to some King
Eurystheus - yet another king who was not #y king but who had
been given my horses! Then, this unworthy man had turned and
offered these magnificent creatures to that arrogant pig Zeus, who
did notwish them. I would have been glad for their survival and
escape from sacrifice and would have gone any length to get them
back, but Zeus had sent wild beasts to slay and eat them.

It was as though those beasts had eaten my heart. It was as
though I was the one torn to shreds and lying in their bellies. I
cannot define nor describe my anguish, or the level of my sudden
and over-whelming desperation.

There was only one place that I could go to for help.

I wanted my horses back, but they were in the bellies of
beasts and even killing those animals would not bring them back. If
it would have, I would have hunted down each one and torn them
apart with my hands.

No, this required stronger measures. I could not seck out
Ares to help me, for this was entirely his fault in the first place.
Besides, this was not his area. I had to seck out the divine
assistance of one who knew of death.

I descended in to Hades.

I... do notwish to tell about my time there, but to say that
Hades is Hades, in both the place and the god who over-sees it.
Years passed above, though it did not feel like that long while I was
there. It took me a great while, but I finally struck my bargain.

The details of the arrangement are unimportant and none
of your concern, because I say that it is not. Suffice it to say that I
managed the task I went down there for. It had really taken most
of my time in that place to convince the god of the underwozrld
that I would keep my side of the deal.

In the end, I got what I wanted: a way to bring my mares
back.

Unfortunately, I could not simply give them life again.
This was because they had been killed as well as consumed by



beasts serving a god’s bidding. There were no longer any bodies to
reanimate, and I could not even piece them together for they were
locked in those animals by the will of Zeus. Hades could only give
me their spirits. I had to supply the bodies.

It was not easy to seck out horses for slaughter, for the
affinity that I have always had for the creatures, but this was so that
my mares may live again. It was a necessary evil. I chose steeds
from different places and in far reaching areas, so that their
disappearances would not be suspicious. I used my power to lure
them away to my home.

Once I had found and slain the four mares I needed, I was
able to use my powers together with Hades’ blessing to call their
spitits back from the underworld. They slipped upwards like mist
from the ground - pale silver clouds in a night sky. I guided the
four mists to settle upon the bodies of these other horses, and one
by one they did.

Watching with growing excitement, I waited for them to
come to life, but my excitement became dread before too long.
Nothing was happening! I moved to one and pressed my ear to the
cold flesh and fur and I could hear no heart beat. I closed my eyes,
and began to weep with my head resting upon the corpse’s
shoulder.

But then... the body twitched.

I'jumped back at first, startled and terrified with primordial
instinct. My heart beat painfully hard against the inside of my
breast as I stared at the mare. She twitched again and then again.
They happened more frequently as time seemed to creep by. I
crawled closer to her head. The horse’s eyes were open, glassy and
wild and of a pale white colot, as if there were some thin substance
covering them, yet I knew she could see. She... was alive, yet not in
the ways other things were. I did not then know the term or
concept to describe these creatures. All that I knew was that
something strange had occurred.

Tentatively, I laid my hand on the pale fur of her jaw line.
She calmed a little and let me pull her head on my lap, stroke the
soft fur of her nose and ears. She turned her milky eyes towards me
and I found curious depths there. She was like a child, I thought,
who had yet to learn how to make her body function in the way
she wanted.

“You were fire itself,” I whispered to her. “As if



Prometheus had brought you to the people and not the flame we
warm ourselves by. You can be again. You will be again,” I
promised her. Looking in to her eyes, I thought that perhaps she
understood and believed me.

The night grew long and I'was tired, but I could not stop
now. I concentrated on my mare with that part of me that held
power, mind and spirit, urging her to her feet. She whickered a
soft, muted noise through a thick throat and then shifted,
twitching, stumbling laboriously to her feet. Once there, she
swayed but stayed up.

One by one, each of them began to awaken and I did the
same for them all until all four were on their feet. It was almost
dawn by then and I lay down, exhausted. In their painful, wavering
gait, each walked over to me, like children to a mother. Their noses
were still cold, like death, as they sniffed me and touched my skin,
but I did not mind.

I had them back.

Over the days and weeks to come, I spent most of my time
with my mares. I kept them hidden during the day, lest anyone
think wrongly of them and try to harm them. I took them out to
roam at night, for they were most obedient to me and I had no fear
they’d run away. They grew to frenzy when others came close to
our home, however. This was how I knew that it was truly the
spitits of my horses who were in these bodies, although they
looked so different.

During this time, I could feel my power growing stronger,
darker. I used it to help my mares learn better, to move better,
although it only went so far. Plus, I still had other obligations to the
Thracians that were a matter of my own survival, so this used some
of my time and power as well.

What else occurred was my process of learning about them
and what sort of creatures they were. The only thing that, at the
time, I could think to call them was the ‘living dead’, for they were
both living and dead. Their spirits were undiminished, but as time
passed, I saw that their bodies were decaying around them. At first,
they did not seem to notice, but every now and then, they would
look atme in such a way as broke my heart - like they knew, but
did not understand. At least they did not seem to be in any pain
from what was going on around and inside them - not physical
pain, at least. If it did hurt them in any way, they did not show it.



I would watch them when we would go out in the nights,
moving through the sparse forests of this area of Thrace.
Sometimes they would choose to toam and explore. Their
movements were usually slow, but the glassiness of their eyes
seemed to not affect their sight too greatly, for they did not often
walk in to things. On the rare times they did, they’d pull back and
look surprised. I had found that they seemed to be more emotive
in death - showing more reaction and feeling than they had in life,
even at their wildest. If they hit something hard enough, they
would thread their way back to me and I would do what I could to
ease them and that mare would stay close by me for awhile, as if
reassuring herself that it was all right. After a while, she would
either get over it or forget it - I could not be sure which - but either
way, the exploration would resume.

It was quite by chance that I discovered an interesting and
important fact one night. I had learned early on that they did not
need to eat to live, but I found that they could eat. Some small
animal had died in their area and I happened to come upon them
as they devoured it. I noticed later that the rate of decay slowed for
a time after that.

I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it myself. It made
sense.

The night following this discovery, I traveled for a time
until I came to a village where they did not know me on sight.
There was a man traveling along the road. He was alone and there
was no one else for a good space in either direction, so I knew that
I had found the one that I needed. I stayed behind, far behind, for
awhile and just kept him at the edge of my sight. It was a lot like
tracking animals, which is what he was.

Since I had never killed a human, I had to think carefully
about the best way to do it. I could not be deterred from my plan
by lack of knowledge, though, because my horses needed me to do
this. The day following the consuming of that creature, when the
decay lessened, I could see it in their eyes. It made such a
difference that I could not ignore this chance, even though this
process would not be simple or easy, I imagined.

It turned out to be easier than I had thought.

I found a rock on the side of the road. It was heavy, but
still of a size to fit in one hand as I'walked a little quicker, balancing
on the balls of my feet to silence my steps as I approached the



man. My power of soothing was weak on humans, but it was better
than nothing. He did not turn around as I came up behind him and
hit him hard on the back of the head, right where his neck met his
skull. I had once seen a man of medicine use this on a soldier
returned from a conflict who could notbe saved nor spared. There
was a slightly wet, thudding noise as the two connected. He made
no sound as he crumbled on to the road way. I stared at the prone
body for a moment and then knelt beside him. He was dead.

I next began the laborious process of dragging him to my
home. I placed my amms under his, lifting him slightly and then
pulling him over dirt and stone. He was heavy, but probably did
not weigh much more than I did, so that made it easier. I kept to
the very edge of the road, so that we could hide if any one else
passed by.

Luckily, no one did.

When I reached my mares, I presented them with their
meal and urged them to eat it, which they did, all descending upon
it at once. It was food and that was all they needed to know. I was
simply gratified to see their condition improve following that
feeding.

When they nuzzled their noses against me, not as much of
their fur and skin would chafe off. It was wonderful.

Quickly it became habit that every other night I would
fetch them a fresh meal. They continued to improve, although their
eyes never lost that milky sheen and their movements were never
completely free of the awkward halting gait. They never breathed
again, nor ever had their hearts beat again. I sometimes thought
that they even seemed frustrated at times, as though their spirits
and bodies were in conflict, but on the whole, they improved.

I did what I could to soothe them through out it all. I used
my power as well as my simple presence. Eventually, I even began
to sleep outside with them. They would gather as close as they
could around me, their large bodies blocking each other some
what, but not so much as to be a concern - they were close. I had
no fear of them and they had none of me. It was like we held an
unw ritten promise that wewould take care of each other... I at least
knew that I promised them as much.

Unfortunately, I was so taken up with my care of them
that I did not see what was happening around me. People knew I
was hiding something and strange noises could be heard from the



area of my home during the night. They also saw that people were
going missing. They put it together, although they did not
understand it. They simply connected the things together and
decided to actonit.

This was all information that I would come to learn by
other means much later on.

It was near dawn when they came: farmers and hunters
armed with tools and weapons of their homes. Thrace was a
wattior nation, but the wartiors all seemed t© be elsewhere that
night, yet even one man with a kitchen knife can be lethal if he had
the will to use it as such, and it seems that they did have such will.

I only knew they were there because my mares sensed
them and roused one another, as well as me, before the men could
grab me. They, my horses, were rearing and dancing, biting and
pawing at the men. Such grace! The noises they made were bestial,
almost not like horses at all, but like the wild and magnificent
animals that I had always known them to be. If no one else would
be loyal to me, they would.

At first, the men tried to push their way past them, but to
no use. My mares were powerful and fierce. Their teeth were
sharper than the average horse’s and they were unafraid to make
that fact known. In fear, the men backed up.

“What do you want?”” I shouted at them over the noises of
the horses while I hid in their protective cluster. It was a strange
turn of events, for they circled around me like I was the foal and
they were the protective circle.

“We want you to leave and to never come back!” one of
the men shouted back at me, brandishing some farming tool he
used to cultivate the crops that I helped him to grow.

Leave? 1 was in shock at the idea, but the seriousness of
their demand was quite plain in the looks on their faces and the
stances of their bodies. I may not have been like everyone else, but
I had done good things for Thrace and this was how they treated
me? I only ever wished to take care of my mares, who had as much
right as any other to eat and live - such as it was. I stared for a long
moment, but I knew that it was no good.

I kept my eyes firmly on the mob before us as I started
backing in to the darkness of the forest behind us, using my power
and connection with the horses to keep them with me, although
they continued to dance in halting, frightening and powerful steps



as we went. Anger seeded inside me once more as fear ebbed away
and already I was adding these people to the list in my mind of
those who would pay for what they had done to my horses, and to
me. All things would come in time, but for now, there were more
important matters to attend to.

When we were a safe distance away and there were no
signs of our being followed, I turned to begin our escape in earnest
and with greater speed. I only looked back once after that, only to
see my home rising in flames.

It’s been lifetimes since our arduous escape to Gaul, which
we almost did not survive. We migrated through that land for a
number of years that I do not now wish to count, but we survived -
in what ways they survive anything, being that they are not
precisely alive. I suppose I can only thank Demeter herself for my
own survival, and longevity.

Later I'would have my revenge, but that’s another story
and for another time. This one I must end here, for my mares are

hungry.
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Flesh Seekers

My heart beat rapidly. Pounding furiously within my chest.
Ready to explode at any moment. I heard people talking all around
me but I must have been out of it because I didn’t understand what
they were saying and I couldn’t make out their faces. Death waited
for me. But I wasn’t ready to die. It sucked because no one could
help me since I was one of them. You know, a Flesh Secker, and
that meant the end for me.

At nineteen, I had too much to live for. A beautiful girl
and a baby on the way. A baby that I might not ever see and may
not get to live. I heard her voice, the cute high pitched tone with
the little Texas twang at the end. Kait’s voice. Dammn, I wish she was
here with me now. She was everything I had dreamed of and wanted
ina girl.

Yeah, I can hear my mamma. “Are you crazy muchacho?
She’s a Bolilla and her family won’t approve of you going out with
her.”

I knew it would be far-fetched to get Kait to go out with
me, but what did I have to lose? I was a Mexican with good looks
along with a slim, muscular body and a talent for drawing. She
wanted me; I knew by the way her eyes watched my every move in
history class. I just needed the right opportunity to convince her to
give me that chance. I still remember the day, like it was yesterday.

“Josh Sanchez, you and Kaitlyn Richardson will work
together. Toby Bentley you'll be with Susan Silverman.” The
history teacher went on, going down the list, pairing us with a
member of the opposite sex to do a project on Women’s Rights. 1
didn’t give a damn about the project, but Kaitlyn... hell yeah. She
was finel The high school cheerleader, the hottest blonde in the
school, the most popular and the richest.

Even though Kait came from money, she wasn’t the
typical stuck up, snobby bitch like most popular chicks. She was
different and that’s why I liked her. She always made it a point to
smile at me and say ‘47’when she passed me in the halls. I wanted
to say %7’ to her first, but I have to admit that she did intimidate
me. So instead, I would wait for her to say it first.



“Hi, 'm Kait Richardson.” She stood in front of me,
holding out her hand and smiling.

I couldn’t help but notice her perfectly straight and
bleached white teeth, blaring right at me. Next to het’s, my mouth
looked like Jaws, teeth all crooked and pointed. So I gave a half
smile, trying to hide my messed up chompers and shook her hand.
“Hey, 'm Josh, Josh Sanchez.”

“Yes, I know who you are,” she said, taking a seat in the
empty desk to the left of me. She crossed her long slim legs,
blocking any chance of seeing up her tight denim micro mini skirt,
even though she had on some type of leggings underneath.

My heatt literally stopped. No way! She didn’t know me.
Unless saying %:’in the halls as we passed each other, qualified as
knowing each other. Then again, she rea/ly didn’t know who I was.
After all, I was only a poor kid from the wrong side of the tracks,
trying to fit in with all the cool kids at school. Basically, a nobody.
“You do?”

“Of course. You're like one of the best artists in this
school. I love how you draw.” She twirled a lock of cutls around
her fingers. Her nails sparkled, with each turn.

“Nah, I'm not that good. I mean... I guess I do okay.”
What the hell? I couldn’t think for shit. All the words jumbled up
inside of my head. Something about this girl made me lose it. I
looked down and saw my hands shaking, so I shoved them under
the desk and held onto my knees. If she saw them trembling, she’d
think I was a coward.

“I think you do better than okay. You’re paintings have
won tons of awards and I hear the teachers say really good things
about you.” She batted her eyes at me, showing off the vivid colors
of eye shadow that streaked across her lids. It hypnotized me and I
pictured painting this beautiful girl somewhere in the Falls, the
historic water gardens in downtown, Lake Vine, Texas.

I had to blink a few times to get my concentration back.
“You do?” This girl had to be smoking something. The teachers
hated me. They didn’t like where I came from or the fact that they
had to let me in their prestigions technical school’. 1f they had it their
way, I would be somewhere else.

“Yes. In fact I think you’re going to be a famous artist one
day. There’s a special place for you within one of the regions, if not
all of them.”



I busted out laughing at what she said. “What? Nah, I
don’t think so.” She might have been right, but things weren’t the
same since the World Wide Depression and the Great Regions of
Freedom had formed. The GRF practically ran your life. Luckily,
the citizens still had a choice in what they would do with their lives,
if you call choosing one of the top three choices from the career
assessments they made everyone take. Test, test, test. That’s all
these administrators in this God forsaken GRF did!

“What about you? I’'ve seen your work displayed and it’s
good, too.”

She tilted her head down, allowing the waves of cutls to
cover half her face. Did I embarrass her? “Please. I draw clothes
and you draw people and buildings. There’s a difference.”

She did have a point, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I
wanted to make her feel good about her drawings, make her feel
special, like no one else could. We were only sophomores at the
time, but it would be the start of a journey that I couldn’t imagine
taking with anyone else.

Those great memories vanished the moment I felt a
sudden coldness creep up over my body. The people in the
background continued talking and I struggled to focus in on their
words. Was I about to die? Maybe I didn’t want to know so that’s
why I blocked them out. Time. I needed more time to remember
all the great moments I had with Kait.

A bright light shined in my left eye. It vanished as
blackness fell over it. Then the same bright light blared into my
right eye before turning pitch black again. I knew they were
checking me out. I felt them standing right over me. The wammth
of their breath, telling me they were alive and human. Unlike the air
that seemed to disappear from my lungs at times.

“His pupils are dilated. Tests show he has some brain
activity, but not much. We can either wait and see what happens or
go ahead and inject him.” A deep and rough voice said, tunneling
through my ears as it reverberated through my mind. End my life? A
life that I hadn’t even had the chance to live. Would my child suffer
the same fate as me?

“I'll inform Dr. Richardson and wait for his orders.” A
lady spoke softly before fading off into the cold, dark room.

Why was it so dark? Why was I so cold? My body shivered
on the inside, to the point of nearly convulsing, even though it



didn’t move on the outside. My blood crawled through my veins,
but crumbled before circulating again. Was my body breaking
apart? Was I deteriorating to nothing? I knew it wouldn’t be long
now.

How did this happen? And why did this have to happen to
me? That’s what started to go through my mind as I lay there
waiting, my fate based on the decision of one man. The man who I
knew would hate me from day one. The man my mother warned
me about. Dr. Stephen Richardson, Kait’s dad. I knew it from the
minute I met him that he would either take my life or destroy me
somehow.

How did I know that? I’'m usually right on when it comes
to judging a person’s character. That’s what probably helped me
stay out of trouble, even though I grew up around nothing but
troublemakers. But I refused to be like my father. A no good, lying,
cheating, worthless, s.0.b who left my mom with three small kids
and ended up in prison. The last time I saw the man, I happened to
be riding my bike outside when he drove past our house with some
woman, younger than my mom, sitting next to him. Only ten years
old at the time, I didn’t say anything to my mamma about it, but
that memory stuck in my head.

That’s what Kait and I had in common. Dads we couldn’t
stand. Dr. Richardson was the exact opposite of my dad. Where my
dad abandoned us, Kait’s dad ruled her life. Maybe because he
feared losing her like he had lost her mother. Unlike my loser
father, Kait’s ole’ man was highly educated, smart, good-looking
and worked for the dignitaries of the GRF. In his role as Director
of Health Care, he had alot of power. Primarily, he ensured all
males between the ages of thirteen and forty got their monthly
dose of Letumdotrophin.

I wanted to burn the tattoo off of my amm; the marking the
medicine patch left on me and every guy that was forced to take it.
The medicine that didn’t work and allowed Kait to get pregnant
anyways. I can still see the look on her face when she told me.

“What is it, Kait? What's wrong?” I stood in the doorway
of her domitory. Her face had turned three shades lighter. The
sun-kissed California glow all gone.

“I... I need to tell you something.” Her voice trembled as
she started pacing the small room.



“Ookkaay.” I shut the door behind me and rushed over to
her, taking her in my arms. Her body trembled as though coming
down with the flu. Never had I seen her so shook up, except when
her dad said she couldn’t go t school in California. But that time,
she was mad more than anything. This time, she was scared.

“I... Idon’t know how to tell you this.” She broke outin a
hard cry, sobbing and mumbling words that I couldn’t understand.

“Kait. .. what is it, baby? You can tell me.” I stroked the
back of her head, holding her close to my chest. My heart pounded
inside of me, fearful of what she might tell me. “It’s okay. You can
tell me.” I tried to get her to calm down, to stop ctying, but she
Was so upset.

“I'm... oh no. How did this happen?” She managed to get
out between deep sighs and cries.

“How did what happen? Kait... tell me. What is it”” I took
a seat on the edge of her bed, pulling her into my lap. She held on
to me, like I was the only thing she had left to hang on to. Then
again, I was. Her mother gone and her father back in Texas.

She opened her hand and handed me a small oval stick. It
shook in her hand, like it had a mind of its own. I took the stick
from her and looked at it. “What’s this?”

Her tears stopped instantly and she looked at me like I was
an idiot. But who could blame her? I grew up around boys and
when it came to gitly stuff, I usually learned it from Kait, not my
mamma. “Youdon’t know what this is?”

“Am I supposed to?” I said looking at the strange cross on
the front of it. In our time, in our world, commercials about family
planning didn’t exist. They were replaced with either abstinence or
prevention. Thanks to the depression, the GRF dictated who and
how many children families could have. The higher your status, the
more children they allowed you to have. Basically if you were poor,
that meant that you couldn’t have any kids. Unless you proved that
you could care for yourself and not be a burden to society.

The GRF did everything and anything to keep us from
slipping back into another deep depression. They made it their
number one goal to make sure we moved forward as a society.
Reminding us constantly on issues we didn’t agree on, that it was
for ‘he greater good’. For the last seven years they took a dictatorial
approach on controlling the birth rate. Even though it seemed to
help with fewer people on government assistance and the economy



rebounding, people didn’t like being told when or if they could
have children.

Her eyes softened into an 17 sorry’look before she said,
“It’s a pregnancy test.”

Everything stopped. The room, Kait, time, not to mention
my breath. “Josh... Josh? Are you okay?” She had to shake mea
few times before I came to.

“Ummm... yeah. I mean... no. No! I'm not okay and
neither are you. We are not okay. Shit! How did this happen?” 1
squeezed the stick tightly in my hand as if that would somehow
make the unplanned pregnancy go away.

“I don’t know! Isn’t that stupid medicine supposed to
work?” Kait pulled up my shirt sleeve, checking my arm for the
medicine patch.

I'looked down at the shield surrounded bywhat looked
like broken wings. The longer I stared at it, the more I noticed the
skulls on each side of the design, indicating that all life stopped
with this medicine. But for some unknown reason, it didn’t with us.

I yanked my arm away, pissed that it didn’t work. It wasn’t
her fault, but it made me mad thinking about the decision wewere
going to have t make. “Why don’t you ask your dad!” I snapped,
shoving her off my lap and standing to my feet.

I paced the floor, my amms crossed against my chest and
my hands balled up in a fist. I needed to hit something, not Kait, of
course, but I had to take my frustration out on something. But
there was nothing I could hit, so I yelled.

“UGGGGHHHH!” T yelled, like a mad man. Not caring
if I scared all the girls in the rooms next to Kait’s or if security
came running down the hall. I collapsed next to her on her small
twin bed. All life sucked out of me.

She looked at me, her lip quivering with fear. “I'm so
sorry.”

Tears poured from her baby blue eyes and I felt bad for
throwing her a low one about her dad, but it slipped out. Daznmn!
“Come here, baby.” I pulled her back into my arms.

“What are we going to do?” Her eyes pleaded for the right
answer, which I didn’t have.

All'T knew was that this road wouldn’t be easy, whatever
we decided to do. “Don’t worry. We will figure this all out.”



In the background, I heard the beeping from one of the
monitors pick up. It started beeping faster and faster as my heart
rate stayed a beat ahead of it. My blood began to move quicker,
picking up the pace as it flowed toward my heart, ready to be
energized again. My tongue salivated and I smelled the sweet scent
of skin, the flesh of the nurse in the room and the smell of another
person, a guy nearby. I knew this feeling all too well. $4i#/ Not again!

The weirdest thing about breaking out into one of my
flesh-eating episodes was that I really didn’t remember much.
Other than wanting, craving and desiring flesh like it was milk and
cookies fresh out of the oven. You know the ones that are all
gooey and dripping with hot chocolate. Mmmmm... yeah those
kind. That’s what flesh tasted like as it rolled across my tongue,
sweeping across every taste bud before easing down my throat and
into my stomach. Sweet. Tasty. Savory to the very last muscle fiber.

I had never really eaten a person, or at least I didn’t think I
had. I had only taken a few bites out of an arm or leg, or whatever
I could rip oft of them. Just enough to satisfy the craving and
desires that filled my mouth. The cravings were more than a
pregnant woman begging for a burger and fries from the fast food
joint down the street. No, these cravings wetre beyond controllable.
Deadly. Which meant I would stop at nothing to satisfy them.

It still freaked me out, thinking back to the first time it
happened. Kait and I were going down an elevator, alone, after
classes had finished. I hadn’t been feeling good all day. She teased
me, saying that I had sympathy symptoms. I kind of believed her
because I had been eating like crazy and kept feeling sick to my
stomach off and on. I also craved meat to no end. Even to the
point that I had went to the store the day before and bought a
whole chicken and ripped it open the minute I got to my dorm
room and ate it raw. Yep, skin, gizzards and all.

“Josh? Are you okay?” Kait said, bracing me against the
wall of the elevator.

“I don’t know. I'm not feeling too good.” Saliva ran out
the sides of my mouth. Kait’s skin smelled wonderfully sweet.
Sweet like honey with strawberties and chocolate on the side. I
wanted to lick her, like the way a dog greets his master. Fill my
tongue with every bit of her innocent taste.

“You’re sweating like crazy.” She held her hand up to my
forehead, checking my temperature.



I hid the truth of what was going through my mind. No
wayl I couldn’t tell her about the twisted cravings I had been
having because I knew they would freak her out. Instead I said,
“I'm so hungry.”

“Your eyes! They’re turning dark. Josh what’s wrong with
your” A look of worry washed across Kait’s face and I knew
something was definitely wrong with me.

“I... I...” Iwanted to say 1 didn’t know’but for some
reason, I couldn’t speak. I had actually forgotten how to talk. How
to say anything at all. All the words faded from my memory. I hung
onto the railing in the elevator, watching the shiny steel walls
around me narrow, closing in on me and fast.

“Josh! Oh my God! Your tongue... it’s black. Put it back
in your mouth!” She let go of me and took a few steps back. The
fear that formed in her eyes made me feel like a demon of some
sort. Like a vampire, wanting to suck the blood out of her. Only I
wanted to rip the flesh off of her. Taste the rubbery meat filled
with strings of veins. Most of all, I longed to gnaw on her tender
bones and crunch my teeth against the ctispy pieces of cartilage.
The beast in me was coming out.

Thank God, something stopped me from doing that.
Maybe it was the love that I had for her which was woven deep in
to my heart, telling me not to do it. Or the fact that I wanted to
protect her. Shield her from everything. Shelter her against her
biggest enemy, me. Yet there was no escaping what I had become.

The lights faded out and my senses honed in on one thing
and one thing only. Flesh. “Run! Run!” I managed to yell the
moment the doors to the elevator opened.

“Help! Somebody help me!” Kait stumbled out of the
small confined space, pushing the button to close the door behind
her frantically. I guess Kait had an angel on her side, because 1
heard a voice, ordering me to push the button to close the doors
from inside. That was the last thing I remembered. My finger
pressed hard against the bubbled button, keeping me locked in the
six by six holding cell that didn’t allow me to tear the flesh off of
anyone, at least that day.

I felt another surge of wammth, this ime shoot up my am.
What was happening now? Why hadn’t I turned into the flesh-
eating freak that I was destined to be? Something had changed.
What? I didn’t know. I knew Ididn’t want to be this man-eating



zombie any more. I loved Kait and wewere going to have a baby.
We had a life ahead of us. I needed her. She needed me. Our baby
needed us. No way could I be without her. Living or dead.

“Quick, give me 30 cc’s of methylphenidate.” A guy’s
voice said. This was a different guy’s voice than the other one that
had been in the room. Not only did he sound different, but he
smelled different too. All of a sudden, my senses began to fade and
I didn’t smell flesh any longer. Instead, the queasy smell of plastic
bandages and bleach filled the room. Hospital smrell. Y nk!

“Josh? Sweetie, can you hear me?”

“Kaaiitt?”” I struggled to openmy eyes. I had to see her.
Kait was herel

“Josh, it’s me Kait. Wake up.” She gave my face a light
slap.

b Oh no, what was she doing here? I'm too dangerous. Then again, 1
was happy to see her once again before they killed me. See her
mesmerizing blue eyes, feel the softness of her skin, kiss her
luscious peachy lips. Place my hand on her baby bump. Kazz. My
beantiful, Kait.

“Wake up, Josh. We gotta go!”

To be continued in

Flesh Seekers

Apocalvptic Trilogy, Book 1
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Jacqueline Druga

ZOMBIE BATTLE:

Part One
OUTBREAK

CHAPTER ONE

May 2nd
Carancus, Puno, Peru

It streaked across the heavens. Green and bright, as if God
Himself used a fluorescent marker and created a colorful slash
mark against the star sparkled clear night sky. It didn’t make a
sound, not at first.

Carlos Linderas was a simple man. He lived a modest life
with only the focus of raising his young son. But on that night he
focused on something else. Whatever it was that fell from the sky.
He saw it. He was sitting by the window of his two room home,
sewing, when he caught glimpse. He wasn’t quite sure what it was,
a shooting star, meteor, anything, but he was certain it landed with
an impact. First the thunderous sound, then the vibration. It
rocked his stance and then his inner being when he heard the rain
of debris against his tin roof.

His six year old son, Juan sat on the floor and looked up.

Catlos bolted to the dooz. “Stay put,” he said with a point.

“But Papa...” Juan stood.

“Stay. I'll be back.”

Even though it was only he and his son, Carlos didn’t
think much about leaving his small child alone. Not in their village,
everyone watched out for everyone.

Apparently, everyone also watched the thing fall from the
sky. Carlos and a few dozen others hurried to the landing site.

They had no clue how far away it was, it had to be close.



Some left on foot, others by truck. Not many drove there,
not many owned vehicles.

A man named Ben led the way and a pack of others on
foot. Benwas strong, fit and fast. He also owned one of the
vehicles, so it was no surprise he was first to leave.

Carlos partnered up with Mr. Lund for the discovery
journey, an old man who lived a few houses down. The
conversation was nil in their quick pace to where the object had
landed. The pace slowed down the closer they drew, Catlos
attributed that Mr. Lund’s age. He wheezed heavily, catching his
breath often.

The taillights of Ben’s truck glowed in a weird fog, they
trudged only a half of a mile to the impact. There was a weird smell
the closer they got, not pungent or strong, just odd. It tickled
Catlos’ nose. He couldn’t tell if it was the odor or dust.

Ben was calling out for people to hurry.

Carlos looked at Mr. Lund who waved him to ‘go on’. He
left the old man, half bent over, holding on to his knees, catching
his physical bearings.

Ben stood on a huge mound of dirt several yards head of
his truck.

“Hurry,” Ben said. “Look before it goes.”

Carlos did. An object, rock like, had fallen into the earth
creating a crater 100 feet around and at least twenty feet deep. At
tirst, Catlos thought Ben was insane. Go where? Where would the
object go? Then he saw the reason for Ben’s concern. The rock,
cracked and distorted, leaked a clear fluid. Water like, boiling,
rapidly it filled the crater, burying the rock beneath the flowing
liquid.

“Maybe it hit a well,” Carlos suggested.

“No, it’s coming from the rock,” Ben retorted.

As if the rock would do something magical, the forty some
people watched, watched the crater slowly fill up.

Another villager commented that someone had to call for
help, and she ran back down toward the village to contact
authorities.

But Catlos remained.

It wasn’t long, though, that he started to feel badly. His
head hurt, eyes, watered, nose burned and stomach turned.



He didn’t want to come actoss as weak and refrained from
saying anything until Ben turned his head and squeezed his eyes.

“Are you OK?” Carlos asked.

Ben shook his head. “No, my head hurts.”

“Mine, too.” Carlos whispered as if he were telling a secret.

His voice carried in the darkness, and a few others
responded with their same symptoms.

“This is crazy,” Carlos thought. ‘One person’s illness is
becoming another’s. It has to be all in our minds.’

Perhaps for the others it was, but Carlos knew his illness
certainly wasn’t mental. His stomach bubbled with nausea and to
save himself from embatrrassment, Catlos excused himself, claimed
he wanted to find help as well, and walked from the mound of dirt.
He knew he was getting sicker by the second.

He hadn’t made it twenty feet and his body heaved
outward, projecting a huge eruption of vomit. He bent over,
holding his stomach, wanting for the heaves to cease. When they
tinally did, when the contents had completed their course from his
stomach, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and lifted
his head.

He had to put aside his own illness. For it was then he
noticed Mr. Lund had collapsed, and Carlos ran to aid him.

Lund didn’t respond, he lay still, breathing labored breaths
as his face rested in a huge pool of his own regurgitation.

SIS L>

It took two hours for authorities to arrive at the scene, and
that included the skeptical Jorge Lopez, a lead official. He had seen
it all, heard it all from the villagers who not one year earlier claimed
a United States Satellite fell into their area contaminating them all.

So, when he arrived, he arrived with attitude.

Two local policemen were on the scene, one was already
complaining of the same symptoms.

“I don’t know how much longer I'll be here, I'm ill,” said
the one.

Jorge nodded, wanted to say ‘yeah, yeah’. He listened to
the policeman rattle off about his headache, vomiting, and dizzy
spells. “How about you?” Jorge turned to the other officer.

“Same. Not well. Everyone is sick.”



“Everyone?” Jorge asked with sarcasm. ““That’s five
hundred people. Five hundred people are ill right now?”

Both police officers looked at each other. “Almost
everyone. Those who were inside are not ill. Not yet.”

With another passive, ‘“A-hmm’, Jorge requested that the
officer take him to the site where the supposed rock from the sky
landed.

They did.

His first thought was that mass hysteria was contagious.
Trails of vomit were seen everywhere at the circumference of the
impact site.

The hole was filled with water.

Jorge was certain if it wasn’t a satellite; surely, someone hit
awell.

A twinge hit his stomach.

Jorge winced.

Readying to admit defeat to the psychosomatic illness, in
the midst of repeating that it was nonsense in his mind, he heard
his urgent summoning.

He turned to his right and saw the waving flashlight. The
voice calling from a distance of two hundred yards.

“Let’s go,” Jorge instructed the police officer next to him.

But that fell on deaf ears.

At least for the time being.

The police officer was vomiting.

Leaving him be, Jorge followed the directions of the call,
making it there at a trottet’s pace.

The official that called had on a face mask. “Look!” he
told Jorge.

Beyond his shoulder was the grazing field, and the official
used the beam of the flashlight as a pointer.

“Look, he repeated.

Jorge stepped forward and his eyes widened with horror.

There was no movement, but a weitd sound did emanate.
Almost moans, but they weren’t. They were sickly cries out from
animals that were too ill to pick themselves up from the grass.

Animals didn’t suffer or fall victim to mass hysteria.

Jorge knew something was up.

“Shut down the town. Get authorities in here,” Jorge
instructed. “Let no one in or out.” He pulled his phone from his



pocket. “Damn it. No signal.” He began to move in a different
direction.

“Where are you going?” The official asked.

“This is bigger than us. We need bigger help.”

Jorge walked off.

SISG5>

His father had resorted to keeping a bucket nearby. How
many times did he vomit? Juan lost count. All he knew was that his
father wouldn’t let him near the windows or dootrs and he muttered
over and over t a neighbor that something wasn’t right.

His father slumped in a chait, eyes datk, face pale. Juan
played with his only truck.

A commotion started outside and Carlos with as much
energy as he could, stopped and looked out the windows.

Juan was confused. What was all the shouting, screaming?

The voice of a man from outside cartied, “Check the
house over there.”

His father dropped the curtain and backed awaywhen
Mrs. Lund from next door cried out, ‘I’'m not sick.”

Panic? Was that the look on his father’s face? Panic?

“Hide,” his father instructed. “Hide, my son.”

“But Papa.”

A knock came at the door,

His father jolted a look at the door then raced to the
storage closet. He drew back the curtain style door. “In here, my
son. Now. And be quite. Say nothing.”

“Papa,” Juan backed in with his fathet’s shove.

“Nothing. Quiet it is for your own good.”

He pulled the curtain closed and Juan huddled against the
wall. The knocking was stronger, louder, and in the dark shadows
of that closet, Juan could see what was happening.

“Yes?” his father answered the door.

“Take him,” The man in the mask and clipboard said. “He
is obviously ill. Detain him.”

Two other men in what looked like space suits grabbed
hold of Carlos.

“Anyone else in the house?” the one man asked.

“No, I live alone. I am awidower,” his father replied.



“Take him.”

Juan watched his father with dignity walk with the suited
men. He wanted to scream, protect his father, but he obeyed his
father’s wishes.

The leader man with a clipboard walked in and looked
around. Just as he turned, he stopped.

The truck.

Crouching down, he lifted the toy truck and shifted his
eyes around.

Juan curled his body as best as he could when he saw the
clipboard man start to search. Grabbing his father’s coat, Juan
wrapped his small frame underneath and prayed he wouldn’t be
discovered.

The curtain to the closet whipped open.

Juan didn’t know what would happen. He expected the
coat to be lifted from him.

It wasn’t.

He didn’t move, breathe, or shudder. He just hid and
stayed that way even when he heard the man leave the home.

How long though? How long did he hunch in the closet.
He didn’t know. He had fallen asleep and dawn approached, the
sky was slightly lit and the village was dead quiet.

He crawled from the closet, the door was open.

Juan was scared, too scared to even call out, make a noise
or be seen.

As best he could, he snuck to the door and peaked out.

Nothing. No one. Just emptiness.

Where had they taken his father?

Where was everyone else?

Juan didn’t know, but he had to find out. At the very least,
he had to get help.

Even though it was a good distance away, Juan ran. He ran
as fast as he could to make it to the next small town.



CHAPTER TWO
May 3rd
Atlanta, GA

Irma Klein was a strong woman both in body and spirit.
She covered her thickness with flattering garments. A thickness she
attributed to age. Often telling people she wanted to gain weight as
she grew older, it lessoned the wrinkles and was cheaper than
Botox. She walked up behind her husband as he sat at his desk
chair and ran her fingers through his hair. Almost as if she were
conveying some sort of compassion for his having to work. Her
fingers grazed through, taking in the silk feeling of his curls.
Twenty-seven years eatlier, when they were first married, the cutls
were dark. Now they were gray. Saul often joked that she caused
his gray hair, but Irma dismissed that, stating how could he get gray
when she was the one who wortied all the time.

And she did. She wortied at that moment about Saul. He
had been at the home desk since two in the morning. Computer to
phone to files to computer. Now it was pushing nine am.

Poor Saul.

He didn’t acknowledge her presence, but Irma felt he
wanted her there.

The sun from the window reflected off the picture of
Jeremy that sat on Saul’s desk. Their first and only grandson. The
one year old boy looked bubbly and happy in the photo.

One hand on Saul’s back, Irma reached atound for the
picture frame and lifted it. “You know, precious, you keep working
these hours you aren’t gonna be around to see little Jerry’s Bar
Mitzvah.”

“Eh,” Saul shrugged. “God willing, I'll be happy to see
him go to school.”

Irma gasped out. “Saul. You’re cranky. You haven’t slept.”

“I have to work on this.”

“Can I get you something? Coffee, tea?”

“No.” Finally, Saul turned his head and looked at her.



Irma gasped again. “Sauly.” Immediately, she grabbed a
chair, sliding it to the desk. His eyes were dark; he looked more
wortried than she had ever seen. She sat down. “Sauly, what’s going
on?”’

Even though she had never seen him with that particular
fearful expression, she hated that look on his face. She dreaded that
look on his face. Saul was the director at the Centers for Disease
Control, and since he started working there, she had waited for that
look.

There it was.

“It’s the end of the world isn’t it?”” she asked. “The big
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one.

“No. No-no.” Saul grasped her hand. “It’s just that...” he
shook his head “It’s confidential.”

“You need to get this off your chest. You need to talk to
someone. I see it on your face. I'm here.”

“It’s classified.”

“Iwon’t say a word.” She hit her hand against her chest
then rose. “I swear. Have I ever?”

“No, you haven’t.”” He smiled gently.

“What’s going onr”

“This one is sealed. I’'m supposed to keep it sealed. Send
only my best and highest level clearance people.”

“Who is telling you to keep it sealed?” she asked.

“Who do you think? The bosses, governments.”

“Governments as in plural?” She closed her eyes. “And
you’re saying this isn’t the big one?”

“It’s not the big one. Not from the info I'm getting. If it
was, it has begun, like the last one, in a very remote area.”

“Where?”

“Peru.”

Irma chuckled. “Peru is not remote. How can you say Peru
is remote?”

“The village is. It’s thirty miles from the next village and
most of the villagers don’t have cars or phones. It’s remote. Trust
me it’s remote.”

“What is going on there? A virus?”

“I don’t know. It baffles me. Something landed.” Saul
paused in a correction mode. ““They say something landed and
caused these people to get sick.”



“Landed? What could have landed?”

“Meteor, satellite. I think, with this clearance, it’s a
chemical weapon, 'm guessing.”

“In Perur” she asked. “Who would hit a small village in
Peru with a chemical weapon? Do they even have any enemies?”

Saul smiled with obvious enjoyment over her words; he
laid his hand on her face. “I think it was an accident. You know the
Soviets have missiles docked in space forever. One lets loose ...”
He shrugged his shoulders with drawn words. “You have an
accident.”

“That would make sense for the secrecy.”

“Exactly.”

“Are they dead?”

“Sick. We are going to see what they have.”

“Oh, Saul, you said we. You don’t mean ‘you’ do you?”

“No.” He waved out his hand. “I'm sending Katherine to
meet Hans Riesman there.”

“I don’t like him.”

“Neither does she, she has valid reasons. You. Youdon’t
like him because he’s German.”

“Nonsense.” Irma paused and breathed out. “So 1
shouldn’t worry?”

“No. Not at all. You can worry about Jerry and his
teething. Worry about what to make for dinner. Worry that your
husband will be too tired to make love to his wife.” He chuckled
and grabbed her hand. “But worry about an illness and the end of
the world?” He leaned to her and kissed her on the cheek.
“Never.”

SISG5>

Katherine Welsh tried to settle herself into a comfort zone;
it was going to be a long flight. The wheezing engines aided to her
annoyance, she just wanted to take off. Usually when the CDC sent
her somewhere in an emergency, they sent her with a ton of data to
review. It wasn’t the case with the Peruvian incident. A few sheets.
Hans, who would be there hours before her, promised to start right
away on sampling. Even though the WHO (World Health
Organization) was already there and on it.



Where were the photos, the details? Nothing but basics
was in the folder.

Hans commented on the phone that the ‘top secrecy’ of it
all was probably the reason for the lack of information.

“We’'ll be taking off shortly,” the stewardess said. “Can I
get you anything?”

“Not right now,” replied Katherine. “After we take off,
coffee would be nice.”

Politely, the stewardess smiled and went back to her
business. Which wasn’t much. The full size private jet had
Katherine and a skeleton crew.

She was hungty, her stomach grumbled, and the scent of
the pastrami sandwich in her brief case called for her.

Katherine didn’t make or pack the sandwich; it was given
to her by Irma Klein. Although Katherine was certain, Saul was
gonna miss that sandwich come lunch time.

Irma.

Katherine had seen a few CDC directors come and go in
her time, but none she liked or respected as much as Saul. Perhaps
because she knew him and worked with the brilliant doctor as an
understudy in Vermont.

At times though, she wondered if it was Saul as a director
she liked or Irma’s presence.

The fifty year old woman was a mother to all, or at least
acted it. Anyone younger than Saul who worked with him she took
a protective attitude. Even though Katherine was only twelve years
her junior, Irma mothered her as well.

Katherine admittedly was nervous about the trip, armed
with little information, she was relieved to see Saul and happy to
see Irma as she prepared to board the plane.

The second car at the Klein household was in the repair
shop and Irma drove Saul.

Saul had very little prep talk to deliver.

“Did you eat, youlook pale?” Irma asked Katherine.

Saul shook his head.

“I didn’t eat.”” Katherine replied.

“Uh, Honey, you should eat. Is there time to grab a bite?”

Saul held up his hand. “Irma, there’s no time.”

“It’s a long flight. Saul, give her your lunch.”

“What?” Saul acted shocked.



“Give her your lunch. I’ll bring you another.”

Katherine interjected, “Really, I can eat on the plane.”

“She can eat on the plane.” Saul repeated.

“She can’t rely on plane food. They give skimpy portions
and who knows how long the food sets. The sandwich is fresh,
give her your lunch.” Irma took Saul’s briefcase.

Saul argued with her, Irma ignored him and handed
Katherine the brown sack. “There’s a nice pastrami sandwich in
there, a kosher pickle and ...” she lowered her voice to a whisper
as it the edible contents were a secret. “Pickled green tomatoes.
Enough to tide you over. Plus it will make you smell enough to
keep the Peru men away; I heard they attack blonde women.”

“Irmal” Saul scolded.

She waved her hand at him in a hush manner. “Go,” She
said to Katherine. “Be safe. Come back and don’t catch anything.”

Was it embarrassed or annoyance at his wife’s behavior?
Katherine couldn’t figure it out but she accepted the lunch with
gratefulness.

What an ‘up’ to a downer send off. Katherine knew this
was setious and seeing Irma helped. One never knew what Irma
would say or do. Once at a get together, Irma asked Katherine that
should she die would Katherine take care of Saul and the children.
Added bonus, Saul was hung like a race horse.

Katherine responded that she wasn’t sure her husband
would like that, but would keep the race horse thing in mind.

In her first class seat, airplane leveling from take off,
Katherine laughed.

She didn’t even realize she laughed out loud until Bret
Barret said something.

“What’s so funny?”” he asked.

“Oh," Katherine briefly closed her eyes in embarrassment.
“Just thinking back about something Irma said.”

Bret laughed. “I can only imagine. Irma is like a dose of
good when you need it.”

Katherine nodded her agreement. Bret was right. Irma was
like Alka Seltzer, a bubbly medicine that kicks in and makes you
feel good. She only wished they marketed medicinal versions of
Irma. A miracle cure. Something in side of Katherine told her, the
situation in Peru, would need just that.



CHAPTER THREE
May 31d
Carancus, Puno, Peru

It was hard for Catlos to distinguish who was asking him
questions. Between his illness and the biohazard suits the doctors
and military wore, he never knew if he were speaking to the same
person.

It didn’t matter. Catlos’ story remained the same.

Why was it so hard for them to believe a rock fell from the
sky? Why were there so many government officials? He could see if
it were a satellite or missile, but Carlos saw it with his own eyes. It
was a rock. Now, he was told there was no rock, there was nothing
but water.

Whatever it was embedded itself into the earth.

And if that rock caused his sickness, how many more
others would be affected.

At that instant, Catlos thought about his son and wortied.

He took comfort in the fact that his son was nowhere near
the rock. In addition, Ben’s wife, who also was far away, was well.
Carlos knew that, she had been taken into quarantine as well.

The questions were the same. What did you see? What
time was this? Did you smell anything?

Catlos answered then Carlos ended it all with ‘excuse me
while I vomit’.

Another man from his village said he had eavesdropped
and heard the doctors say there were 150 people affected. Anyone
who went near the site turned ill

Stay away from the site’, Carlos beckoned in his mind to
his son. Just stay away.’

Carlos had thrown up so much in the last ten hours, there
was nothing left but green bile. His stomach churned and twisted
with pain. His head wretched and a fever raged.

He was told by the medical people it would pass. That he
probably inhaled fumes from whatever it was.

If it was going to pass, surely Carlos would have been
feeling better. Instead, like a raging infection, he just grew worse.

<SG I5L>



Juan was hungry, but it wasn’t time to eat. Not yet. He had
gone back home to his village, to his home to get food and water
for the trip. He knew it would take him days. But he would prevail.

His stomach felt funny, but he attributed that to hunger.
At only six, he knew what it took to sutvive. Before they moved to
the village, when his mother was alive, he and his father were lost
in the forest for several days. His father taught him much.
Including being careful.

Juan was.

He knew he had better take the tree lined path, stay off the
main roads, and move without being seen on the way to the next
town.

That was evident. The police, military, and men in space
suits were everywhere, even more so near the big hole when he
walked by. He was able to sneak unseen and get a look at the hole
that drew attention, but it only held water.

When a man shouted out for him to ‘stop, don’t move’,
Juan ran. He would keep on running, too, until he made it to the

next town.



CHAPTER FOUR
May 5th
Carancus, Puno, Peru

If it smelled like normal vomit, it probably wouldn’t have
bothered Hans Riesman, however the regurgitation that erupted
from the 603 patients was foul smelling, like death.

Hans was grateful the journey into the tents of the aid
town, were infrequent.

He finished his report to Saul, the third and he hoped final
one, typing it on the computer and preparing it to send. Hans who
was a brilliant virologist was stumped as much as anyone.

None of the infected showed signs of getting better, in
fact, they deteriorated. A wellness camp, courtesy of the Peru
Health ministry, WHO, and CDC, was erected twenty-three miles
from the nearest town in a remote field. They had divided up the
ill. Those initially infected, then day two infections. There were no
day three infections because the town had been cleared out, and
those who remained wore respirators.

That told Hans a lot. Whatever it was wasn’t in the air nor
was it airborne. The initial victims were tended to by local doctors
twenty miles away and those doctors didn’t wear protective
clothing, nor did they show signs of the illness.

Then the other test confirmed. It showed a viral bacteria in
the blood stream that had taken over. Hans was hopeful, with it
being a bacteria, that meant antibiotics, but this was resistant. Why
wouldn’t it be? It came from somewhere unknown.

That same bacterium was found in the soil, on the
rooftops, grass, invisible to the naked eye but it was there. It was
more predominant around the landing site. Traces of the bacterium
dissipated the further from town they went. After a ten mile radius,
no traces were found.

Hans and everyone else deducted, whatever landed in that
hole released something that worked like a man made biological
weapon. It affected everyone in an area, and diminished in time.



The scariest part of it all was somehow it was contagious.
No contact victims had contracted it, yet. However, tests showed
when healthy cells were introduced to the bacterium; the bacterium
took over within four to eight hours. Blood to blood. Fluid to fluid.
At least with that route of transmission and infection it was easier
to keep under control.

Even though they no longer wore respirators, teams wore
protective gear and exercised extreme caution when cleaning up.

Hans was confident, and he expressed so in his report to
Saul. Contained.

No new cases, they were isolated, every person exposed
was quarantined, and the impact site secure.

He ended his report stating, ‘It is only a matter of time to
tinalize answers. The infected will either get well or succumb, and
for that, we just have to wait.



CHAPTER FIVE
Atlanta, GA

The dining room table was all set for dinner when Saul
came home, which was unusual. Irma usually set the kitchen table,
seeing that it was just those two. But the addition of two place
settings told him they were having company. Saul didn’t want to
ask about it, he just wanted to jump in the shower.

A napkin covered a basket of rolls, which Irma set on the
table when a crisp smelling Saul returned.

“Saul, honey, please, put on a nice shirt.”

“I’'m home for the first ime in nearly 48 hours. I'm not
working. I’d like to be comfortable.”

“Fine.” Irma walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “I
have a nice cheese plate made in the kitchen, do you want to
nibble?”

“No, no, I'm good.” Saul’s hands gripped the back of the
chair. “Who’s coming to dinner?”

“Bill and Lacia.”

“Who?”

“Bill and Lacia. Katherine’s husband and daughter. I
figured they could use a home cooked meal while she’s out of
town.”

“Irma, I don’t think Katherine cooked.”

Irma gave a little wave of her hand. “I’'m sure they had
meal time.” She glanced up at Saul as she fixed the table. “What’s
going on? Is it that Peruvian flu? I've been reading about that in the
papers, the net ...”

“You shouldn’t hear much about that after tomorrow
morning.”

“Over?”

“Contained Hans said.” Saul remarked.

“So you’re marking it contained.”

“Actually, the news release is that it’s mass hysteria causing
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it.



Irma’s hand went to her chest. “Thank God. What
wonderful news to be telling Bill and Lacia.”

“What news?”

“That Katherine should be home. It’s not a flu it’s
hysteria.”

“No, Irma.” Saul shook his head. ““The news release is
gonna say it’s mass hysteria.”

“It’s not?”

“No.”

“Saul why are you lying to the public?”

“To stop mass hysteria.”

Irma tilted her head with a look that conveyed she didn’t
understand.

“What else can we do?”” Saul asked.

“So there is a flu?”

“Oh, yeah. Not aitborne, but a highly contagious fast
moving flu.”

“Deadly?”

“No one has died yet.”

“Yet?”

Saul shrugged.

“But it’s contained?”’

“Yes. No more ill have come in, we have everyone that is
infected.”

“Saul, if it’s contained. Why not say that?” Irma asked.

“Because how canwe explain a flu or bacterial infection
that we have never seen, that appears more and more every day to
have come from outer space.”

Irma gasped. “I've read novels about that.”

“Yeah, so have millions of other people. It could be worse
if the news of this thing gets out. No, no.” Saul walked slowly from
the chair. “It’s better this way. This way everyone will forget about
it. We can put it to rest and God willing.” Saul peered to her with
his tired eyes. “We'll never see this again.”



CHAPTER SIX
May 6th
Carancus, Puno, Peru

Katherine rubbed her eyes. If she stared at the microbes
on the computer screen another second, she would go blind and or
crazy. Peering to the corner of her computer screen, she saw the
time of 2 AM. Things had been quiet, too quiet. She didn’t even
hear many voices. She decided quicet time was the best time to
check on things.

She left her makeshift lab quietly. Hans was sleeping on
the cot and she pulled the door closed. A soldier was posted right
outside her door. He stood diligently on his night shift.

“Evening,” she said to him.

“Ma’am. Working late I see.”

“Again,” she smiled pleasantly at him. He wasn’t young.
He wasn’t old, but he wasn’t a baby face soldier. She was grateful
for the protection that the Army provided. Of course, they had
their own virology team there as well. Their trailer posted another
mile or so away. They were there for research, not care. Katherine
was there for both.

She said a good night, thanked him for doing his job and
walked over to the first tent about fifty yards away. No soldiers
were posted there. No need. There were four that sat by a
petimeter twenty yards away. Too far to shout out to them, she
didn’t want to wake the ill.

The first tent contained about two hundred people, the
first wave of ill; she’d walk through there on her way to the next
tent.

She opened the flap. It smelled funny, sounded too quiet.

Stepping into the clerical and nurses’ area, Katherine was
surprised that the night nurse wasn’t there. Maybe she was
checking on patients.

With an extension of her arm, she drew back the curtain to
the main sick bay. A place where cots upon cots were lined up.

Katherine stopped.



The tent was void of the hundred of patients. The cots
were empty. Was she dreaming? Where were the patients? Just as
she turned to find help, she saw a single patient lying on the bed.

Catlos.

He didn’t move. Katherine walked hurriedly to the bed.

“Carlos.” She reached down to this arm and he fingers
retracted. Cold. His skin was hard and cold. Her hand moved to his
wrist. “Oh my God,” she wisped out. He hadn’t a pulse. She turned
to call for help when a hand clasped upon her forearm. She peeped
a shriek at the tight grip and shifted her eyes.

Carlos stared at her.

“Catlos?” She reached for his grip. “Catlos you’re hurting
me.”

A foul odor pummeled her when he widened his mouth
and gasped.

She turned her head, aiming her voice outward with a
shout. “Someone!” But she never got a chance to get out another
word. A sharp tearing pain ripped into her arm like she had never
felt, and a silent scream of agony escaped her. She looked to see
Carlos, his teeth sunk into her flesh. Strands of bloody ligaments
and veins extended from her atrm to his mouth as he pulled
hungrily.

Horrified, Katherine fought to free her arm. Her screams
were muffled with pain and fear, and her escape attempt was in
vain.

From the cot, Carlos lunged. His flailing body careened
into Katherine, knocking her into anther cot. Locked in almost a
mad, fighting embrace, they fell to the floor.

<SG L>

Like a child with night terrors, Hans sat straight up on the
cot, tensioning, unable to move, unaware of his surroundings. It
took him a few moments to come to. He controlled his breaths and
his mind began to think cleatly.

Was it a scream he heard? Yes, he heard a scream.

Wait. He thought, no. No only silence.

What was it that caused him to awake and sit straight up in
bed?



The lights in the lab were still on and he looked at his
watch.

Nearly three am.

Needing a cigarette, Hans swung his legs over the cot,
stumbled to the door, grabbing his coat and smokes as he opened
it.

The soldier on post looked over his shoulder at Hans and
smiled.

“Son,” Hans said. Not that the soldier could be his son,
Hans had him by maybe 15 years tops.

“Sir.”

“You seen Dr. Welsh?” Hans lit a cigarette.

“Yes, sir, she went to the tents.” The soldier nodded in a
point at the tent area.

“Did you hear anything?”” Hans asked, blowing out the
smoke.

“No, sir, it’s been quiet.”

Cigarette clenched between his fingers he brought it to his
lips and inhaled deeply bringing his head upward as he did.

Hans paused.

Through the corner of his eye, he saw a flicker of the light
in the tent. “Did you see that?”

“See what?”

“The light in the tent flickered.”

“No, I didn’t. Maybe .. .”

It was clear that the soldier saw it at the same time Hans
did.

This time the light truly flickered as if it were being hit.

“I’'m going to go check that out,” Hans said, and started to
walk toward the tent.

“I'll come with you.”

The soldier kept up the pace and as they approached, they
could hear the other group of soldiers talking and laughing.

Hans took that as a sign all was well.

Probably just a power problem.

He walked into the tent. Nothing. No sounds. He lifted
the nurse’s clipboard, to check to see when she did rounds last.

He stared at it,

“Something wrong?” the soldier asked.



“Last notation was two hours ago. Where is the nurse?
Katherine.”

“In there?”

Holding the clipboard, Hans parted the curtain. His steps
were slow, as he was exposed to the same first sight as Katherine
had been.

“Where are the patients?” the soldier quizzed.

“I ... Idon’t know.” Hans stuttered. His body shifted to
the right and to the left. “God.”

The shifting of his weapon startled Hans almost as much
as all the blood by Carlos’ empty cot.

“What the hell happened?” Hans spoke his thoughts out
loud. “Soldier, go get some help.”

“Yes, sir. I think you should come with me, though.”

“I'm fine.”

“Sir...”

“I'm fine. Go.”

“Yes, sit.”

The soldier backed up and left. Hans walked to the cot.

The bedding was still shimmering in blood and he stared at
it in wonder. But he wasn’t going to stay long. After a quick
examination he turned.

The light flickered and he saw her.

At the other end of the tent, Katherine stood there. He
couldn’t see her cleatly, she was a mere shadow.

Hans sighed out in relief. “Katherine.” He rushed her way.

She didn’t move.

“Katherine. Are you all right.” He closed in on her. “What
happened here?”

On his last word, Katherine stammeted to him and into
the way of the light.

Hans saw her.

Her head tilted, her body bloody, her neck was wounded,
and from her stomach, a gaping hole appeared to seep her insides.
Her lifeless eyes stared at him.

“Good God, Katherine.” In an instinctual leap to help,
Hans grabbed on to her. His fingers touched her arm. He froze as
he got a closer look.



Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. He
felt it when he saw her. And then Katherine made this horrendous
gasping sound. Her mouth opened and it lunged for his arm.

Hans drew back his arm quickly and Katherine moved in a
slow attack mode. He shoved her back. “Soldiet!” he cried out and
she leapt for him again. Another shove, Katherine stumbled back,
and returned in her pursuit.

He couldn’t think of anything else, but to get out of there.
But before she could touch him again, in order to make a clear
escape, Hans swung out the clipboatrd, smashing her in the side of
the head. He dropped it and ran out.

<SG L>

It was a blur.

Hans took off from the tent with the mission in mind to
call the CDC. Someone. He didn’t know what happened, what
occurred. He screamed for help as he ran from the tent, looking
over his shoulder only once to see the soldiers scurry to aid.

But he kept on r

He locked the CDC lab His hands shook. Calm. Calm. He
had to calm down.

He fumbled for his cigarettes and, against the rules or not,
lit on in the lab and grabbed the phone. His fingers shook his badly
as he dialed and inhaled his nicotine.

A couple hits, a ring. No answer. A voice mail.

Damn it.

Middle of the message he heard a few shots outside and it
caused him to jump and topple the phone.

In a panic he spun around, double check the lock. As he
did he noticed the blood on his hand. Heart beating out of control,
Hans ran to the sink, rolled up his sleeve and submerged his arm
under the power stream all with the cigarette dangling from his lips.

“Come on, come on,” he beckoned out loud, watching the
blood clear from his skin.

He breathed out heavily. A sigh. The injury was a speck
bigger than a puncture would and wasn’t even bleeding anymore.

After rinsing, he washed it, rinsed, and then scrubbed the
wound with disinfectant.



He coughed from the smoke, dried his arms, and then
finally took the cigarette from his lips.

His phone was broken on the floor, and he reached down
for the pieces.

Telling himself to relax, he sat, smoked his cigarette and
tried to fix his phone. Anything to take his mind off of the strange
event that had just occurred.

SIS L>

‘God, oh my God. Something’s happened. The bacteria.
The virus...” Hans’ words were rushed, panicked, and filled with
static on the voicemail message. ‘Something’s happened to
Katherine. She’s gotten violent. I think she caught it. Maybe it’s the
virus. The patients are gone. Not dead gone, but gone. I fear they
may be suffering from the same delirium. She tried to attack me.
She ...

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Silence.

End of message.

Saul had missed the call and by the time he woke, the
phone stopped ringing. He tried with diligence to call back, but it
went straight to voice mail.

All he knew was that a frightened sounding Hans called
and there were gunshots.

He tried every line and couldn’t get through to the site.

Saul didn’t need to be a psychic to know something went
awry. Hans never lost his cool. Ever.

First thing was first, Saul had to find out what was going
on and get help if needed to the area. He couldn’t do that from his
home, so praying that everything was fine, he began to make phone
calls for that help.



CHAPTER SEVEN
4 miles out Carancus, Puno, Peru

Pedro was a farmer, ot he liked to associate himself as
being a farmer. He didn’t grow much, and when his business as a
carpenter folded, he moved his wife and two children to live with
his mother. An ill woman of little means.

They made it through the hard times. Selling chickens and
eggs, along with greens.

Pedro, a man of forty-five was a good man. People liked
him. They counted on him. Strong and fit, dependable and wise.

Pedro had a lot to say about his teenage children. On the
previous night, their late night sneaking wasn’t a bad thing. They
had gone out to the wooded area with others and heard a child
crying. Sobbing, they said and they and their friends searched.
Hours after they were supposed to be home they told Pedro of
their search. At first, Pedro, like any father thought this was their
excuse, until he saw the desperation on their faces.

Then he, knowing the area as well as he did, took up the
search.

When he first entered the area he heard the crying and
followed it, calling out for the child. The crying continued and
Pedro worried for the child’s welfare, and if he could get to the
child before the elements did.

He searched for hours until the crying ceased. Pedro sat
down to take a break, closed his eyes and fell fast asleep.

He dreamt of his search, how he kept looking, until he fell
down a hill and broke his leg. The dream of the broken leg was so
real he could actually feel pain. In fact, the pain woke Pedro.

Lying on his back, the eatly morning sun started to peek
through the trees and he opened his eyes, wincing in pain. Had he
slept on his leg wrong? It was when he tried to sit up that he
looked down to this leg and screamed in hortor.

A goat was gnawing on his calf. Blood seeped through.
Pedro screamed, jolted his leg from the jaws of the goat, and



grabbed his walking stick. The goat sneered at him as if amad dog
and after bucking on its hind legs jumped Ped1o’s way.

Using the stick, Pedro careened down on the head of the
goat. It moved back some then lunged again. This time, Pedro was
ready. End out on his stick he rammed in through the open mouth
of the goat directly through his throat into the back ofits head.

The goat froze.

It took all of his strength to move the goat from him.
When the goat hit the ground, Pedro stood. His leg ached and hurt
worse than any pain he felt. He reached for his stick and got a
closer look at the goat. Its entire side was removed. His ribcage and
muscles were seen. Pedro didn’t even bother for the stick. He
hobbled back, wanting only to get back home and get help.

A scuffling sound caught his attention.

Pedro turned.

There behind him was a boy, no older than six. The child
was dirty, blood caked around his mouth and jaw. Typically, Pedro
would have reached out to the boy to help. But there was
something about the child. His eyes were lifeless, white, skin pasty
almost gray. And as the child extended his arms and stared at
Pedro with a demonic look, Pedro spun and as best as he could
with an injured leg, took off running.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Fayetteville, NC

The CNN headlines read, ‘Could Mass Hysteria Be the
Cause?’ It caught Lil’s attention as her internet browser logged on.

She didn’t think much about it until she saw the sub
headline about a meteor or object landing in Peru. Then she was
drawn in. A lifelong fan of phenomena, especially anything earth
shattering, caught her attention.

Lil clicked on the link.

It didn’t say much. An undetermined object landed in
Peru. Hundreds were ill, or were they?

Not good enough. It did make her mind wander some.

She returned to task at hand.

Searching the history of the computer to see where her
husband was.

He didn’t think or wasn’t techno enough to clear it. Never
did. Not that she was spying on him, ok, she was, but not to find
another woman, rather to find out whether or not he was going to
divorce her.

He was on the phone the whole day before with Branch,
she heard that. Only one end. He wanted to be deployed. No
longer wanted to live on base, non-deployable position, teaching.
They were, at least what she could gather from his end, not
favoring his deployment choice.

He wanted to leave. Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.
Leaving to go somewhere else didn’t necessarily mean he was
leaving her. Perhaps just taking a break, to think.

Who was she kidding?

Jack didn’t believe in divorce, and was waiting on her to do
so. In the meantime he’d make it unbearable. Or so Lil thought,
make her want to leave him.

He didn’t yell, scream, or was violent. He was quiet.

He spoke when needed t and that wasn’t much. An
instructor in the Army, he left early and came home late.

Lil tried. She tried with everything she had to make up for
her mistake and it was a mistake.



After eight years of being together, she didn’t know what
got into her, but she was unfaithful to Jack.

The first and last time.

She tried to justify it. He was never home, didn’t pay
attention to what she did, and never told her anymore she was
beautiful. She longed for the attention and she found it. She found
attention and an abundance of guilt. Lil confessed right away.
There was no justifying what she did to him or their marriage.

Jack handled it. Calmly. But he was never the same. He
kept telling her it would take time, and that was over a year earlier.

Lil loved him and would wait. No matter what it took.
Perhaps it would take a deployment. Jack hadn’t said anything to
her, but a late night phone call that same night after talking to
Branch, took Jack not only from the house but out all night.

Lil knew she’d get her answer on where he was and what
was going on, when she heard the door open. When she turned her
head. The simple ‘thank you’ from the other room told her a lot,
and when Jack’s towering frame appeared in the living room
doorway, she knew by the look on his face.

“I got a unit. It leaves tonight,” Jack said. He seemed to
look through her and notat her.

“That was fast.”

“Seems there was an emergency that came in while I was
on the line. They’re looking for SF guys to go in.” He turned. “I
have to get my things ready.”

“Jack? Do you know where?”

Jack paused, looked over his shoulder and nodded. He
sputtered out the answer as he walked away. “Peru.”

Questioning Peru’, Lil watched him leave then turned
back to the computer to look at the headlines. She whispered out,
“Peru.”

SIS L>

“Peru?” Irma stood in the doorway of her bedroom
watching Saul finish packing a small duffle bag. “Saul, this is why I
agreed to move to Atlanta. For you to be director, so you didn’t
have to leave.”

Saul didn’t pack much. Two shirts, underwear, slacks and
shaving kit.



“Saul?”

“Irma sweetheart, I have to go.”

“Underwhose orders?”

“Mine.” He zipped the bag hard and fast. “I know this is
short notice, but the plane is waiting. I can’t expect my people to
put themselves in harm’s way if I don’t do it myself. They’ve
already sent a team of special forces down there to ...”

“Special forces.” Irma gasped. “Saul, should you be going.
It sounds more dangerous than fighting a virus.”

Saul lifted his bag.

“What's going on? You got that call, went to the office,
came home and packed. Talk to me Saul.”

Saul approached her, standing close. “Katherine’s dead.”

Irma shook her head. “The virus?”

“The virus didn’t kill her Irma. The soldiers had to.”

“What?”

“She got infected with whatever this bacterium is, and it
made her mad. Like a dog.”

“Rabid.”

“We think it is a form of rabies. Something to that affect.”

“What about the others?”

After an inhale, Saul spoke. “We have about three hundred
like that. Right now they are detained.”

“But what are you gonna do, Saul? What can you do?
There is no cure.”

“No, there isn’t. My job isn’t to cure it or help those who
have gone mad. My job, Irmais to do what I am best at. Trace it,
and make sure every stone is turned. Every corner covered. Make
sure that nothing or no one got out of the sick camp. Cause if
someone did and we don’t know about it. God help us.”

Irma laid her hand on Saul’s cheek, leaned in and kissed
him. “Come home to me. Call me. Please. Be careful.”

All Saul could do was nod, return the kiss, turn and walk

out.



CHAPTER NINE
Carancus, Puno, Peru

Sgt. Jack Edwards arrived via Ammy transport plane,
landing on a make shift strip in the middle of nowhere Peru. That’s
what the pilot said. It was just after dark, the journey to where he
was needed would take a half an hour through dirt roads. He and
seven other men. More would join them, but they were the first
elite team to arrive. To aid and assist the soldiers already there.

He wasn’t given much situation details. Just that health
situation has erupted, rabies of some sort, and those infected were
currently quarantined.

So why the need for Special Forces?

It was the first ime in a long time he had been in the field
and not been in charge. An E-8, but he had stepped back from the
field missions to the textbooks. Three years prior he did so to make
his marriage better, to be stable and at home. Little did he know it
would make things worse.

Eight months eatlier his wife cheated. For the first two
months he ignored her as if she were trash, working all the time
and going out after, just to avoid seeing her. He wasn’t ready to
end it, but he wasn’t ready to make it work.

Even though his bitterness called upon him to strike out at
her, betray her, indulge with someone else. He didn’t. He remained,
despite his anger, a hundred percent faithful.

He healed some in two months, stating he’d stay in the
marriage, but admittedly Jack didn’t do anything to make the
marriage get better. They spoke briefly, not much nor meaningful,
and the same was said for their sex life. Not much, brief, and not
meaningful.

He knew she was sorry, he knew she tried, but it became
easier to stay cold than it was to warm back up and chance the
hurt.

The daily kisses and intermittent phone calls that were
common place for years in their marriage were gone.



Half the time Jack was torn between wanting to give into
to how much he loved her, and fighting it.

But undeniably he was still in love with his wife.

How long had it been since he told her?

Riding in the back of the covered truck Jack found himself
in that percentage of time where he wanted to give into the love of
his wife.

It had been years since he was away from home and years
since they spent longer than a few days apart.

He had forgotten what it felt like.

He didn’t know if it was being away or the mission that
attributed to the weird feeling that crawled in his gut. Either way,
he didn’t like what he felt and he sought a sense of security, and
possibly closure.

Before getting the ‘phones off” order, Jack reached into his
bag and grabbed his phone. He hesitated before dialing, but he did.

Two rings and Lil answered the phone hurriedly and with
the word, Jack.”

“Lil,” he whispered “I'm here. I don’t know what’s going
on or when I'll be able to call again, I just wanted to call... you
know.”

Her gasp was loud, emotional and it carried to him,
“Thank you so much for calling me.”

“I gotta go.”

“Jack, be careful.”

“I'will. Thank you. And I'll uh, 'l call you. I ... 1
promise.”

She sniffed, possibly a tear filled sniffle. “Bye, Jack.”

“Lil.”

“Yeah.”

A pause. “I ...I'm still in love with you.”

Another emotional breath escaped her and carried to him.
“I love you too, Jack. I love you too.”

Jack closed the phone and closed his eyes before shutting
it off altogether. He not only wanted to do that he needed to talk
to his wife. A need he strongly felt. And as he approached his
destination, Jack supposed he’d find out why that need was crying
out to him.

SIS I5L>



There were four of them and every hour on the hour they
had to patrol the small town of Carancus, it was like a ghost town,
cleared out long before when the ‘sick” raid was made. But just to
be sure, the Army had four soldiers ride through the town, to make
certain no one returned.

One did an air sample reading, everything was normal.

But they took no chances and wore respirators.

The air sample soldier was a Captain. Steven Long had
been a biological warfare expert for some time. Not the top in his
field, but an active member of his specialty.

He walked ahead of the jeep, pacing the search. A hundred
morte feet they’d be cleat, be able to turn around.

Steven looked forward to returning to his tent, make shift
lab and checking out those samples. He wanted to bring to Dr.
Manning’s attention the attack rate of the bacteria and how it
differed.

Steven himself wanted to know what was causing the
difference, and the search of the town was a waste of time.

Or so he thought.

Several minutes eatlier, he believed he saw a shadow, but it
was so fast, small, it had to have been an animal. He didn’t really
think much about it until he heard that noise.

A clanking, like something dropping.

Holding up his hand first to halt the jeep, Steven then
pointed to where he believed the noise was coming from.

He swung his air sample pack behind him and brought his
weapon forward.

The jeep stopped, and two of the soldiers stepped from it.

Again the noise sounded and Steven was able to ear-zoom
onwhere it was coming from. With a motioning twitch of his head,
he pointed to the last small house.

The jeep inched its way up and the other two soldiers
followed directly behind.

“Careful, Captain,” the one whispered.

Steven nodded as he approached the door. It was ajar.

Knowing what he was dealing with or could possibly deal
with he stepped back and opened the doorwith his foot.

“Light,” he requested.



Through a thin layer of mist the beam of the light aimed in
toward the single room. It illuminated a child, a boy to be exact. He
sat on the floor, playing with a truck. Lifting it, dropping it, lifting it
again.

“Son,” Steven called out. ““You shouldn’t be here alone.”

The boy turned his head in a snap, his face caught the
beam. His eyes were dead of life, his face drawn and white, dried
blood laced his chin. He widened his mouth with a snatl.

Steven aimed his weapon.

He was going to shoot, and he almost did, until the child
returned to playing with the truck.

<S>

The Army set up was located about a hundred yards from
the ‘site’. Jack and the other men disembarked from the truck. The
platoon sergeant instructed them that they would walk the
perimeter with the other soldiers until more troops arrived.

What was going on? There was an air of tension, a jeep
zipped by him not even beeping. Four soldiers and a child. Jack
didn’t pay much attention to who was in the jeep. He did however
pay attention to the Specialist.

Jack found amusement in a specialist. The young man
rattled on about space illness and how this was an alien thing
brought in by the meteor.

Jack hadn’t even heard about the meteor, he thought the
kid was joking until someone else confirmed it.

A meteor landed and people were ill. That was just nuts,
Jack thought. Then his thoughts went to Lil, and how she loved
shit like that. How if he had even spoken to her briefly, he
probably would have been pretty informed. Guaranteed she would
have rambled just like the specialist.

The tents were dark, no lights whatsoever and it looked
like an abandoned concentration camp. Barbed witred fence high
and doubled circled the circumference.

Jack didn’t say much. He just listened.

Another Sergeant. Sergeant Holmes led his Platoon
Sergeant, Jack and the others to the fence.

“Just walk around the perimeter, until more arrive,”
Holmes said. “Deter anything or anyone that comes near the fence.



Push them away, but use your weapons to do so. Should anyone
escape, we have orders to shoot.”

Deter them from the fence? No one was near the fence, let
alone escapees.

The Platoon Sergeant asked, “Sgt. What exactly are we
dealing with. It looks pretty dead out there?”

Holmes snickered. “Dead. Yeah. Watch.” He gave a nod
to a private who worked a huge spotlight and they tuned on the
light.

The sight before Jack stumbled him back.

The specialist whispered out a ‘dude’.

Was he seeing what he thought? The center tent, hidden
by the darkness was illuminated by the bright spotlight. The
tattered flap was open and exposed not the whole inside but
enough for Jack to see what was going on. From Jack’s view it
looked like thirty or so people, white face and bloody, were
engaging in a meal consisting of others that lay on cots. They
looked up to the light, sneering.

“Dude, I mean, Sarge,” the specialist said. “They’re
zombies.”

The platoon Sgt. shot a ‘get real’ glance at the specialist.
“They’re not zombies.”

“I'm telling you, they’re zombies.”

A nod from Holmes and the spotlight went out.
“Whatever they are, there’s about two hundred in there. Only a
couple made it to the fence. None have escaped.”

“Zombies,” the specialist said.

The platoon Sgt. Snapped, “They’re not zombies.”

Finally, Jack thought, a topic he was pretty knowledgeable
of. Granted it was a fictional topic like Zombies, but he had sat
through with his wife, what he believed to be every single zombie
movie ever made. Bad and good. Perhaps, even at the risk of
sounding really insane, he could try to diffuse the situation with
logic.

Logical zombie talk. That was an oxymoron.

But Jack tried. “Let’s say for argument sake they are
zombies.” He cringed. “Why aren’t they coming for us?”

“Why would they?” the specialist replied. “They got
enough right there to keep them busy. Only a few of us here. But



dude, when they are finished, they’ll come for us. Imagine how
many there will be then.”

Jack couldn’t help it. Hearing the conversation come from
his mouth and then anothet, it was ridiculous.

Holmes made a huff sound, possibly it was a laugh, and
said, “He’s probably right. Make your rounds. I'll be back after I
speak to the colonel.”

And he walked off.

“You heard the Sergeant, make your rounds,” the platoon
sergeant ordered.

Jack started walking, like the others in the same circle. It
was dark, freaky; he could only imagine what was occurring in the
darkness. But he didn’t need too much of an imagination. For with
each step he took, through the darkness carried the sound of the
gnawing and chomping of flesh.

SIS L>

He was greeted by Colonel Manning the second he
stepped off the helicopter. Saul extended his hand to the man he
envisioned as being older, and taller.

“Colonel Manning,” he introduced himself. “Nice to meet
you, Dr. Klein.”

“I'wish it were under different circumstances.”

“Me, as well, Sir. But I've been working on this nonstop
since the transformation.”

Saul titled his head in confusion. “Transformation?”

“When they go from ill to, what they have become.”

This description took Saul aback. “Colonel, how bad is it?”

The colonel whistled.

“Will you take me to the sick area?”

“I think you should get a look at what we’re dealing with.”

“I can’t get that at the sick camp?”

“Oh, you can, but I’d rather you get up and close.” The
colonel led him to a metal structure, newer, more than likely
recently erected.

“Have you pin pointed what we’re dealing with?”” Saul
asked.

“It’s a bacterium. Fast moving.” The colonel nodded to
the soldier as he reached for the door.



Saul stopped. His head cocked. Was hearing moans?
Where were they coming from?

The colonel continued. “The initial infected took days to
come full circle, but once they infect someone, it’s anywhere from
4 to 24 hours. Some instances, like with Katherine Welsh, much,
much sooner. Instantaneously.”

“What determines that? Do we know?”

The colonel cleared his throat. “Before I tell you, I want
you to take alook. After youdo so, then you can confirm my
suggestions.”

“I see.”

“I think sir, after we rectify the current situation and send
our troops out to neighboring communities looking for more
infected.”

“Did we have escapesr”

“Not that I know of. But, what if someone never checked
in here.”

“You have a point.”

“Prepare yourself.” The colonel opened the door.

A growl? Did Saul hear a grow]? He stepped inside behind
the colonel into a make shift examining room. On the table lay a
man. His skin tone reminded Saul of an apple, thick and off white.
It didn’t look real, as if he wore a pancake makeup. His lips,
cracked and peeling. The man thrashed and growled. His eyes and
pupils, nearly clear.

Bound to the table by straps, the man looked at Saul,
widened his mouth and arched his head, struggling, as if he were
trying to bite.

A soldier stood behind him, weapon ready.

The man on the table thrashed more violently.

“This is what we’re dealing with?”” Saul questioned.

“Yes, sir.”

Saul’s hand went to his mouth. As if did, the man shook.
With a ‘snap’ sound, his arm, broke on the wrist and freed. He
reached with his limb for the soldier.

The colonel nodded.

The soldier fired a single shot into the head of the man.

Saul jolted. “Was that necessary?”

“I'm afraid so. Yes,” The colonel replied. “When they were
first discovered, we learned how violent they were. Instinctual,



attacking. They got Dr. Welsh. And two of our soldiers were
injured while we were trying to detain a few for research. Not
severely, but bitten by them.”

“Two soldiers. Did you test them?”

“Right away. Initial testing didn’t show any infection in the
blood stream. But after about thirty minutes to an hour, small
traces were seen.”

“Where are they now?”

“They were sent to Washington, special hospital for
research.”

“So they didn’t show signs of ... this.” Saul pointed to the
man on the table. “This delirium.”

“No.”

“But Katherine did?”

“Yes. Right away.”

“And you’ve determined what causes an instant reaction
and transformation to full blown infection.”

“Yes. We believe we do know what causes it to occur
instantly.”

“What is that?”

“Like with this man, the delitium and violent rage sets in at
the moment of death.”

Saul cocked an eyebrow. Had the colonel who was also a
brilliant doctor, been working too much. “Colonel,” Saul said.
“Forgive me, but that sounds absurd.”

“I know. I know. But they have no pulse, no breath, they
don’t bleed. Some of them have injuries, like Katherine that are
fatal injuries.”

“They can’t be dead, that’s impossible.”

“I know.”

“What does Dr. Riesman say about all this? Have you
consulted him? I mean he has witnessed this first hand, right?”

“Yes, he has.”

“What did he say?”

The colonel stared at Saul for a moment. “Nothing. He
locked himself in his trailer and ...”

“Then let’s go get him.” Saul turned to the door.

“We can’t.”

Saul stopped. “Why? Did something happen to him?”



“That’s what I'm trying to tell you sir. When we went back
for him, he was gone.”

“Gone as in dead or...”

The colonel finished the sentence. “No, gone as in gone.
Took oft”

“Tell me he wasn’t infected.”

“Last our soldiers spoke to him he wasn’t injured.”

Saul breathed out in relief. “We have to find him,
immediately.” He said, and then sank into concern. How frightened
Hans had to have been to run away. And by what Saul witnessed,
he could see why. He did take stock in the fact that Hans was a
professional, and frightened or not, he would never hit the general
populous if he wete infected. Saul was certain. But just to be sure,
they had to find him first. And wherever that was, it couldn’t be

too far.
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Lima, Peru

Hans wasn’t thinking when he took off by foot, sneaking
out of the lab and walking pretty much through the day, how
difficult it would be. Fortunately, a little money went a long way
and for fifty bucks he was treated like a king. Although the ride in
the back of the truck was no ride in a limo, it was still a ride.

That ride took him to another, then another until finally he
arrived. At the airport.

He was surprised no one came for him, or looked for him
there. But judging by his phone, people were searching for him.

He didn’t care. Luckily he was able to get a flight leaving
the country almost immediately for Germany. Gemmany wasn’t bad.
He had family there and connections. In fact he called one to get
him at the airport when his flight arrived. It wasn’t America, his
first preference, but it wasn’t Peru. He had to get out of Peru, out
of the country and away from what he had seen.

It was unnatural. The dementia was frightening, and fearful
of not being able to feign off 600 people, Hans left.

He could do more in a safe location.

He was his own best test subject.



His head cocked at the call of his flight number and that
they were boarding. With a handkerchief he wiped the sweat from
his brow. His was feeling chilled, and not his best. Looking down
to his phone he saw he had eight missed calls, three of which from
Saul. He vowed to call him as soon as he landed. At that moment,
though, he shut off his phone.

He glanced up to the boarding line, and decided to join.
Wanting to know the time, he glanced to his phone, and recalled he
turned it off. As he stood he looked at his watch. He had been
awake nearly 24 hours. In looking at his watch he could see his
arm, slightly swollen and the veins seemed like red road maps
leading to the small cut that didn’t want to heal.

He’d investigate when he got there, test himself. For that
moment, he lowered his sleeve, prepared his boarding pass and got
in line.

SISG5>

The tubular building was flown in and placed not far from
where the Army had its set up. A long tent precluded the entrance,
nearly hiding it from view.

“And this is Captain Steven Long,” Colonel Manning
introduced Saul.

Saul visually gave a once over to the enthusiastic, but tired
looking Captain. Young, fit, typical soldier, but didn’t look a thing
like a scientist. He was average height and looks, probably younger
than he appeared.

“Captain Long has been working on our victims and came
across something very interesting.”

It was about that point in the conversation that Saul
withdrew his hand from the introduction. “Is that so?”

“Yes, Sir,” Steven replied. “I'm very intrigued by the rate
of attack and how it differs in victim to victim. Basically sir, every
single victim, initial and secondary has been the same. Delirium,
violent, and then I came across this.”

Saul just followed.

Colonel Manning led them into the tube building and to
the first door. “We have a shoot to kill order out on all infected,”
he said. “So imagine my surprise when Captain Long brought this
one back.” He opened the door.



Saul was taken aback. A child, shackled, sat center of the
room. He played with a truck. Clearly, he was like the others. “Is
he?”

“Yes,” Steven answeted. “No pulse. No breathing, no
blood pressure. Body temperature, sixty-seven degrees. We’re still
waiting for one of the healthy in town to give us his name. Watch .
.. Steven approached him. “Hey, there.”

The boy ignored him.

“Amazing,” Saul said. “He’s not violent.”

“Well, yes, to you, me and others. But . . .”” Steve excused
himself from the room, and returned with a cage. A chicken inside
moved radically around. He set the cage down in front of the boy
and no sooner did he open it, the child scurried to the cage,
devoured the chicken mercilessly in less than a minute, and
bloodied with a few feather, the boy went back to his truck.

Saul cleared his throat. “I guess we can rule out getting
him a puppy.” Another clearing of his throat to hide his chuckle.

“Thing is,” Col. Manning said. “We don’t know why he is
like this. Why he is not attacking people like the others. He may
hold some sort of key.”

“We need to find out,” Saul said. “But we’re not finding
out here.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Col Manning stated. “I think we all
can agree on what needs to be done next.”

The three men looked at each other and then to the child.

“Helicopter should be here shortly,” Col. Manning told
Saul. “Captain Long is getting his things ready. Not much. He just
got here yesterday.”

Like Saul, Captain Long hadn’t even unpacked. Hadn’t
taken a single item from his bag. Saul knew he wasn’t going to be
in Peru long, but less than a few hours?

But it was vital they both leave and go back to the states,
to Washington where the two soldiers who were bitten were
quarantined. The chopper would take them to the airstrip where a
government jet was already waiting.

“How is the Captain about returning to the states so
soonr”

“He thinks it’s a big mistake bringing this thing there, but
we both know, that it needs to be done.”

“I agree with both of you.”



“Before you board, take a look at what just came in,”
Manning pulled Saul’s attention toward the computer.

His attention was on the growing noise outside. “I thought
you gave the order.”

“I did. But I want to wait until the backup troops atrive.
Better safe than sorry, it’s getting crazy. After that’s finished, I
already assigned locations for our scouts. But for now, Doctor,
please.” Col. Manning maneuvered the mouse, and the hiss of the
printer started. “I’'m making you copies to review fully on the
plane. Check this out.”

Saul leaned into the monitor.

A picture of an arm with a small red gash appeared. The
gash wasn’t bad, or deep.

“This was taken one half hour after this soldier was
bitten.” Col. Manning switched the screen. ““Two hours post bite.”

A redness appeared around the gash, which also seemed to
still look as if it seeped.

Another switch and the arm was swollen and turning dark.
The wound looked bigger and open.

“How many hours?” Saul asked.

“This is twelve hours. Taken at the hospital.”

“How is the patient?”

“Fevered. Not much. Starting to feel ill.”

“The other one?”

“Interesting enough, at a slower rate with a bigger wound.”

Saul folded his arms. “Adrenaline enhanced.”

“We think,” Col. Manning said. “Soldier one; small wound,
was very hyper and wortied. Soldier two was hit accidentally in the
head and knocked unconscious. So therefore all body function
slowed.”

“As did the rate of the virus.”

“Exactly. We're keeping him sedated and his vitals at
minimal to see what happen.”

“Comparable in time frame?”

“His bigger wound is at maybe soldier one’s four hour
post.”’

“Let me ask you this,” Saul said. “When you first tested
them you said there were no signs of the virus in the blood. Not
for thirty minutes. Have you yet experimented with removing the
infected area or even amputating?”’



“We've theorized that. Perhaps maybe the wound
generates the virus and getting rid of the wound may do it, but
we’ve not been fortunate enough to catch it that eatly.”

“If it happens again, evasive wounds . ..”

“Then we will experiment.”

“Great.”

“I’'ve placed those theories and other data in there for
you.” Col. Manning grabbed the papers from the printer and
placed them in a folder. He extended the folder for Saul as the
sound of the helicopter came into earshot.

“Ah, my ride and your backup. Col. Manning, if anything
arises, anything of interest before I leave, let me know.”

“Iwill.” Col. Manning pointed to the folder. “You can
review those on the flight.”

“Seven hours,” Saul breathed out. “Makes you wonder
what I'm gonna face when I land.”

Both men turned their heads when the sounds of yelling
and moaning, damnation moaning rang out.

“Hopefully,” Col. Manning said. “We can do something so
that ends here. Tonight.”

Saul gave a closed mouth nod. “Let’s hope.”

<S5 L>

“They finished their meal,” Specialist Carlson said. “We’re
the smorgasbord.”

“They’re not zombies,” Jack blasted out.

“Then what are they?”

“I ...Idon’t know.”

From tent two, the couple hundred hands multiplied and
the barbed wire, fenced in area was like a corral of wild animals.

They moved slow, rigid, sloppy. Some carried body parts;
all had that same dead-eyed look as they locked stares on the
soldiers outside the perimeter.

As if they lost all reasoning, they aimed for the fence,
reaching out. Some trying to walk through, getting jabbed and
stuck. Others tried to climb with the same results. All of them
gaping mouths, biting the air as if trying to consume a meal long
distance.



Specialist Carlson snickered in a young way. “Dude, oh,
my God. Look at that one.”

Jack turned to see where he pointed. A woman was
diligent in her fence attempt, flesh tore from her with each caught
up twisted turn, but she didn’t seem to notice.

It was a nightmare Jack had many times. Thought the
reasonable man in him, verbally, and outright argued that they
weren’t zombies, in his mind he couldn’t think of anything else
they would be.

They looked dead. If they weren’t, some sort of nerve
disease cut their ability to feel. Some of them had no limbs, no
insides, eyes.

Yes, a nightmare he had many times. Every time his wife
made him watch a movie, whether scary or lame, he had
nightmares about them. The big man’s insides shuddered with
disgust as his mind raced to comprehend what was happening. He
couldn’t help but stare at them, watching them, taking relief in the
fact that he was safe from them for the time being.

The call of the platoon sergeant, yelling out, “Orders are
in. Do it.”

Jack knew what that meant.

They were just waiting for the shoot to kill order.

Specialist Carlson chuckled outward before blasting one
single shot into the forehead of one of them.

Rapid fire rang out and Jack raised his weapon.

Be smart, he thought, you’ve seen enough movies. Just like
Carlson, you know where to hit. Jack didn’t waste time. He
performed head shots and that was it.

“Quit wasting ammo,” A soldier yelled out. “They aren’t
going down unless you aim for the head. Aim for the head!”

How right that was. Those who randomly shot only caused
the creatures to jolt a few times and keep on in their pursuit. A
single shot to the head ended it.

There were hundreds upon hundreds, and maybe thirty
soldiers to do the job. Jack knew there were plenty of troops to
take them all out, as long as they shot carefully and with precision.

Jack’s big concern wasn’t in ending the current situation; it
was more so on the fact was this it? Or God forbid, were there
more out there. Even scarier, if there were, they certainly weren’t

behind barbed witre fences.



CHAPTER TEN
May 7th

Hans was grateful he was seated in the back of the plane
and that the person seated next to him had one too many cocktails
before boarding. The overweight man snored loudly as he slept
cutled to the window, his hard outward breaths caused
condensation against the pane of glass. It covered up the sound of
regurgitation.

Pretty soon, Hans thought, he would stop throwing up. He
didn’t drink much, and the amount that spewed forth from his
mouth was less and less with each upheaval. He kept his mouth
buried to the bag and closed it quickly as to cover the smell. A
smell that wasn’t normal.

After vomiting, he hid the bag, cleared his throat, sat back
and pulled the blanket higher. He was cold.

Feeling as if he could sleep, he closed his eyes.

“Sir, are you ok?”” The gentle voice of Marian asked. He
gazed upward to the stewardess, a woman considered ‘older’ for a
stewardess. She offered a comforting smile.

“Air sickness. I suffer terribly from it.”

“You should have taken something.”

“I just did,” Hans said. “Hopetully it'll knock me out for
the flight.”

“If you need anything,” she said, placing a hand on his
shoulder.

“Thank you.”

Another smile, and Marian turned, walking up the aisle,
checking on passengers as she moved by them.

Almost half way through the flight, Hans counted down
the hours. Sleep would make them pass by faster, and with that
thought, feeling pretty lousy, Hans tried to sleep.

<S> L<>



Two soldiers were injured. One pretty severely in the camp
cleansing. Saul directed those two soldiers, along with the boy and
the two already transported to Washington, to be moved to Atlanta
where a special quarantine and research center was being set up.

Number one priority was to stop the virus. If infected,
they had to figure out how to stop it. The bacterium wasted away
the person, then regenerated the cells without regenerating brain
cells. Making them into moving monsters.

At least in Atlanta they could contain them, detain them,
and hopefully try to cure them if not learn from them.

Col. Manning added one more specific to Saul’s directive.

Notwanting to chance something happening during
transportt, any soldier fatally injured, would be spated the torment
of a regenerated death.

Regenerated death. Saul couldn’t believe that was what
they were dealing with. Never in all of his imagination did he think
he would be dealing with the walking dead.

But they weren’t really dead. They couldn’t be. Not if they
were moving and acting.

He finished the phone call, and leaned back in his chair.

Before he released the grip on his phone, he placed one
more call.

“Saul? Saul I didn’t think I’d hear from you,” Irma said
concerned.

“I’'m on a plane so we may not have great reception.”

“A plane.”

“On myway back to Atlanta.”

She breathed heavily and the ‘hiss’ of it carried over the
line. “Thank God. Thank God. Everything must be fine then.
You’re coming home.”

“Actually, Irma,” Saul paused. He wasn’t going to say
much, not at all. He couldn’t. Not on a government phone, but he
knew if he said the right words, the right way, that would tell Irma
enough. “Actually they are about as strange as strange could be.”

He ended the call, bringing the phone to his lips in
thought.

A clearing of the throat drew him from that moment and
Saul turned around.



Steven stood before him. He had been in the back of the
plane with the infected that they were bringing back to the states.
He looked drawn, something wasn’t right.

“Captain? Are you okay?”

“I heard you mention the word ‘strange”

Saul nodded. “I'was speaking to my wife.”

“It’s about to get stranger.”

“I don’t understand,” Saul said.

“Neither do I. But that boy, Juan?”

“Did he get violent?”

“No, Sit.” Steven shook his head. “He’s crying.”

<S>

Medication that rendered a person semi comatose was
shipped immediately to the site in Peru before scouting teams were
sent out. Platoon leaders were each given ample injections of it.

The orders were simple. If a soldier became injured
through bite or scratch of an infected, they were to immediately
turn themselves into whoeverwas in charge, and receive the
injection.

Slowing the cardio functions slowed the virus, enabling
more time to be cured.

Jack scoffed at that, so did Specialist. Carlson. Relying
solely on movie information, both conveyed to each other that they
didn’t think anything could stop a zombie transformation.
However that was fiction. It was never dealt with in ‘real life’.

Or was it?

“How do we know?” Specialist Carlson asked Jack as they
moved through awooded area.

“True.”

“I mean, it could have happened before. And it was
contained. You just never know. Plus, we do have cool technology
with medicine.”

“True.”

“What are you doing?”

Jack was busted. He gave a smile to Catlson. “Trying to get
a signal.” He held up his phone.

“Yeah, well, you just spoke to your wife.”

“I know, sorry.”



“Please keep focused. We’re up front, we don’t need
something jumping out at us.”

Jack nodded. He was searching for a signal because he had
to abruptly end his talk with Lil. He wanted to tell her so much. He
was certain she knew he was worried. Telling her, “If I don’t come
back” ... said alot. But he had to end his call and he did so
without letting her know what was happening. He wanted to.

Jack figured out a coded way to do so, he prepared a
simple text. One that couldn’t come back negatively to him as if he
let secret information out, and one his wife would understand with
a little thought and know exactly what was happening. .

But he couldn’t get a signal to send it out. The text sat in
his phone in the ‘outbox’ folder.

Specialist Carlson said something else. Jack didn’t
understand. “What was that?”” Jack asked.

“I said,” Carlson looked back. “I think there’s a village
about two more miles from ...”

He stopped. Jack was only two feet behind him. Catlson
stopped and didn’t move.

“Hold up,” Jack called out, lifting hand. “Catlson?”

“It broke the perimeter.” Carlson whispered. “I was
hoping they contained it. But it broke.”

“What do you mean?” Jack asked, then received his
answer. Joining Carlson he saw the reason for his concern. A goat
with a stick protruded through his mouth lay there. The goat’s fur
was half off, its ribcage exposed, the flesh appeared to have been
torn, and the body had already entered into a putrefaction stage.

Jack gagged and covered his mouth.

“See what I mean?” Catlson said. “Something ate it alive.
Then it came back. Someone had to kill it.”

Jack swallowed the lump and turned around. “Keep your
eyes open. We may have infected in these woods.”

For awhile, Jack thought his worry and his wanted to
forewarn his wife was premature. Until he saw that goat. Catlson
was right it either broke the perimeter or was beyond the perimeter
long before the virus was discovered to be deadly.

Mid state at the goat, and whispering questions of the
men, a ‘bleep’ caught Jack’s attention. He didn’t need to look. He
knew what it meant. He had caught the scope of a signal and his
message had been sent. Now he hoped she would figure it out.



SIS L>

Despite the fact that Jack told her to get it all together, Lil
couldn’t bring herself to dig up his military papers that he had in
the event of his death.

That told her something was wrong, but not as much as
Jack calling her three times in the middle of the night to say he
loved her and she had to know that in case he didn’t come back.

She asked him three times what was going on, he said he
couldn’t tell her. He would figure out a way to tell her more.

That she understood.

The last conversation was twenty-nine seconds long and
Jack said to her, You of all people are more prepared than anyone
I know.

Prepared. What was Lil prepared for? Jack’s death? No, it
couldn’t be that.

She went on the internet and looked up Peru. The place
Jack had gone. The news talked about a meteor causing mass
hysteria illness. Maybe Jack went down to help restore peace. But a
conspiracy site said it was more, it was illness out of control. Lil
thrived on reading, watching and learning about end of the world
scenarios. To her, that was what she was most prepared for.

Was Jack trying to tell her a virus was about to wipe man
into extinction.

Just as she had that thought, in the midst of trying to find
more internet information on the Peru illness, she heard the beep
of her phone.

She lifted it.

Jack sent a text? Was that his way of saying what was going
on?

She clicked on read and drew more into confusion.

It wasn’t much. It was three letters. Three letters that
added more to her mystery. What was Jack trying to tell her with
the text, WWZ’

Immediately, still in front of the computer, she typed the
three letters into the search engine.

Lil wanted to kick herself when the results returned. She of
all people should have recognized the three letters without a
second thought, without confusion.



Jack had to be mistaken. But of all people, Jack wouldn’t
joke and would be the last to admit to what he was witnessing.

If Jack was meaning in his text to refer to zombies, then
that was what jack believed he was dealing with.

On that, Lil got up, locked all the doors and sought out
her shotgun.

SIS L>

Saul wasn’t expecting the midflight phone call. He was just
leaning back, reviewing documentation when the call came. He
feared the worst. It had to be bad news. “This is Dr. Klein, what
can I do for you, Col. Manning.” Saul asked.

“We’ve located Dr. Riesman.”

Saul exhaled. “Great. Where is he?”

“Are you ready? About three hours outside of Berlin,
thirty-thousand feet above the ground.”

Saul sprang forward. “You’re joking, right?”

“I'wish I wasn’t.”

It took Saul aback. He had to grasp a moment and reason.
Hans on a plane. There was no way he was infected. He knew
better. He needed to be sure. Saul ended his call with Col.
Manning, both men agreeing to use their resources to get in touch
with that plane.

SISG5>

Marian hoped she’d get fifteen minutes of sleep without
interruption. No such luck. She was summoned to the Captain’s
cabin moments after she closed her eyes. She was in charge of their
needs, but wished for once they’d call upon someone younger it
was quite a hall there. Especially if they wanted something.

He didn’t want coffee, he wanted something else. “Have
some sort of VIP in hiding on the plane,” the Captain said.

“How do we know?” Marian asked.

“US Government contacted us. Passenger in 65B.
Familiar?”

“Yes,” Marian nodded.

“Well, they want us to check on him. Reportback, then
move him up to first class.”



“He’s probably sleeping. He was airsick. We have only
another half hour of the flight.”

“I know. But, this is important. Could you go check on
him and move him? His name is Dr. Riesman.”

“Yes, Captain.” Marian smiled, but it was forced. She
didn’t feel like walking all the way down the steps then to the back
of the plane. Row 65was the last row.

But she did.

The main cabin was dark; the aisle lights were dim but give
enough light for her to walk. She’d smile to the few passengers
who were still awake, but most of them were sleeping.

She hated to disturb Dr. Riesman; After all, he had taken
that medication.

Reaching into her apron pocket, she pulled out a small
flash light.

Row 57 she heard something. It was awet sound,
squishing.

It grew louder as she hit row 62.

At Row 063, she heard a heavy, gurgling. A breathing that
didn’t sound right.

Had he taken a turn for the worse? The odd sounds grew
louder.

She arrived at row 64 and couldn’t see Dr. Riesman’s head.
Perhaps he had gone to the rest room. Another step, a raise of the
flashlight, Marian softly called “Dr. Riesman.”

The beam hit the empty seat of ‘65B” only for a split
second. Into the light, Hans raised his head with a snarl. His mouth
opened wide, showing his teeth and blood along with saliva poured
out. His eyes flared a deadly blank look.

Fear had consumed her so much, that she couldn’t get a
productive scream.

Hans shook his head like an animal, shucking remains
from his mouth.

The flashlight tippled from her grip as her hand shot to
her mouth and backed up when she watched Hans returned to
devouring the man in ‘65 A’.

Marionwas frozen in fear and in shock. She wanted to
scream, warn the sleeping passengers. She hadn’t a clue what to do.
So she ran. She ran as fast as she could through the plane and up to
the Captain’s cabin. “You need a gun.”



“Marion, what’s wrong?” The Captain spoke calming,
standing as he did.

“A gun. A gun!” Marion screamed, and then broke into
hysterics. “Oh, God. Oh, God.”

“Marion.” With a firm grip to her and a slight jolt, the
Captain vied for her attention. “What is going on? Calm down.”

Marion cried out. A bone chilling scream, followed by
sobs.

“Greg, I'll be back.” The Captain moved to the door.

“Do youwant me to go?”” Greg asked.

“No. I'll see what the problem is. In the meantime, notify
Berlin and alert them that we may have a situation.”

As the Captain began to leave, Marion dove for him,
holding on, begging and sobbing ‘please don’t go back there’
repeatedly.

The Captain pulled her from him, pulled the cabin door
closed and walked out.

Marion dropped to the floor.

Greg’s radioing to Berlin was mere background noise as
Marion weakly reached up and locked the door.

The cockpit was safe and secure.

No one could get in there. They would be fine until they
landed and that would be long.

Something told Marion that the Captain wouldn’t be back.

She was right.

IS L>

They arrived at a small village just after dawn. Chickens
danced about in the orange hue of morning, people moved, but not
slowly. They radioed in to let command know their position. Jack’s
patrol was on foot, a vehicle would meet them there.

The woods didn’t bring anymore incidents. That was good.
Jack believed he did overreact and that, really, there was no way it
extended into the village. Another animal could have eaten that
goat.

“Spread out, knock on doors,” The platoon sergeant
ordered. “Try your best to convey that we are looking for people
who are ill.”



Jack nodded his agreement; he was paired off with
Specialist Carlson. The village houses lined a dirt road; he and
Carlson were instructed to start at the last one.

They had just happened upon the home when the door
opened and an old woman, maybe eighty emerged. She dropped
her bucket when she saw Jack and Carlson, started rambling fast
and insidiously in her native language as she ran to them, grabbing
them.

Her face tear streaked her amms dirty.

As Jack tried to speak with her, he noticed her arms. Dirt?
Blood. “Ma’am? Slow down. What is wrong?”

The door opened again and another woman emerged.
High in the air she held sickle by its broken handle. Middle aged,
thin. Her eyes widened, she lowered the sickle and she genuinely
looked relieved to see them. She hurried to the old woman, pulling
her from Jack.

“Come,” the woman beckoned. “Come.” She waved her
arm and led Jack and Carlson around the small house.

The woman stopped and merely extended her arm to what
looked like a small chicken shack. “Husband.”

Jack asked. “Your husband is in there?”

She nodded. “Husband” She pointed with the sickle.

Jack glanced at Carlson and both men took a step.

The younger of the women, reached out, stopping Jack.

“What?” Jack asked. “We’re going to go check.”

She pointed to his rifle and reached for it.

Jack moved it from her way.

The woman pointed to the rifle, shook her head, then
mimicked raising the gun.

“Um, Sarge,” Carlson said. “I think she’s telling us to raise
our weapons.”

“I think you’re right.”” Jack lifted his and motioned his
head. “Let’s go.”

The shack was only twenty feet away, but it seemed like a
mile. Arriving at the door, Jack signaled Carlson to stand back and
then Jack sprang open the door.

Nothing.

They looked at each other, then with weapons raised
walked in.



It was quiet and dark. Another step then out from no
where, with an inhuman growl, rushed a man.

His snarled and raged for Jack and Catlson, snapping to a
stop inches before reaching them.

Jack stepped back. The man had been restrained by chains,
but he fought and struggled to reach and bite him.

His face, his wounds, his coloring. All the same.

Jack didn’t need to be a doctor to know, this man, in this
remote village, was infected.
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Dana Fredsti

YOU'LL NEVER BE LUNCH IN THIS TOWN
AGAIN

First time director Darren Zuber was having a hard
enough time shooting his film before the dead started coming back
to life and eating the living.

Mara Dubray, his leading lady and a well-known star of
daytime soaps, was proof positive that most actors' IQs and egos
were inversely proportional. Known more for her enormous
bosom rather than any real acting talent, Mara was not about to let
some first-time director tell ser how to deliver lines. Her tantrums
had already run the film well over budget and the words
"completion bond company" had been bandied about more than
once by Gerald Fife, the executive producer.

Never mind that it had been Fife's brilliant idea to cast a
mediocre soap star as Lady Genevieve, a noblewoman in love with
a priest (played by Derrick Stone, a minor name whose entire range
consisted of stoically wooden) in the midst of a plague-stricken 14
Century Europe.

Darren had fought this casting — certainly the most
ludicrous decision since Verhoven had cast Melanie Griffith as
Elizabeth I ("I have the mind of a king and a bod made for sin") as
vehemently as he dared. But with only a music video directing
credit under his belt, Darren had to swallow both pride and
common sense on a great many crucial details, such as casting and
rewrites. Itwas the only way to get his film made, a project he'd
dreamed of doing since his first years at UCLA. And it was only
the success of Game of Thrones that had convinced Plateau
Productions, headed by Fife, to invest the money.

Plateau was known for low-budget rip-offs of big box
office pictures, as well as micro-budget exploitation films in every
genre. If you rented a Plateau picture you could always count on
four things: bad scripts, worse acting, one ot two minor "name"
actors for foreign draw, and at least one scene set in a strip club.



Explanations to Five that 14t century Europeans did not
have strip clubs were useless. To Fife, if a film didn't have topless
dancers, it wasn't a film. "You gotta have tits and ass, kid," Fife had
said during one of their many rewtite sessions. "And I don't give a
shit what century we're talking here; you can't tell me that the men
didn't want to see naked girls after a hard day plowing in the field,
even if they hadn't invented boob jobs yet." Datren had given in,
tiguring he could come up with some sort of scene in a tavern with
bawdy serving maids and a band of roving minstrels for the music.

But it was certainly a far cry from the idealism of film
school and all of those vows Darren and his fellow students had
made. They would never sell out to the commercialism of
Hollywood. Their movies would be pure; art for art's sake. No
stars (unless it was an older name, like Maureen O'Hara or a 70s
sitcom star. Both had a certain cache that appealed to the idealistic
— and pretentious — students in the UCLA film program); no
more than one explosion per film, and #o scripts by Roland
Emmerich.

Darren wondered how many film school grads had their
idealism kicked out of them by the steel-toed boots of companies
like Plateau. He supposed he should be grateful to have won the
battle against a rock'n'roll soundtrack. As he stared balefully at
Mara while she finished butchering yet another speech, however,
Darren found it hard to be grateful about anything.

The scene would have to be done again to get the master
shot, and then there would be countless takes on key phrases,
close-ups, reaction shots from the crowd of peasants as Lady
Genevieve tried to convince them not to flee their village, and—

Shit! Was one of the extras wearing sunglasses?

Why the hell hadn't the extra coordinator or the wardrobe
mistress caught that? And how had /emissed it? And how could
that asshat of an extra be so...so brain-dead? Several scenes would
now have to be reshot, adding more to the already inflated budget.

Darren groaned and rubbed his head, trying to convince
the nagging ache behind one eye that it did #of want to become a
migraine. Melissa, his assistant, silently handed him two Excedrin
Migraine and an unopened can of soda. Darren mouthed a silent
"thanks" and popped the top, washing down the pills with a
mouthful of sickly sweet orange-flavored carbonation.



"Jeez, this stuff is crap." Darren handed the can back to
Melissa. "Can't those P.A's get anything but this shit?"

Melissa shrugged. "Budget will only cover genetic.
Besides, the whole dead thing back east is really playing havoc with
shipments."

"Jesus..." Darren turned to his first A.D. "John, call
lunch. We'll take this scene again after that. And tell Zack to make
sure none of the extras are wearing fucking sunglasses! Or watches,
or any other jewelry, for crissake! These are 14th century peasants!
And tell Linda I want mote yellow on their teeth! They didn't have
Crest in the 14t century! Jesus!"

Darren stomped off without waiting for an answer, unable
to control his temper. He didn't like losing it in front of people.
He had promised himself he wasn't going to be one of those
abusive directors famous for their on-set tantrums. But he hadn't
bargained for the reality of low-budget Hollywood.

At least Darren could trust John to handle the situation.
Thank God for John, a fellow student from UCLA and one of the
few people Darren could really count on. His producer, Phil, was
another friend from film school. The three of them had shared
many a late night pizza while watching The Definitive Movie
Masterpieces as defined by their film prof, analyzing them to a
degree that would have both amazed and amused the original
filmmakers.

John still retained some of the purity of vision they'd once
all shared, albeit tempered with an increasingly world-weary
attitude now reflected by his newly tinted glasses. Phil, however,
had not only happily tossed idealism out the window; he'd also
thrown out imagination, courage, and loyalty. He made up for
these gaps in his character by extra doses of brown-nosing and
sleaziness.

Even now, instead of showing any interest in the
increasingly disastrous proceedings, Phil was off in a corner
schmoozing some buxom peasant gitl; one wearing a pair of
decidedly non-period earrings and far too much self-applied
cosmetics, despite strict instructions from the makeup department.

Darren went off in search of something stronger than
Excedrin.



The next day brought a whole slew of unpleasant surprises,
including the news that Joe Pilate (one of the few actors Darren
had actually cast himself) had been eaten the day before. Phil
delivered the unpleasant news via telephone before Darren had a
chance to sip his morning espresso.

"Eaten? What the hell do you mean, 'he was eaten?"

"Had his guts ripped right out,”" Phil confirmed with
ghoulish relish. "Joe was visiting his father's grave in Philly and a
couple of deadheads had him for lunch."

"Jesus, that's sick." Datren was dismayed that even while
he mourned the death of a friend, his mind was already going over
possible replacements for the devoured actor.

"That's the east coast for you," Phil said. "By the way, Fife
is really on my ass about the budget. Are there any more scenes we
can cut?"

Darren swore. Itwould already take an editing genius to
make a coherent story out of the amputated bits left from his
original script. Not for the first time, he suspected Fife had a
sympathetic ear in Phil.

"Forget it," he growled. "Any more cuts and we'te going
to have a 14% century music video."

"Hey, we could get a rock band and have them do a title
song," Phil said enthusiastically. "Call it Plague Years or something!"

Darren closed his eyes. "I'm going to pretend I didn't hear
that. Bottom line, no more cuts." He paused, finding his next
words sticking in his throat. "And find me a replacement for Joe
ASAP. We'll shift his scenes to Thursday. I'll have Melissa call the
actors and let 'em know we'te doing the love scene today."

Hanging up before Phil could argue, Darren sadly reflected
that he'd just given Joe an extremely shoddy obituary.

As soon as he arrived on set, Melissa told Datren that
Mara was refusing to do the love scene with Derrick unless
provided with a bottle of Cristal to relax her.

"Relax her?" Phil, who had joined the pair as they walked
towards the craft service table, snorted in derision. "If she'd lay off
the coke or whatever other crap she's been taking, she'd relax just
fine."

"I don't know." Melissa shrugged fatalistically; something
she'd been doing a lot the past few days. "She says the whole dead
coming back to life thing is really stressing her out."



"Oh, that's a load of crap," Phil snatled, grabbing a bagel
and slathering it with cream cheese. "This is Hollywood, not
Philadelphia."

Darren headed straight for the Excedrin.

"I don't know." Melissa shrugged again, pouring herself a
cup of coffee. "They're saying it's spreading.”

""They?" Who are 'they', Mara? That's total bullshit." Phil
bit viciously into his bagel. "She just wants to get loaded on good
champagne on our dime."

"I guess," Melissa said doubtfully. "So what should I tell
her?"

Darren sighed, deciding he'd better step in. "Get some
Tott's or spumante and don't let her see the bottle. I doubt she'll
know the difference. She only knows about Cristal because she's
watched Shomgirls at least twenty times."

Later, as he tried to coax some genuine emotion out of his
two leads, Darren reflected that if the walking dead problem did
spread out west, no one would be able to tell the difference
between the zombies and his actors anyway, so who'd give a shit?

The next day, both the media and the general uproar in the
city confirmed the fact that, like practically everyone else in the
country, the dead had indeed migrated to the west coast. Traffic
was abysmal; it took Darren two hours to drive from Culver City to
the studio in Burbank. He wasn't sure, but he thought several of
the scruffy street people he passed on the way looked...well. .. dead.

At the studio, for the first ime Darren could remember,
the large electronic iron gates were shut, a heavily armed security
guard screening each new atrival very carefully before letting them
in. Another guard, also packing what looked to be a heavy-caliber
weapon, kept vigilant watch each time the gates opened and closed.

Melissa greeted Darren with the news that several
crewmembers (two production assistants and a grip) were missing.
They hadn't called in; they were just ... missing. "And we're short
extras too," Melissa added. "Central Casting called and said a bunch
of their people are afraid to drive anywhere."

John walked up, radio in hand. "I figure we'll have to do
tighter shots to get the kind of crowd effect you want with the
plague victims."

Darren set his mouth in a determined line. "Let's just do
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He stalked towards the day's first set; the interior of a
church where several hundred plague victims, both dead and dying,
were gathered to seek salvation. About seventy-five extras,
gruesomely made up to look like they were in the final throes of
the Black Death, were sitting in the aisles and rough-hewn wooden
pews, nervously discussing the more current plague of ravenous
corpses. Crewmembers looked equally distracted. Very few were
actually doing their jobs.

Darren thought they'd have to do some fast-talking to
keep people on the film so he called a meeting with John and Phil.
"So what do you think?" he said after outlining his

concerns.

"I just don't know, Darren," Phil replied. "I mean, you've
got people scared to leave their homes. Businesses are shutting
down. I mean, Starbuckswas closed this morning." He stared at
both Darren and John in turn. "SZarbucks."

"Do what you can," Datren said, trying not to imagine a
world without readily available coffee. "Offer bonus pay, whatever
it takes."

"Bonus pay?" Phil sounded outraged. "Are you nuts? Do
you know what Fife will say if I do that?"

"Don't tell him!" Darren slammed his hand against a chair
in frustration. "Jesus, Phil, there's got to be something we can do!"

Phil was quiet; a sign that his mind was wozrking furiously.
After a moment of reflection he smiled broadly. "I've got it!" He
lowered his voice. "We'll gffer the bonus pay. Butwe don't have to
actually pay them the extra money."

John nodded thoughtfully.

Darren, on the other hand, was horrified, both at the idea
and John's calm reaction to it. "Jesus, Phil, that's totally unethical!
These people are working their asses offl"

"Yeah, and we're paying them. There aren't any clauses in
their contracts for a zombie plague."

"Look, Phil, they have every reason to demand more
money if they're risking their lives to be here."

John nodded. "He's got a point, Phil. You know how
much stuntmen get paid."

Phil brought his face close to Darren's. "Do you want to
finish this film or not?"

John nodded again. "He's got a point, Darren."



Thousands of objections whitled around in Darren's mind,
but all he could come up with was a feeble, "But we could get
sued!"

Phil shrugged. "Yeah, maybe. But with all this other shit
going down, who's gonna have time to deal with it"

John shook his head doubtfully. "SAG isn't going to let a
little thing like zombies stop them from fucking with the
production if we screw their actors over, you know that. And the
Teamsters..."

The three men shook their heads, differences momentarily
forgotten as they contemplated the eternal enemy of the low -
budget filmmaker: the Unions.

Taking advantage of the moment of camaraderie, Phil
rested his hand on Darren's shoulder. "Let's get this film finished,
buddy. This is what we wortked for in film school, right? So we'lldo
whatever we have to do."

Darren felt a tiny piece of his soul die as he heard himself
reply, "You got it."

The offer of hazard pay got about two-thirds of the cast
and crew on set the next day. Darren had sympathetic for the
absentees. The commute to the studio had been even worse than
the previous day. He'd definitely seen people—both living and
dead—with large chunks missing from various limbs, all staggering
around the streets. The kind of stuff nightmares were made of.

On the other hand, it was a definite solution to the
homeless problem.

Darren's main concern was the number of armed soldiers
and national guardsmen now patrolling the city. Certain broadcasts
on radio and TV said the government was planning to impose a
twenty-four hour curfew on the streets. That would make it
impossible to get to and from the studio. Darren had brought an
overnight bag just in case and had called to tell Phil and Melissa to
do the same.

Melissa had been charged with the duty of calling as many
other crew and cast members as she could reach and suggest they
plan on staying over too. "People aren't going to want to leave
their families," Melissa had pointed out when asked to make the
call.

"They can bring their families with them," Darren had
immediately replied.



Darren was gratified to see some people actually did bring
their families (and pets) with them to the studio. When Phil
pointed out this would compensate for the shortage of extras,
Darren agreed, thinking it would keep their minds off the horrors
outside of the studio walls.

Today was a key scene. Lady Genevieve accidentally
reveals her love for the handsome priest in front of the
townspeople when she seeks him out in the church so he can read
the Last Rites over her dying father.

The scene was shot several times before lunch, Mara doing
an abysmal job of conveying any real emotion. Whether she was
trying to show fear, love, hate or indifference, Mara just looked as
though she had a bad case of gas.

"I can't concentrate!" she wailed when Darren didn't
bother to hide his impatience wither lack of talent. "There are dead
people outside!"

"Well, they're not duside," Darren shot back coldly. "And
they aren't paying your salary." He turned away, dismissing her
before he said something he really regretted. "Now people, we're
going to break for lunch and then try this again. The caterer did
show up, didn't he?"

When Mara didn't return to set after lunch, Darren
assumed she was throwing a tantrum because he hadn't treated her
with the respect she didn't deserve. Everyone else was in place,
waiting for the camera to roll. Derrick, playing the handsome
young priest stood patiently at the pulpit, muttering lines that
would all come out sounding heroically wooden.

Patience worn papet-thin, Darren stalked towards Mara's
trailer, determined to drag her out by her hair if need be.

"Damn it, I hate actors," he muttered, rapping sharply on
the trailer door with a closed fist. When no response was
forthcoming Darren threw manners to the wind and flung the door
open hard enough to send it smacking into the inside wall.

"Mara, get your ass out here! I swear, I'm going to make
sure you never work in this town again if you don't stop this shit!"
Aware that he'd just made an empty threat, Datren took the stairs
in one long stride and stuck his head around the corner. "Mara, I
mean it. [—"

Darren stopped short, confronted by the sight of Mara's
prone body, still in 14t century garb, lying on the trailer floor, one



hand clutching a hypodemic, the other splayed lifelessly to one
side.

"Oh, shit." Datren knelt by his erstwhile leading lady's
corpse, taking a quick check on her pulse to see if he might just be
wrong. Nope, absolutely nothing. Mara was dead.

Darren waited for the rush of grief one was supposed feel
at the death of someone...well, not close, but certainly someone
he'd worked closely with for several weeks. He was dismayed to
discover that amongst his mixed emotions, the strongest was
overwhelming annoyance. A new, darker side of Darren reflected
that on any other occasion Mara's death might even be a cause for
celebration. But now Mara was once again holding up his film.

Darren sat back on his heels.

"Oh, you dumb bitch. How the hell am I going to shoot
around you?"

Darren walked slowly back to set, leaving Mara's corpse to
be disposed of after he'd figured out how to salvage the film. Body
double, using close-ups from previously shot footage? Might just
wortk, although it would be tricky.

Darren joined John, Phil and Melissa by the camera.
Cortrectly reading his expression, Melissa asked, "Trouble?"

"What?" Phil frowned. "She won't come back to set? I'll
handle it." Phil strode towards Mara's trailer, obviously confident
his powers of persuasion were more than ample for the job at
hand.

Darren stopped him with a hand on one shoulder. "She
can't come back on set, Phil. She's dead. Mara OD'd."

All three stared at him blankly. Finally Phil shook his
head. "Jesus. Fife just isn't going to be happy about this." His
voice took on an accusatory tone as he continued, "She was a bit
part of the deal! You know that, Darren!"

Darren's response was forestalled by the appearance of
Derrick, their male lead. "Are we going to get going soon, Darren?"
The actor wiped sweat from his stoically handsome forehead.
"Goddamn lights are melting the makeup off my face and that
alvays makes my skin break out."

Darren considered several replies, discarding each one
before it made its way from his brain to his mouth. He supposed
he'd have to tell people that Mara Dubray was no longer among the
living, but—



"Oh, shit."

The actor stared at him. "It's okay, Darren. I'll just see my
dermatologist. It shouldn't affect filming or anything."

But Darren wasn't paying attention to Derrick. He was too
busy staring over his shoulder as Mara Dubray staggered and
swayed her way towards them, an expression of intense longing
stamped on her face. Her mouth was open slightly, an ululating
moan of desire emerging from it, along with a copious stream of
drool running down one side of her chin.

"I thought you said she was dead," Phil hissed in a stage
whisper.

Darren noted the slightly bluish tint to Mara's skin. "She is
dead." He didn't bother to lower his voice.

Everyone on set had stopped what he or she were doing
and were now staring at Mara's awkward yet determined progress
towards the small group of people by the camera.

As the implications of Darren's comment hit home,
Melissa, Phil and John scattered. The clueless Derrick stayed where
he was. Darrenwas too busy watching Mara in fascination to do
morte than step to one side, leaving the path wide open towards the
actor. Mara's attention focused specifically on her screen lover and
she lurched towards him with outstretched arms, fingers opening
and closing spasmodically. Before anyone could react, she threw
her arms around Derrick with passionate intensity and took a
distinctly unlover-like bite out of his well-muscled shoulder.

Chaos ensued as several hefty grips pried a snarling Mara
off the screaming actor. Darren turned to Phil, his face alight with
enthusiasm.

"Shit! Did you see that?" he exclaimed. "That's the best
acting she's done since we've started. Let's get that on film!"

Darren sat in the screening room watching dailies with
Phil, a contented smile on his face. For the first time since filming
began he was actually happy with the way Mara played a scene.
Granted, some fancy editing would have to be done to replace the
look of abject terror on Derrick's face with a look of tormented
longing, but that could be done. Come to think of it, it was the
expressive Derrick had ever been as well.

It had taken some doing to restore enough order on set to
continue filming. Convincing Derrick to play the scenes had been
the hardest part, but an appeal to the actor's vanity, the promise of



more money, and the two big grips standing by to prevent a repeat
of Mara's first attack had worked wonders. "Besides," Phil had
pointed out, "It's not #hat big of a bite." And luckily one of the
people who'd made it to the studio that day was the on-set medic.

Darren managed to console his own outraged conscience
with this last fact.

The rest of the cast and crew had responded with amazing
equanimity, and Darren suspected part of that had to do with
needing the work to keep their minds off of what might be
happening outside the studio. This thought also made Darren feel
better as he watched the dailies.

He made the mistake of mentioning it to Phil, who replied,
"Whatever. Just so long as they keep working."

Darren stared at his erstwhile friend in disbelief. "How the
hell can you be so callous?" He preferred to forget his own reaction
to Mara's death and the subsequent improvement of her acting
ability.

"Oh, get off your high horse," Phil retorted. "You've got
the best fucking acting you've had since we started so don't get all
moralistic on me. A filmmaker's gotta do what a filmmaker's gotta
do. It's the art that matters." Phil gestured towards the screen. "I
mean, just look at that. It's beautiful!"

Darren looked. It was beautiful, damn it. Except for that
one moment when Mara's attention turned from Dertick to one of
the extras who'd gotten a little too close... Darren winced at the
memoty.

He turned to Phil. "We'll have to remember to keep the
other actors far enough away to keep Mara's focus on Derrick. It
distracts from the intensity of her emotions. And we had a few
close calls today that I don't want to repeat.”

"Yeah," Phil agreed. "We can't afford to lose any more of
our extras. Those crowd scenes look pretty sparse as it is."

"I know," Darren sighed. "But we're not likely to get
anyone else from outside so we'll just have to make due with what
we've got, add in CGI later."

Phil shook his head. "The only CGI we can afford on our
budget will look like crap. Maybe..." He paused and suddenly his
eyes brightened. "Oh, man," he said slowly. "Have I got an idea!"

At first Darren had been totally appalled by Phil's
brainstorm, delivering an unequivocal "No!" in response. How



could Phil even #hink of it? Didn't he understand the moral
implications?

"What moral implications?" Phil was genuinely confused
by the question. "These people ate dead, Darren. They're not going
to care. Most of them probably wanted to be actors anyway so
you'd be doing them a favor. "

Darren's moral outrage sputtered a bit, then flared up
again when he thought of new objections. "What about the danger?
I mean, catching them in the first place. Who the hell is going to
agree to do that?"

"Production assistants,”" Phil replied calmly. Tony'd do
anything for this film. He'll probably think it's fun. Besides, with
the equipment I've got in mind it shouldn't be a problem."

"But what about the danger to the cast and crew?" Darren
demanded. "How the hell are we going to handle that?"

"Have the set design folks come up with something to
keep 'em separate from the others during the scenes. We can use
handcuffs, hide 'em under the costumes, and..."

As Phil proceeded to counter all of Darren's objections
with arguments that at least sounded reasonable, Darren allowed
himself to be persuaded it really would be a good idea to use some
of the newly ambulatory dead to supplement the crowd scenes.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, a little voice told him he was
making a compromise even more Faustian than his deal with
Gerald Fife. But the dailies in front of him and Phil's
persuasiveness were better than a pair of earplugs. And once
committed to the idea, Darren put his considerable energy into
implementing it.

Even without the steady stream of media reports (and
CNN was over the moon to have something this big to report on
without the need to supplement it with brain candy filler), Darren
had only to look outside the studio gates to see the situation was
definitely worsening. There were more walking dead roaming
around the area, lots of cars driving frantically up and down the
surface streets, general chaos. Only one of the security guards
remained at his post, steadfastly ighoring his erstwhile partner who
was now banging on the gates from the outside, a large chunk of
flesh missing from the side of his neck.

Darren approached the remaining guard. "You still letting
people in and out of here?"



The guard nodded. "As long as they show their badges."

"Great." Something else occurred to Datren. "Any more
guns here?"

"We have a few in the Security office."

"Do you think—"

The guard shook his head. "No way. That's against the

law."

Using his most persuasive tone, Darren said, "C'mon—"
He looked at the guard's nametag. "C'mon, Arthur. I've got to send
some people out on a run and they need protection."

"I don't know..."

Darren played his trump card. "Y'know, I could use you in
this film, Arthur. I've lost a couple of my co-stats because of these
damn zombies."

The guard tossed Darren a key. "Just don't tell anyone
where you got it. Itd be my ass."

Darren walked off to find the security office, thankful that
everyone in this town really 4id want to be an actor."

Melissa listened carefully and jotted down notes as Darren
gave her the list of items he wanted one of the production
assistants to pick up on what might be their only run outside the
studio. When he was finished, he had her read the list back to him.
Phil stood to one side, nodding his head.

"Okay. Dry ice, lots of it. Any food he can find. The
thickest sports padding available. Heavy-duty steel collars. Leather
will do, but steel preferable. Chain leashes—" Melissa stopped and
looked at both Datren and Phil. "Are you sutre about this?"

Phil nodded. "Ought to be a piece of cake."

"Hmm)," Melissa said doubtfully. "Okay. John's rifles plus
ammo ... we're gonna need his house key and directions." She
jotted down another notation. "Okay, I think that's just about it."

The on-set medic strode up, her forehead creased with
lines of worry. "Are you sending someone outside?"

Darren nodded.

"Good. I need some antibiotics as soon as possible.
Derrick isn't looking too good. That bite is festering and it looks
like the infection is spreading rapidly beyond the wound."

Melissa made another notation on her list.

A shriek from Mara's trailer drew their attention. Linda,
the rather temperamental makeup girl, came running out of it



clutching her hand. Her assistant, a mousy little thing whose name
no one could ever remember, followed her closely.

"Darren!" Linda's voice was raised several notches above
her usual petulant whine. "I absolutely cannot work under these
conditions! I can only do so much with someone whose skin is
naturally blue. And when I tried putting lipstick on her, she bit
me!" Linda dramatically held up one hand to show a smallish bite
mark. The medic looked at it worriedly.

"Add a mortician's makeup kit to that list," Phil said
thoughtfully. "Hell, bring a mortician. Might make more sense and
we won't have to pay Union scale."

Linda started to sputter in outrage and Phil snatled,
"Listen, Linda. If you can't do your job, I'm going to get someone
who can. Give me any shit and you'll be working Craft Services.
And I'm not talking about behind the table."

"Maybe we could sew Mara's lips shut," the makeup
assistant suggested with the air of one used to being ignored.

Darren considered the idea, grateful for even this token
safety measure with which to salve his increasingly battered
conscience. "Just might work!"

The makeup assistant looked absurdly gratified.

"Darren, it has to look like she's really talking," Phil
protested. "How the hell are you going to loop in her dialogue
realistically if her mouth doesn't move?"

Darren shot Phil a resentful glance, hating the fact that his
producer was right.

"Okay," he amended. "Let's try sewing the corners so she
can't get a good bite radius going." Phil nodded his approval and
Darren continued, "Melissa, talk to wardrobe and see what they can
do." Turning back to the mousy assistant he said, "Good thinking,
honey. Do you think you can do something with Mara's makeup so
we can get the next scene shot before we lose the light?"

The assistant nodded, eager to prove her worth. She
scurried back to Mara's trailer as the protesting Linda was led off to
be treated by the medic.

Darren resumed his conversation with Melissa and Phil. "We can
sew the new extras' mouths completely shut. They don't have to
talk. And make sure the PA —who arewe using?"

Melissa checked her list. "Tony."

"Good. He's smart. Make sure he's got a decent gun."



"Gotit."" Melissa set off to make sure everything on her
list was done with her usual efficiency. Then she stopped and
turned back. "Darren, shouldn't we send someone to ride shotgun
with Tony? They'd stand a better chance of getting back safely."

"Phil, can we spare the extra hand or—" Datren stopped
abruptly. "Jesus, I don't believe I said that. Of course we can spare
someone else. Whatever it takes to bring them back safely."

"And more quickly," Phil agreed. "It'd be hell to try and
find more good production assistants."

Datrren ignored that. "Okay, let's get moving."

"Yeah," Phil said. "We should get going on Derrick's death
scene while he's still got some life in him."

The scene went well. Derrick shivered with a real fever no
amount of acting (at least on /s part) could emulate. His skin was
pasty, sweat poured off of him in rivulets, and he seemed to be
suffering from as much pain as a plague victim in the last stages of
bubonic plague would have felt. Darrenwas delighted with the
results ... on a purely artistic level, of course.

The medic stood at the sidelines throughout, wearing an
expression that alternated between disapproval and downright
horrot. She had vehemently protested the decision to shoot a
scene with the sick man but Derrick himself had insisted. He was a
professional, by God, and he would act as long as he could breathe;
a state lasting approximately ten minutes after they finished
shooting his death scene. Darren immediately had someone from
Wardrobe stitch the dead actor's lips partially shut, consoling
himself with the thought that he'd given Derrick the chance to die
with his acting boots on, so to speak.

"You are using buttonhole thread, aren't your" he asked
the woman pushing a needle in and out of Derrick's lips.

She looked up in annoyance. "Please. I do know my job."

Several hours later the production assistants returned from
their run, loaded down with all the items on their list, including a
dozen large coolers full of dry ice, several intimidating rifles, and a
star-struck mortician. The mortician was sent off to see what he
could do with Mara as the young assistant hadn't been able to make
her look life-like.

The medic appropriated the medical supplies and
immediately injected a shivering Linda with a hefty dose of
antibiotics as she asked, "You're not allergic to Penicillin, are you?"



Linda shook her head and promptly passed out.

Darren, in the meantime, sent several coolers of dry ice
over to Mara's trailer to try and slow down the natural rotting
process. He figured three more good days ought to see the film
finished. Then she could rot atwill. He turned his attention back
to Tony and the rest of the supplies. "You got the collars?"

Tony grinned and held up a handful of heavy steel collars.
"I know a couple of dominatrices who didn't mind lending their
gear. What are we using 'em for?"

By the time Tony and another P.A. rounded up a dozen
extras from the outside and locked them in one of the steel-sheeted
storage units, the mortician had finished his makeup job on Mara.
He beamed proudly as the actress was led out on a leash by one of
the heftier grips.

"One of my better jobs, if I do say so myself," the
mortician bragged. "Doesn't she look peaceful?"

She did indeed.

Datren rolled his eyes. "That's just great, but I don't reed
peaceful. She's supposed to be reacting to the death of her lover,
not going for a drive in the country. Get my drift?"

The mortician sniffed. "I'll see what I can do."

"All right, people," Darren yelled. "Let's call it for the
night. We'll pick this up tomorrow. Call time is six a.m.!"

A brief listen to the radio told Darren that things were not
getting any better. The ratio of dead to living in Los Angeles was
rapidly favoring the dead. Citizens were advised to make their way
to rescue shelters set up around the city. Darren thought the
walled confines of Plateau Pictures were about as good a protected
shelter as anywhere else, and the other members of the production
seemed to feel the same way; no one had left the studio when
they'd wrapped for the day. Darren was happy that he could offer
some safety to his cat and crew. He figured they deserved some
compensation for the notoriously long hours that low budget
productions demanded.

Tomorrow would be another sixteen-hour grind. Darren
just hoped he'd be able to tell the live members of the production
from the dead ones by the end of it.

The next day's shooting went relatively well although
controlling the dead extras proved somewhat difficult. Several of
the live extras were scratched and a production assistant bitten



before all the ghouls had their mouths sewn shut. One of them
ripped out the thread and managed to make a healthy lunch out of
the makeup assistant. Phil took good look at her corpse and
decided there was enough left to reanimate. "Someone put her in
the extras pen.”

Darren winced, but tried to look at it from the angle that it
would save Tony from having to procure more bodies from the
outside. He really didn't want to risk losing the kid to the extras en.
Tony was the best P.A. Darren had ever worked with and he had
that gpark, the same sort of idealism that he, Darren, was rapidly
losing. Darren wanted to see that spark (not to mention Tony's
health) preserved.

All in all Darren was quite pleased with the acting jobs he
was getting from his ghoulish thespians. They were easier to deal
with than some of the crew, who were complaining about the
smell. Wardrobe was especially vocal when it came to costuming
the dead.

"Do you know how hard it is to get blood stains out of
this material?" snapped the wardrobe gitl who'd stitched Detrick's
mouth shut. Datren hoped she'd become eligible for the extras
pen. She wasn't that good of a seamstress eithet.

The medic, meanwhile, frantically tried to treat those
who'd been bitten or scratched by the zombies, but the antibiotics
didn't seem to be working.

On the upside, the dry ice was working well enough to
prevent Mara and Derrick from degenerating too quickly. The hot
lights were a bit of a problem, but that was what stand-ins were for.

Darren was coming to the reluctant conclusion that the
zombie plague could be the best thing that had ever happened to

his career.

At the end of the day Darren eagerly ran the dailies to see
if they lived up to his expectations. Even Phil and Melissa were
impressed with the improved quality of the stars' performances.

"Mara really looks horrified," Melissa commented during
one scene.

"I think she was really hungry, " Phil said. "That was the
scene we shot before lunch."

Darren felt a warm glow suffuse his entire being as the
certainty that this, the end result, really was worth all of the ...



unpleasant things he'd had to do; the compromises he'd been
forced to make. Sometimes true art could only be born out of the
womb of horrot.

Ignoring the pretentious tone of that last thought, Darren
continued to watch the screen.

When they'd finished watching the dailies, Phil and Melissa
headed off to get some supper while Darren resound the reel to
view his masterpiece again in private. He'd only gotten through
five minutes of footage, however, when the door opened and the
light switched on.

Datren turned around in annoyance. "Didn't you see the
red light?" he snapped before his eyes adjusted to the brightness.
He put a lid on his temper as soon as he registered who'd entered
the room.

It was Gerald Fife, dressed in his usual relaxed-fit jeans
and silk shirt that did nothing to hide his middle-aged paunch or
create the desired effect of borrowed youth.

"Gerald," Darren said expansively, confident that he at last
had something of quality to show his executive producer. Have a
seat and check out the dailies."

"Sotty, ain't got the time." Gerald sat down despite his
words. "I'm just here to give you the news in person. Didn't want
you to hear it through Phil." He pulled out a cigar and lit it.

Darren's heart plunged down into his stomach. "What
news?" he asked, although he thought he knew the answer.

"I'm pulling the plug." Gerald took along pull on
his cigar, exhaling with obvious relish.

"What? Why?"

"This whole dead thing, Datren. It's depressing. The
investors aren't going to want a movie about the plague when the
viewing public is already down about the zombies. No percentage
init"

"Jesus Christ, Gerald, you've got to take a look at these
dailies!" Datren gestured toward the screen. "We've really got
something here!"

Gerald shook his head with finality. "Sotty, Darren. No
go. We're in this business to make money. No one's going to want
to see a movie with a bunch of rotting bodies when they can look
out their window and see the same thing for free."

”But—"



Gerald held up one hand, sending a plume of cigar smoke
wafting in Darren's face. "But me no buts, kid, I ain't got the time.
I wanna get out of here while I still can. Traffic's a bitch out there."
He took a puff of his cigar." Sorty, kid. But you know what they
say; when the going gets tough, the tough get going. And I'm
getting the fuck out of Dodge." Gerald stood up. "Now where's
Mara? Iwanna give her the news myself."

Staring bleakly at the screen, Darren said, "She's locked in
her trailer."

"Locked in?" Gerald's voice tose in outrage. "What the hell
are you talking about, locked in?"

Darren started fumbling for an explanation. Suddenly his
train of thought jumped to another track as something irrevocably
snapped in his brain. He wasn't sure if it was his conscience or his
sanity—maybe it was both—but it no longer mattered. Only the
film mattered.

He stood up. "Sorty, Gerald. I meant she's locked Jerself in
her trailer. Maybe you can help out."

"Jesus!" Gerald stubbed out his cigar. "What the hell did
you do to her?"

"She's unhappy with the quality of the food we've had
lately," Darren explained as he followed Gerald out of the
screening room bungalow towards Mara's trailer. "It's been hard to
get Cristal these days."

"On your budget it should be i