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Chas stared out of the window of the moving car, looking but not seeing, her mind lost in the clouds that drifted overhead in a sea of blue. The scenery passed by in a blur of familiar shapes. Houses painted in hues of white and beige, green lawns, jaunty post-boxes, trimmed hedges, parked sedans, and the odd jogger or dog walker. 

It was a late Friday afternoon, mid-summer, and even now, the heat was unbearable. She shifted in her seat, uncomfortably aware of the damp patch on her back caused by the lack of air-conditioning in the old vehicle and the cracked leather seat. July’s were the worst, but at least the tornado season was over.

“Are you looking forward to tonight, hun?” her grandma asked, and Chas tore her attention away from the outside with an effort.

“Oh, yes, Lala, very much,” she said with a grin, unable to hide her excitement. This was the first time she was being allowed to go to the fair without adult supervision. Just her and her two best friends. “I can’t believe Mom agreed to this.”

“Well, I might have had something to do with that,” Grandma replied with a secretive smile.

Chas giggled. “I knew it. If anyone could convince my mom, it’s you, Lala.”

“It’s your birthday, honey. I had to back you. Just don’t screw it up, okay? If you do, she’ll never let you out of her sight again. You know your mother,” Grandma replied.

Chas nodded. She did know. While her grandmother was the independent kind, willing to let Chas try new things, her mother was strict and rigid, reluctant to let go of her little girl. But I’m not a little girl anymore. Today, I’m fourteen. Practically, a grown-up! 

“Thanks, Lala.”

“Don’t mention it. Just wait at the gates at eight sharp, or there will be trouble,” Grandma said.

“I promise,” Chas said.

“And don’t let Vanessa have her way either. That girl is a rebel. I like her, but she’s a bad influence sometimes.” Grandma shot Chas a warning look. “Rather listen to Emily. She’s got her head screwed on right.”

Chas mumbled a yes, but already her thoughts were winging ahead to the fair. It only came to Red Rock once a year, and she couldn’t wait to get started on the rides. It’s gonna be so much fun.

She turned her head to stare out the window again. They’d left the suburbs behind and were now traveling through the city center headed for the fairgrounds. Rows of little shops flashed past, their windows advertising all sorts of delights with bright signs. Her favorite was the bakery with its rows of multi-colored frosted cupcakes decorated with glitter and candy. It sang with all the comforts of home until her eyes caught a strange sight. A man eating out of the dumpsters in an alley beside a bistro. 

While Chas had seen homeless people before, she’d never seen one mashing handfuls of raw burger meat into his mouth like he was a ravening wolf. As they drove past, he lifted his head and stared at her with a blank look. Pieces of bloody flesh dripped from his lips, and she shuddered, wondering if the man was a nutcase.

“Lala, did you see that?”

“See what, Chasity?”

“That man over there…” Chas pointed but they were already turning a corner, and the moment was lost. Before she could say anything further, a squad of police cars raced past, their sirens blaring in her ears. She twisted in her seat, watching them fly down the street. I wonder what happened. 

An accident? A robbery? Red Rock was a quiet little town, and crime was unheard of inside its sleepy little borders.

“Please be careful tonight, honey. Don’t talk to any strangers, and if anything happens, call your grandpa or me straight away.”

“Uh huh,” Chas mumbled, still staring after the police squad.

“Are you even listening?” Grandma asked, forcing Chas to turn around and focus on her grandmother’s face. 

“Of course, I am, Lala. I’ll be careful, I promise. No strangers.”

Grandma nodded, mollified. “Good. Now, I’m busy tonight, and your mom is working night-shift at the hospital, but your Grandpa will fetch you, okay?”

“I know. Grumps already told me,” Chas said, before jumping up and down in her seat. “There it is!”

She pointed at the entrance to the fairgrounds, a set of iron gates in a chain link fence stretching around an open plot of land. The parking lot was already full, people milling about and heading for the ticket booths. 

The bright lights of the rides flashed in the distance, and the air hummed with excitement as laughing kids raced past, followed by smiling adults who looked forward to a night less ordinary.

As her grandmother pulled up to the entrance, Chas spotted Vanessa and Emily waiting for her to the side. “There they are. You can let me out now, Lala.”

“Do you have everything?” Grandma asked. “Your money, your watch, and your phone?”

“Yup. Love you, Lala. Bye,” Chas cried before tumbling out of the car.

“Have fun,” Grandma called after her, but Chas hardly heard, so excited was she to see her friends.

“Vanessa, Emily, over here,” she called, waving her arms.

Their faces lit up at the sight of her, and they rushed over. “Happy birthday, Chasity.”

After exchanging hugs and smiles, Chas turned to give her grandmother a final wave before looking at the ticket booth. “You guys ready for this?”

“Oh, yes,” Emily replied, pushing her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. They were always sliding off, and she was always pushing them back. A signature move. Especially when she was reading, which was all the time.

“I’m ready. I hope you are,” Vanessa said in challenging tones, tucking her hands into the pockets of her black jeans. A would-be goth, she was always wearing black, but it matched her hair, cut into a straight bob that brushed her shoulders. “This is going to be epic!”

Chas smiled, tucking a stray strand of her blonde hair behind her ears. It was always getting in her way, even now when it was tied into a ponytail. “Then what are we waiting for?”

Taking the lead, she joined the queue at the ticket booth, buying entrance for all three of them since it was her party. It didn’t take long before they were inside, eyeing the colorful rides underneath the clear skies. Puffs of dust rose from the ground as she walked, the grass trampled beneath the feet of hundreds of fairgoers. 

Long rows of stalls advertised all kinds of junk foods, while others featured games or sold cheap trinkets made of plastic. The scent of fried corn dogs filled her nostrils, reminding her of her empty tummy, but Chas ignored it. She did not relish the idea of going on the rides with a full stomach. What if she got sick and hurled? That would be the worst ever. We can get something to eat later. After we’re done with the rides.

“Let’s go on the teacups first,” Emily suggested.

Vanessa groaned. “The teacups? Really? That’s so boring.”

“Is not!” Emily protested, her freckled cheeks reddening beneath Vanessa’s scornful gaze.

Chas sighed. As the unspoken leader of the group, it always fell on her to keep the peace. “We will ride on the teacups, Emily, but maybe we should try something new first.”

Vanessa pointed at the nearest ride. “What about that one? The cosmic dancer?”

Chas eyed it, noting the way the seats twisted and rolled in groups of three while the whole thing rose up into the air on giant metal arms. Just what she wanted. Something exciting. “Looks like fun. Let’s go.”

Giggling, the three girls joined the queue, ready to kick off their night in style. While waiting, Chas noticed a boy three people ahead of them with short blonde hair and a red hoodie. He was cute, but that wasn’t what caught her attention. Rather, it was his pale and sweaty complexion.

“Who are you staring at?” Vanessa asked a tad too loudly. “A boy?”

“Sh, Vanessa,” Chas whispered, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “I’m not looking at a boy, okay?”

Vanessa shrugged, chewing on a nail covered in chipped purple nail polish. “Whatever.”

At fifteen, she was a year older than either Chas or Emily. An orphan, she lived in a foster home and flunked her grade the previous year. Rebellious and wild, she could be a handful, but Chas liked her for her sass and bravery. They’d met in the schoolyard when Vanessa punched a boy for bullying a younger kid, an act Chas approved of. They’d been friends ever since.

“He looks sick, that’s all,” Chas said, nodding toward the teen boy.

“He does look kinda ill,” Vanessa admitted once she’d scrutinized him. “I hope he doesn’t chuck on the ride. That’d be gross.”

Emily shuddered, her nose wrinkling beneath the plastic frames of her glasses. “Me neither.”

It was only when they reached the front of the line that Chas noticed more sick people, either waiting in line or walking past, their faces pale and sweaty with red-rimmed eyes. I hope there isn’t some sort of flu going around.

She thought back to a news report she’d caught on TV the night before. Something about infected meat products making people ill. She noticed one of the sick people clutching the remnants of a corn dog. Maybe we should stay away from the corn dogs tonight.

All such thoughts were forgotten once they got on the ride, though. Chas gripped the bars across her chest with a sense of anticipation, butterflies whirling through her stomach at the thought of what was to come. With a loud buzz, the ride started, and she squeezed her eyes shut before opening them wide to look at her friends. “Here goes!”

As her seat started spinning faster and faster, Chas lifted her arms in the air and squealed with delight. The wind whipped through her hair, and her body swayed from side to side. As the ride lifted up, the fairgrounds came into sharp focus, the people on the ground looking like ants scurrying around.

Vanessa and Emily laughed out loud with her, and Chas reflected that as birthdays went, this was the best one ever, and it was only just the beginning.
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After the cosmic dancer, the girls went on the teacups, more to please Emily than anything else. It was still fun, though, and afterward, they got in line at the cotton candy stand. Music blared from strategically placed speakers, while girls walked past wearing glowing devil horns or angel halos on their heads. Others carried glow sticks or had their arms covered with fake tattoos. 

“I want one of those,” Vanessa said.

“Yeah, I bet,” Emily said, quirking an eyebrow at Vanessa’s worn biker boots.

While waiting, Chas couldn’t help but notice how many more people were getting sick. Even as she watched, a woman stumbled past clutching her mouth, her eyes bloodshot and scary looking.

“What is going on?” Chas mumbled, alarm bells going off in her head.

“Huh? What do you mean?” Vanessa asked.

“Haven’t you noticed all the sick people? I mean, look,” Chas said, pointing out at least five people in the crowd surrounding them.

“Now that you mention it, wasn’t it on the news yesterday?” Emily asked, her expression serious.

“What news?” Vanessa asked.

“There’s a shipment of contaminated meat making people ill. I’ve heard that some of them even become violent and attack others,” Emily said.

“You’re joking,” Vanessa said, but she frowned as she looked around.

“I’m not. I watched it with my mom and dad,” Emily replied.

“I saw it too,” Chas said. Suddenly, a heavy blow from behind sent her reeling. She fell forward onto Vanessa who grabbed her by the shoulders.

“What the hell?” a furious Vanessa cried, glaring at somebody over Chas’ shoulder.

Chas turned around, ready to let rip with an angry comment, but her words dried up in her mouth at the sight of the man confronting her. His eyes were so red they almost glowed, his face contorted in an angry snarl. Sweat ran in runnels down his cheeks, and his face had a sickly almost green hue to it.

“Get out of my way,” he growled, shoving the three girls aside without ceremony. “Hungry. I’m hungry.”

Chas stared in amazement as he stormed the cotton candy stand, bulldozing through the queue of protesting customers without a backward glance. He grabbed handfuls of the pink fluff, stuffing it into his mouth despite the objections of the stand’s owner.

“Hey, you can’t do that, Sir!” the owner cried.

The crazy man swiped at him with both hands before shoveling in more of the cotton candy, his cheeks bulging with the stuff. “Need to eat!”

Emily had both hands pressed to her mouth, her freckles prominent against her suddenly pale skin. Vanessa simply gaped, her hands clenched into fists, while Chas had the horrid feeling that something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

She grabbed her friends. “Come on, guys. Let’s get out of here. He’s as crazy as a Bessie bug.”

They backed away, and Chas drew them into a secluded corner where they watched as two security guards stormed in and removed the troublemaker. He kicked and punched, roaring that he was hungry the entire time.

“Maybe I should phone Lala, or my mom,” Chas suggested. “Something’s up.”

“And go home?” Vanessa protested. “We only just got here.”

“Yeah, but…didn’t you see that man? He was nuts,” Chas said.

“So? He’s gone now. That what the security guards are here for. He won’t bother us again,” Vanessa reasoned.

“I agree with Chas. We should go home,” Emily said, her light blue eyes wide as she contemplated their surroundings. Her curly red hair had come undone, and she nervously scraped it back into its customary bun. “Maybe this all has to do with that bad meat story.”

“Oh, come on, guys. We were having such fun. I really don’t want to go home so soon,” Vanessa pleaded.

Chas hesitated. She didn’t want to go home either. Not yet. Plus, she knew that outings were rare for Vanessa. Her foster parents did not allow her much in the way of freedom after she’d failed her previous grade, and this birthday party was a rare exception. “All right. Let’s stick around a bit longer.”

“But…” Emily began.

“We can go home if anything else happens, okay?” Chas said.

Emily bit her lip. “Fine.”

“Yes!” Vanessa punched the air. “Let’s go on the Ferris wheel next.”

“Sure, why not,” Chas agreed, though a small quiver ran down her spine at the sight of the giant wheel with its bright lights shining like a neon star.

As they climbed into their seats, the little cubicle rocked back and forth causing Chas’ stomach to lurch. She was afraid of heights, always had been, but would rather die than admit that to either Vanessa or Emily. Vanessa, especially. Instead, she clung to her pride and sat down, leaning back in her seat with a fake smile on her face.

With a lurch, the wheel started moving. Chas latched on to the sides of her seat until her fingers went numb, a knot in her throat. Finally, the ride smoothed out, and they were slowly moving up and around in a big circle.

Emily looked nervous too, but Chas suspected it had more to do with the crazy guy from earlier. “Are you okay, Emily?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little worried,” Emily replied, chewing on her thumbnail.

“About the bad meat thing?” Vanessa asked. “It can’t be that serious. I mean, food gives you food poisoning. It doesn’t make you crazy.”

“Actually, there have been numerous studies on the effect of food on people’s mood, and certain types have been proven to contribute to violence and anger,” Emily said, her expression growing eager as she slipped into teacher mode. “Also, what about Mad Cow Disease?”

Chas sighed. While Emily was super smart, sometimes she got a little preachy and loved to tell them all about stuff they didn’t know about and didn’t care about either. 

Vanessa’s eyes had already glazed over, and she rolled her head back when Emily started on the exact causes and symptoms of the human version of Mad Cow Disease. “Ugh, Emily, stop! I don’t care. None of us care.”

Emily, abruptly cut off in the middle of a sentence, folded her arms across her chest and glared at Vanessa, her cheeks flushed. “Fine. If you don’t want to know, I won’t tell you, but don’t expect me to help you with your schoolwork anymore. You can flunk another year for all I care.”

Vanessa gasped. “Harsh much? I just meant we should have fun Em. It’s Chas’ birthday. We’re at the fair, not school.”

“Yeah, well, no need to be rude about it,” Emily said, showing no signs of calming down. 

“Whoa, guys. No fighting, okay? I’m making it a rule today,” Chas intervened, knowing full well that both Emily and Vanessa had quick tempers and the two often bumped heads about the smallest stuff.

Silence fell as the two friends subsided in their seats, though neither looked happy about it. Chas decided to change the subject. “Guess what I got for my birthday from Uncle Al?”

She produced a knife from her jeans pocket, tucked away for just such a moment. Vanessa immediately perked up. “Wow, let me see.”

Chas smiled as Vanessa and Emily admired the weapon. It was a quality piece made by a craftsman, the blade slim but razor sharp, the handle perfectly balanced. It came with its own sheath too and could loop onto her belt if she wanted.

“Weird present for a girl,” Emily said, before handing it back.

“Not really. My uncle has been teaching me how to throw it, and how to hotwire a car.”

“Has he been in jail?” Emily asked, her eyes wide.

“No, he’s just handy like that. He believes I should be able to look after myself, that’s all,” Chas said.

“Well, I think it’s super cool,” Vanessa said.

“Thanks.”

With peace restored, Chas managed to relax and enjoy the sight from up high. Their cubicle had reached the top where the ride paused to allow them a few moments to admire the view. And what a view. The sun was setting on the far horizon, and purple streaks colored the sky mixed with orange and red. Dusk gave way to night, and the city twinkled in the distance as its lights came on, each winking into existence like a star.

Suddenly, Vanessa leaned over the side and pointed. “I think I can see my house from here. Look!”

The booth rocked back and forth at her abrupt movements, and Chas whimpered. They were right at the top, and the swinging was causing her stomach to do flop about like a dead fish. A cold sweat broke out on her forehead, and she clenched her teeth together, praying she wasn’t about to throw up. 

Things got worse when Vanessa produced her phone and wedged herself in between Emily and Chas. Unbalanced, their seats tipped backward as Vanessa held her screen up high. “Time for a selfie. Smile!”

Chas caught sight of her pale complexion and forced smile on the screen, the fairgrounds seeming dangerously close to her as they swung back and forth. Finally, Vanessa got a picture she was happy with and bounced back into her own seat. 

Chas heaved a sigh of relief, her hands grown sore from clutching the bars when she heard a distant sound that had her sitting upright with a frown. “Do you guys hear that?”

“Hear what?” Vanessa asked, still staring at her phone.

“Screams.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Emily said.

“Listen. There it is again,” Chas said, and indeed, the screams she’d heard were growing louder, rising above the hum of the crowd and the music issuing from numerous speakers.

“Why are they screaming?” Vanessa asked.

“No idea, but it can’t be good,” Chas said, gingerly leaning over the side and looking down at the grounds. From this high up, everything looked small and insignificant, but there was nothing small about the terrified screams issuing from the throats of the people below. She spotted a couple of running figures, sprinting across a patch of open field. They appeared to be chasing a bunch of others, and it was they who were shouting out in fear.

The guy operating the Ferris wheel turned to look, his shoulders tense as he surveyed the scene. He reached for the radio at his belt but never got to use it. One of the people queuing for the Ferris wheel let out an ear-splitting screech, her head thrown back and her hands curled into claws. Her back crackled and twisted as she contorted into strange shapes before suddenly snapping upright, her eyes fixed on the operator.

With a growl, she launched herself at the guy, her hands latching onto his shoulders and her legs wrapping around his waist. Chas gasped in horror as the woman bit down on his neck, her teeth sinking into his flesh until his blood fountained into the air.

“What’s happening?” Emily cried, her trembling voice sounding far away even though she was right there.

Vanessa appeared next to Chas, and she too cried out in horror. “Oh, my gosh, she’s eating him. Look.”

Chas didn’t want to look anymore. It was too horrible, but her eyes remained glued to the scene. Another shriek pulled her gaze to a young boy, maybe five or six, and she stared in disbelief as he underwent the same monstrous transformation, changing from an innocent kid to a demonic fiend. He jumped onto the nearest body, his mom, and buried his teeth in her arm, tearing out a hunk of flesh. The rest of the people in the queue stampeded in all directions. 

More and more of the crazy people showed themselves, growling as they attacked fleeing friends and family. Security guards tried in vain to stop the massacre, but they were too few in number and helpless in the face of so many gnashing teeth.

The Ferris wheel operator, still struggling with the monstrous woman on top of him, fell back against the controls. His elbow bumped a switch, and the wheel lurched forward, beginning its ponderous descent to the bottom.

When the cubicle closest to the bottom reached the ground, the kids inside spilled out in a panic. One by one, they were attacked and taken down by the crazed sickos who were eating people. Not one escaped.

The wheel turned again, and the same tragic scene played out before Chas’ eyes as the occupants were ripped to shreds. Quickly, she counted the remaining booths before their own. Six. Six more turns and they’d be on the ground. Exposed. Vulnerable. Prey.

Even as she thought about it, her mind seeking a way out of their predicament, the wheel turned again, and a fresh chorus of screams rent the air.

Five.

Five more turns.

The countdown has begun.
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Her friends had reached the same conclusion as her. As one, Vanessa and Emily turned to Chas, their faith in her ability to lead absolute. She stared at their trusting faces, and for the first time, regretted being the unspoken leader of their little group. 

“What do we do now?” Emily asked with tears streaming down her face.

“We can’t go down there,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “We’ll die.”

Chas looked over the edge of the railing to the roiling mass of human figures below, her mouth as dry as bone. With a creak, the wheel continued its march to death, another set of victims delivered to the waiting mob. 

Four.

People in the other cubicles, both those next in line and those behind her were screaming in panic, and few were climbing out, braving the steel girder that made of the wheel. One, a teen boy, lost his grip and fell into the cannibal’s waiting hands to be lost within seconds. “I…I don’t know, I…”

Vanessa gripped her arm. “You have to think of something, Chas. Now!”

The wheel turned.

Three.

Chas swung around and headed for the opposite side of the cubicle, brushing past a tearful Emily. She looked down and spotted a minibus parked a few meters below them on the other side of the wheel. If they could go that way, the Ferris wheel itself would be between them and the crazed mob. 

Chas leaned over, estimating the distance. It was a steep drop, and they’d have to time it right, but it was their only hope. The metal arms turned, and suddenly the minibus was a whole lot closer. One more turn and they wouldn’t be able to jump onto its roof, and Chas didn’t relish their chances on the ground.

She waved at the other two. “We have to jump. Now!”

Vanessa obeyed without question. After a quick glance over the side, she nodded. “The bus?”

“That’s the idea. Jump before the wheel turns again,” Chas said.

Without hesitating, Vanessa dropped over the side, landed on the vehicle’s roof with a loud bang. “I made it. Come on, you two.”

Chas tugged at Emily’s arm. “You have to jump, Em.”

Emily shook her head. “I can’t. Those people. Those things.”

“That’s why you have to jump before it’s too late. It’s your only chance,” Chas insisted, aware that time was running out. Any moment now, the Ferris Wheel would turn again. “Please, Em.”

“No,” Emily cried, bursting into fresh sobs.

Swallowing her impatience, Chas gripped her friend by her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Emily, if you don’t jump now, we’ll both die. Do you want me to die?”

“No,” Emily said.

“Then do it,” Chas said, shoving Emily to the side and helping the quivering girl over the edge. The wheel groaned as it prepared for another turn, and Chas knew their time was up. “Jump!”

Emily jumped, and Chas scrambled to follow, but with a lurch, the giant metal arms of the wheel turned once more, and the ground rushed up with a blur. Caught on the edge, she bit back a cry of despair as the minibus appeared before her eyes, the ground right below her.

In the cubicle next to her, people screamed as the mob of crazy people on the platform tore into them. Some of the crazies tried to reach her, their clawed hands scrabbling through the metal bars in their eagerness to grab her. A few wormed their way through, seeming not to care if they injured themselves in the process. 

Without thinking, Chas jumped out of the booth and ran for the bus, praying its doors were open. Behind her, the infected people followed, streaming around the Ferris Wheel’s platform. Her friend’s screamed at her to hurry from their positions on the roof of the minibus, even as more people from the cubicles above her followed her example and jumped out of their seats. Two landed next to Emily and Vanessa. Another missed the bus and fell on the ground, breaking his leg with a loud crack.

Chas reached the car and yanked at the handle, sobbing with relief when the door swung open. She jumped in and shut it with seconds to spare as several bodies smashed into the bus with loud growls. On top, Emily and Vanessa screamed, and Chas knew they had to get moving.

She fumbled for the ignition and found the keys dangling there. Grateful that her grandfather had thought to teach her the basics of driving, she started the engine with a loud roar and jammed it into drive. 

As she pulled away, pushing through the throng of bodies, her eyes fell on the man with the broken leg. He was a goner. Even as she watched, three infected people fell on him with eager snarls. 

Chas averted her gaze, not wanting to see his last moments, and focused on getting her friends and herself to safety. It wasn’t easy. Not only was she an inexperienced driver, but she dared not go too fast or turn too sharply for fear of tossing either Vanessa or Emily off the roof.

She headed for the gates, determined to get out of the fairgrounds, but as she neared the exit, Chas slammed on the brakes. “Oh, no. What now?”

The gates were blocked, jam-packed with cars and people trying to escape the bloodbath that was now the fair. The screech of metal on metal filled the air as drivers tried to bulldoze their way through. Both crazy and innocent people were caught in the middle, victims of the frenzied panic that reigned over all.

Chas looked around, assessing the situation. She jumped when an infected woman slammed into the window next to her face and began to beat on the glass with her fists. Their eyes met, Chas’ wide and frightened, the woman’s devoid of all emotions except hunger. At that moment, she realized that safety lay in hiding. We need to get somewhere safe. Somewhere we can hide until the police come.

To her, that meant a building. One with doors that could be locked or blocked, at least. The rides were swarming with crazies. They were all over the place, running after escapees or crawling over stands.

The food stalls were the worst, the hungry crowd shoveling anything they could get into their gaping mouths until the sickness took over completely. At that point, they wanted living flesh, their entire focus zooming in on anything that moved. 

Chas’ eyes fell on the ablution blocks, and a light went on in her head. There! It was the only brick and mortar building on the entire site. Its windows were tiny and set high in the walls, and the only entrance was through a solid metal door.

She jammed her foot on the gas and raced toward the block of toilets. The crowd grew thinner as she neared the spot. Most people had made a run for the exit and parking lot, drawing the crazies with them. That left only a few stragglers wandering around, and Chas thought they could make it inside safely before being attacked.

The minibus roared toward the ablution block, knocking aside the few infected that braved it and kicking up a thick cloud of dust in its wake. The sun winked out on the horizon, sending out the last flash of orange light before night set in, falling across the fairgrounds like a thick blanket. 

Chas pulled the bus sideways and pressed the brakes, parallel parking next to the ladies’ toilet entrance. She tumbled out of the driver side, calling to her friends. “Emily, Vanessa, get inside. Quick.”

“We’re coming,” Vanessa cried, dropping down from the vehicle’s roof followed by Emily and two other strangers. 

Chas slammed open the toilet door and called out, “Anyone here?”

Silence met her ears in the gathering darkness, and she whirled around. “Come on, come on. It’s safe.”

Vanessa ducked past her just as a howl went up nearby, and Chas spotted two crazies running their way. Emily was next, followed by a boy, but the last person in line, a girl of around sixteen, didn’t make it. The two infected caught her just before she reached the door. 

They pulled her down and ripped into her as she screamed in pain. The boy saw it and yelled, “Macy, no!”

He was about to run toward her, but Chas grabbed him by the arm. “It’s too late.”

“No!” 

He struggled to pull free of her grip when Macy looked up at him and shook her blood-spattered face. “Andrew, no. Get inside. Please!”

Andrew hesitated, torn, and Chas took the opportunity to draw him inside even as he reached a pleading hand toward the girl. “Macy.”

“Find Mom and Dad, Andrew. Find them.”

Chas closed the door, latching it securely and shutting out the horrific sight. She switched off the lights, casting them in gloom. Andrew’s face had become a blank canvas, only his eyes revealing the hurt inside. Taking him gently by shoulders, she guided him to a wooden bench and made him sit down. “I’m sorry, Andrew. So sorry.”

He nodded but said nothing, and Chas turned toward her friends. “Are you guys okay? Did you get hurt?”

Vanessa shook her head. “No, we’re good. Thanks to you. That was awesome!”

“What was?” Chas asked, thoroughly confused. “Nearly getting eaten on the Ferris wheel, almost falling to our deaths, or stealing a car?”

“You, silly. You were great, driving the van and getting us out of trouble like that. We’re alive because of you, Chas,” Vanessa said.

Chas sighed, exhaustion settling over her shoulders as all the adrenaline suddenly drained away. She flopped down on the nearest bench and rubbed her hands over her face. “Yeah, well. We’re not out of the woods yet. I’d better call Lala. She’ll know what to do.”

As one, they all fished for their phones, dialing their various family members for help. Chas tried her house, then their cell phones, and finally, the police before giving up. “I can’t get through. All I get is the busy signal.”

“Me too,” Emily admitted.

“Same here,” Vanessa said with a shrug. “Seems like we’re on our own for now.”

“But…we can’t!” Emily burst out, close to tears again. “We’re just kids. I need my mom.”

Vanessa clucked her tongue. “It’s all right, Emily. We’re not babies anymore. We can think for ourselves. The adults don’t always get it right.”

Emily stared at her like she’d grown a third head. “What?”

“It’s true. They are the ones that started this whole thing with that contaminated meat story, and they’re the ones trying to eat us,” Vanessa said. “Besides, you’re the smartest person I know, Emily. Use your brain.”

Emily looked taken aback, but after a while, she nodded. Chas watched the whole thing and had to admit Vanessa had a point. “You’re right, Vanessa. We’re in this alone. At least, until we can get home. So, how do we get out of here? Those things are everywhere.”

“What are they?” Andrew burst out. “Those aren’t people anymore. Macy, she…my sister’s dead. She’s dead!”

Chas stared at him, not sure what to say. “I’m sorry, Andrew. I really am.”

“I think they’re zombies,” Emily said before going to the wash basin and opening the tap. Everybody turned to stare at her while she meticulously washed her hands and face.

“Zombies?” Andrew asked. 

“That’s what I said. Think about it. They get sick, change into monsters, and try to eat people. They don’t think, they don’t recognize their friends, and they don’t seem to feel pain. That’s a zombie, in my book.”

“She’s right!” Vanessa cried. “Who’d have thought? A zombie apocalypse and we’re right in the middle of it.”

“You don’t have to look so happy about it,” Emily grumbled. “It’s no joke. People are dying.”

“I know. Sorry,” Vanessa said, shooting Andrew an apologetic look, though Chas could see the excited gleam in her eyes. Out of them all, Vanessa had the most taste for adventure.

“Do you think they’re infectious?” Chas asked of Emily.

“I’m sure of it. I saw a few people turn after being attacked,” Emily said. 

“Me too,” Vanessa added.

“Right,” Chas said, standing up. “Here’s what we know. These zombies, let’s just call them that for now, like to eat people. If they see us, they’ll attack. If they bite us, we’ll become one of them.”

“Maybe even if they scratch us or get blood in our eyes or mouth,” Emily intervened. “For all we know, this disease is transmitted via blood and saliva and can be absorbed through the mucous membranes too.”

Crickets.

“Um, what she said,” Chas replied. “Our first priority is getting back home. Agreed?”

Everybody nodded.

“To do that, we need to get off the fairgrounds. Question is, how do we do that? The gates are blocked, and the place is swarming with zombies.”

“We jump the fence,” Vanessa said. “The one right behind the Haunted House.”

“The Haunted House?” Chas asked, not relishing the idea.

“Yeah, it’s right against the fence and on the opposite side of the gates where most of the zombies are. If we go through the Haunted House, we can exit through the back door and climb over. Easy peasy.”

“Why can’t we stay here?” Emily asked. “The police are sure to come sooner or later.”

“We don’t know that, and what about our families? We have to warn them before they become infected too. My grandpa was supposed to come pick us up. What if he gets caught up in this?” Chas said, thinking about her grandparents. 

She couldn’t bear them becoming monsters. No way. What about Mom? She’s working night shift at the hospital. A building full of theses sick people. 

“What if we get attacked?” Andrew asked.

“Mm, we’ll need to defend ourselves,” Chas said. “I’ve got my knife. You guys look for anything in here you can use for a weapon.”

“Aim for the head. If the disease is in the brain, that’s what you need to destroy,” Emily said. “And we should tie cloths over our mouths, and try not to get bitten or scratched.”

“Got it. Now let’s get going,” Chas said. “Before anything else happens.”

As the rest scurried around, preparing to leave, Chas reflected that she was now responsible for the lives of not only her best friends but also a complete stranger. It was up to her to get them out, no matter how scared she was. You can do it, Chasity. Chin up, eyes forward.
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Armed with her knife, Chas cracked open the bathroom door and peered out into the gloom. Night had fallen, and darkness reigned. In the sky above, a tapestry of silver lights twinkled, the stars coming out to play, but they were cold and distant. Unfriendly.

The moon was just over a quarter full and cast little illumination on the ground below. She narrowed her eyes, hoping to spot any zombies nearby, but it was impossible to see anything. Further out, there was light, cast by the rides and lamps set up around the grounds, but close by everything was thrown in a soupy sea of murk. 

She saw no movement either, no zombies, and closed the door with a soft click. “It’s very dark outside, guys. I can’t see a thing all around us.”

“I know which way the Haunted House is,” Vanessa said. “You just need to follow me. Once we get close, there should be lights.”

“But what about the zombies?” Chas asked.

“If we can’t see them, they probably can’t see us,” Emily offered. “Unless they’ve developed super eyesight, of course.”

“I mean, what if they attack?” Chas said.

“Aim for the head. All zombie lore says so, and it can’t hurt. Destroy the brain, and the zombie is dead.” Emily whacked an imaginary foe with her looted weapon, looking surprisingly fierce with her glasses perched on the edge of her nose.

“Comforting,” Chas said with a faint smile as she eyed the little group. They looked ridiculous in the pale moonlight that streamed in through the high windows, a ragtag bunch of kids trying to do the impossible.

Vanessa was armed with a towel railing, Emily with the wooden leg from one of the benches, and Andrew with the porcelain lid from a toilet cistern. They all wore cloths around their mouths too. That wasn’t what made them look so funny, however. It was the toilet paper wrapped around their bare arms and necks that made them look like mummies from a B-grade movie. Andrew wore shorts so even his skinny legs were covered, pieces of it trailing behind him. She doubted the flimsy paper would help much even though they’d rolled it on in multiple layers, but it boosted their confidence which was something, she supposed.

“All right. Vanessa, you take the lead. The rest of you, stick close and don’t get lost,” Chas said, moving aside for her friend.

After a quick look outside, Vanessa slipped through the opening on silent feet, and after a second’s hesitation, Chas followed. As she left the relative safety of the ablution blocks, a worm of fear made its way into her stomach where it wiggled uncomfortably. 

Her feet moved of their own accord, following after the fleeing figure of Vanessa, and her sweaty palm clutched the knife like it was a lifeline. Emily and Andrew were close behind her, and together they dodged around the parked minibus, and the spot Andrew’s sister had fallen. As expected, the girl’s body was gone. She’d most likely reanimated. All that remained was a damp patch of earth that Chas knew was blood. Andrew’s breath hitched in his throat, but otherwise, he stayed silent, and her estimation of him went up a notch or two. 

They crossed the open ground in a flash, dodging the pools of light thrown by lamps and rides. All around them in the corners the darkness loomed, hiding unknown terrors, and it was with immense relief that Chas spotted the Haunted House not far away, its sign flashing neon red. 

They ducked through the entrance, and immediately a skeleton jumped out at them with a wicked cackle. Chas managed not to scream, but Emily emitted a little squeak while Andrew whimpered.

“Ignore the scares, guys. It’s fake,” Vanessa whispered.

Chas rolled her eyes. Of course, it wasn’t real, but with zombies on the loose, their every sense was on high alert. Not jumping at such things would be impossible.

They made their way past the ticket booth and deeper into the building, dodging spiders, skeletons, mummies, hanging bodies, and figures carrying bloody axes and chainsaws. The sounds were deafening, the lights bright, and by the time they reached the mirror maze, Chas’ nerves were shot.

“Stick with me, guys. I know the way through,” Vanessa said. “Don’t get lost.”

Chas wondered in passing how Vanessa knew so much about the Haunted House and resolved to ask later. Once we make it out of this.

The mirror maze was awful. Chas looked at fat and thin versions of herself, tall and short, bubble-shaped and oblong. The worst was the way it twisted and folded in on itself, reflecting open doors and passages that weren’t there.

Vanessa disappeared around a turn, and Chas sped up while trying to find her, but no such luck. When she looked back, both Emily and Andrew were gone too, and she paused, wondering which way to go. Every move she made was a dead-end, and her friends had disappeared like mist beneath the sun. 

“Vanessa? Emily?” she whispered.

An answering growl caused the hair on the back of her neck rise, and Chas whirled in time to see a zombie reach for her with long fingers. It must have been the ticket-booth attendant, a guy in his twenties with lanky hair and a name tag that said, ‘Eddie’.

Eddie lurched for her, and Chas jumped backward with a cry only to smash into the mirror behind her. The glass vibrated, singing a weird tune into the silence of the maze where it was picked up by the other mirrors. The Eddie zombie grabbed her by the shirt, tearing the material as it pulled her toward its eager mouth. 

“Let go!” Acting on instinct, Chas kicked him between the legs just like her uncle had taught her to do when attacked, but nothing happened. Eddie kept pulling, his teeth gnashing at the air, clicking like Morse code.

She remembered Emily’s advice and stabbed him in the head with her knife. The point jabbed into his forehead just above the left eye but slid to the side when it couldn’t pierce the bone. With a sob of panic, Chas stabbed the zombie over and over again, blood spattering from the cuts she made and coating her toilet paper-wrapped arms in a cloud of crimson droplets. A lucky strike buried the knife blade deep inside Eddie’s eye socket, and he stiffened for a second before slumping to the ground. 

Chas pulled her weapon free and fled, running into one shiny version of herself after the other. She was lost, and tears of frustration streamed down her cheeks as panic filled her chest. A hand grasped her shoulder, and she screamed, raising her knife high in the air, ready to strike.

“Chas, stop. It’s me! Vanessa,” a voice cried.

“Vanessa,” Chas gasped. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“I was afraid we’d lost you,” her friend cried, her brown eyes wide with worry. “Come on. The rest are waiting for us by the exit.”

Chas followed Vanessa out of the maze, and they ducked through a door that said ‘Staff Only’ followed by another that led outside into the fresh night air. She was so relieved to be out of the nightmarish mirror-land that she stopped worrying about zombies. Stopped worrying about anything other than escape.

Emily greeted her with a glad cry. “Where were you? I was worried sick.”

“I’m okay,” Chas replied, managing a shaky laugh.

“Glad you made it,” Andrew said with a shy nod.

“Come on, guys. There’s time for chit-chat later. Let’s get out of here,” Vanessa said, putting her words into action by climbing the chain-link fence.

Chas and the rest followed, dropping to the ground on the other side. They looked around, their relief to be out of the fairgrounds uniform. With most of the place blocked by the hulking Haunted House, it seemed like a distant nightmare.

Chas pulled out her phone, horrified to see it was almost nine in the evening. “Grumps was supposed to pick us up at eight. What if he…what if they got him?”

“I’m sure they didn’t, Chasity. Your grandpa is tough and way too clever for those stupid zombies. I bet you he’s driving around looking for you, or he went to the police,” Vanessa said.

The words did little to ease Chas’ fears as she dialed her grandfather’s number. Nothing. No signal. Nor did Emily or Vanessa have any luck. Andrew had lost his phone somewhere along the line, but that didn’t matter much when there was no signal anyway.

“So, what now?” Andrew asked.

Chas sighed and looked around. They were standing in a field covered in brittle grass, clumps of brush, and a belt of spruce trees in the distance. It was that time of year when rain was scarce, and the cracked red earth offered little in the way of nourishment.

Red Rock lay to the East, a scattered pocket of bright lights under the sky with the fairgrounds abutting it. Even at this distance, she could hear sirens blaring, and a column of flames spoke of a fire burning somewhere.

“I guess we make our way home. Hopefully, things aren’t so bad in town, and the police managed to isolate the infected,” Chas said.

“My house is the closest,” Vanessa said. “If my foster parents are okay, they can drive the rest of you home.”

“All right. Let’s head there then,” Chas said, striking out. “Just be careful. We don’t know if there are more zombies out here in the open.”

“I vote we give the gates a wide berth too,” Emily said.

“Amen to that,” Chas agreed, not looking forward to another brush with death.

As she walked, she pulled off the bloodsoaked toilet paper that covered her arms with a shudder. She’d never forget that moment when Eddie, or what used to be him, attacked her. He’d been so fast, so…vicious. 

Somehow, killing him didn’t feel like a victory, but a loss. What if everyone she knew turned into those monsters? Would she be able to stop them if it was her mom or dad? Uncle Al? Lala or Grumps? I don’t think so. I love them. I could never hurt them.

But, what if it was her or them? What if they tried to hurt her friends? What then? She looked at Emily, picking her way over tussocks of grass with her face screwed up in fierce concentration. There was Vanessa too, her tough exterior hiding a heart of gold, and shy Andrew who’d just lost his sister. They counted on her, and she couldn’t let them down. Not now. Not ever. I’ll do what I have to, when I have to. That’s a promise.
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Chas led the way across the open field, heading to town, and hopefully, her family. She was careful to angle away from the entrance to the fairgrounds, not wanting to run into any of the zombies that had thronged there earlier that day. She could only hope that Vanessa was right, and her grandfather had not gotten caught up in the chaos. “Please, be at home, Grumps. You and Lala. I need you to be safe.”

It wasn’t just her grandparents she was worried about either. It was her mom and dad too, but mostly her mom. Her parents were divorced, and her dad lived pretty far away so she didn’t see him much. Her mother worked insane hours at the hospital. Living with Lala and Grumps made it easier for both her and Chas, but tonight, she’d be in serious danger at the hospital with all the sick people. And what about Uncle Al and his family who lived in the next town over?

At one point, Vanessa walked next to her, and Chas asked, “How come you knew so much about the Haunted House?”

Vanessa shrugged. “I was there with Dean yesterday.”

“Dean? Your next-door-neighbor, Dean?”

“That’s the one. He’s been helping out there after school for extra bucks and asked if I wanted to check it out. So I did.” Vanessa’s tone of voice was bland, but Chas could read the underlying excitement that shivered there. 

She punched Vanessa on the arm. “Why didn’t you tell me? Spill. Now. I want to know all the details.”

“There’s nothing to tell. He asked my foster parents if I could join him, and they said yes, but only for the afternoon. He showed me around, and afterward, took me home.”

“That’s it?” Chas asked with more than a hint of disbelief. She knew all about Dean, the dreamy tenth-grader who lived next-door to Vanessa. He had the cutest smile, and Chas knew her friend had a crush on him. They all did to some extent, but she’d never have thought he’d actually talk to any one of them. They were only eighth-graders, after all. Far beneath his notice.

Then again… 

Chas looked at Vanessa. Really looked, and had to admit that her friend was not only a year older, and so close to Dean’s age, but also very pretty with her piercing blue eyes and straight black hair. She was tall too, with the long legs of a model. 

Chas sighed, thinking of her own reflection in the mirror. Strawberry blonde with brown eyes, she was pretty enough, but possessed all the grace of a bull in a china shop and couldn’t dance to save her life. She looked ridiculous in dresses too, unlike the delicate Emily with her upturned nose and golden freckles.

“Stop it,” Vanessa said. 

“Stop what?”

“Judging yourself.”

“Who says I’m judging myself?” Chas said.

“You’ve got that look, and I know how insecure you get sometimes. Listen, you’re great, Chasity. You just have to see it for yourself. Why do you think Emily and I follow your lead all the time?”

“I have no idea,” Chas said, and she really didn’t.

“Because you’re a fighter, and you’re smart,” Vanessa said.

“Smart? Yeah, right,” Chas said with a snort. “Emily’s the smart one. Not me. And you’re the fighter.”

“Emily has book smarts. It’s a different thing. As for me, I fight, yes, but for all the wrong reasons,” Vanessa said. “You fight for us, for your family, for what’s right. That’s what makes you smart and loyal. That’s why we listen to you.”

Chas was silent, absorbing Vanessa’s words. She’d never thought about it like that. About why, exactly, she’d been nominated the leader of their little group.

“Anyway,” Vanessa continued. “Nothing happened between Dean and me. He just showed me around, we talked a bit, and he took me home. I got the feeling he felt sorry for me, you know? Because I’m a foster kid and all that.”

“Oh,” Chas said, unsure what to say. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m used to it. Besides, it sure came in handy today.”

“That’s true. Without you, we’d still be stuck in those ablution blocks,” Chas said. 

“I’m just glad he had football practice today, or he’d have been caught up in all that madness at the fair,” Vanessa said.

“Yeah, let’s hope he got home okay and this stuff hasn’t spread too far yet,” Chas said with the kind of hope she didn’t really feel. “Tell me. What do you think we’ll find in town?”

Vanessa shook her head. “I haven’t said anything because of Emily and Andrew, but…what do you think we’ll find, Chas? This sickness moves fast, and the tainted meat is all over the shops.”

Chas nodded, her optimism sinking into her shoes. “I’m afraid of that too. This disease must be in town by now. What with our cell phones not working, the police not showing up at the fair…it’s all bad news.”

“Exactly. I just hope we’re in time to save our parents, Chas. They might not be my real family, but Sarah and James have been good to me. The best so far as foster parents go.”

Chas nodded. She knew how Vanessa felt. She had the same hopes for her family. They all did. “They’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

“I pray you’re right.”


***


After crossing the field, Chas and her friends stood poised on the edge of Red Rock, huddled beneath a clump of stunted bushes. The silence, calm, and darkness of the countryside behind them contrasted sharply with what lay ahead. Noise, cars, people, screaming, and lights. The city was on fire, columns of smoke blanketing the air with smog. More than ever, Chas hoped their families were still okay, but what were the chances?

She closed her eyes and imagined her grandparents’ home on the other side of town, away from the hustle and bustle of town life. It was a big house, set in a huge yard on a hill surrounded by trees. It had a beautiful view of Red Mountain from the porch. 

Every night, Grumps would sit in his customary chair, the porch light flickering above his head, while the countryside hummed with life. Mice, coons, and possums would rustle through the grass, coyotes would howl, and owls would hoot. Lala would be in the kitchen, preparing dinner or making iced tea to ward off the heat, drops of condensed water dripping from the sides of the jug. 

Now, it could all be gone. Grumps could be dead or turned into one of those things at the fair when he came to fetch her. Lala, all alone, might hear something in the night, and when she investigated…

“Chas, are you all right?” Emily asked, her voice soft.

Chas blinked, grateful to be torn from her morbid thoughts. “I’m okay. You?”

“I’m…I guess I’m fine. This is all just so weird, I mean. I’ve imagined outbreaks before, studied Biology, even considered becoming an epidemiologist, but this is nothing like I thought it’d be like.”

“What’s an epidemiologist?” Chas asked.

“Someone who studies and tracks the outbreak of diseases, their causes, and the possible means to control it,” Emily replied.

Chas whistled. “Wow. You really are clever.”

Emily looked saddened. “Too clever, maybe. I can see exactly where this is going, and I don’t want to know something like that. Not now.”

“What do you mean?” Chas asked though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what the answer was either. Not really. Her imaginings were already bad enough.

“This disease is spreading very quickly, carried from one host to the next. The incubation period after eating contaminated meat seems to be a matter of hours, and after being bitten or scratched, mere minutes. The hosts are aggressive, strong, and actively seeking to spread their illness. The fact that it’s someone you know and love who attacks you makes it even more difficult to fight back or even react,” Emily said, assuming an academic mien. 

This time, however, no one mocked her. Instead, they all drew closer to hear what she had to say, even Vanessa and Andrew. It was a grim picture she painted, but they all needed to hear it. 

We need to be prepared for what lies ahead, no matter what, Chas thought.

“Already, the cell towers are down, the police have been overwhelmed, and most likely, all hospitals and clinics are now danger zones. Our means of communication has been curtailed, and our infrastructure is crumbling. Unless the government or CDC can implement a rapid turn-around strategy, our cities are lost. What is happening here, will be magnified a hundred-fold in places like New York.”

Chas sucked in a deep breath. “What exactly are you saying, Emily? What are we looking at here?”

“We’re looking at the end of humanity, Chas. This is a zombie apocalypse.” Emily hesitated, pausing to push back her glasses. “The Zombie Apocalypse.”
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Chas let everyone rest for a while, giving them the chance to absorb Emily’s dread statement and come to terms with the possibilities. She needed them to be strong, not only for her but also their families. There was no telling what they would encounter along the way.

“You guys ready for this?” Chas asked for the second time that night, only this time she wasn’t referring to a fun birthday party, but rather, the most dangerous adventure of their lives.

“No, but we can’t stay here,” Vanessa said.

“We don’t have a choice,” Emily agreed.

“Okay. We’re heading for Vanessa’s place first. It’s the closest,” Chas said.

“If we cut through the zoo, it will be even closer,” Emily said. “Like, half the distance.”

“Isn’t it closed?” Chas asked.

“So? We climb over the gates, run through to the other entrance and we’re almost at my house,” Vanessa said, flashing a smile at Emily.

“If it’s closed, that means no zombies either,” Emily added.

“I like that idea,” Chas said, and Andrew nodded so hard his head nearly fell off.

“Me too,” he said.

“Which way, Vanessa?” Chas asked.

“One block, that way,” her friend said.

“I propose we make a run for it. No stopping for anything,” Chas said.

The others agreed, and after a few seconds, they took off, sprinting down the street with Vanessa leading the way.

Though they were still at the outer edge of town, the chaos had reached the street, and the road was littered with cars. Some had just stopped in the middle of the way, their open doors pointing to owners fleeing on foot. Other had crashed, leaving mangled steel and puddles of blood in their wake. 

A zombie smashed its fists on the windows of a car as they passed, caught inside with no way to get out. Chas nearly stepped on a teddy bear, its furry brown figure a pitiful sight amidst all the destruction. She didn’t want to know what happened to the owner of the teddy either and dreaded stumbling upon a zombie child.

Chas ran past three more bodies, all victims of the infected. Even as she circled around the corpse of a woman in a blue dress, her limbs twitched like a broken doll coming to life. “Move it, guys. One of them’s awake already.”

Increasing their speed, the four pushed themselves as hard as they could, weaving across the sidewalks in a zig-zag fashion. As they ran over a crossing, a screech alerted Chas, and she looked over her shoulder. A small knot of zombies had spotted them and was giving chase. Even worse, they were fast, very fast. 

“Run, everyone. Get to the zoo!”

The panic in her voice must have carried to her friends because Vanessa threw her a terrified look and pointed. “It’s right up ahead. Keep going.”

The zombies behind them were gaining ground, their arms and legs pumping like pistons to catch their prey. Chas’ lungs were bursting for air, and a sharp pain stabbed into her side with each step she took. 

“Almost there. Almost there,” she chanted over and over in a bid to keep going.

Andrew was lagging, hampered by the porcelain toilet lid he still carried as a weapon. She was about to tell him to drop it and run when the unthinkable happened. With a cry, he tripped and fell to his knees, dropping the lid to the tar where it shattered into jagged pieces that glinted in the yellow lamplight. 

He hit the ground hard, rolling head over heels before coming to a stop on his side. Blood flowed down the side of his face and shone on his skinned knees. Struggling to get to his feet, he looked at Chas who’d stumbled to a halt. “Help me!”

Chas waved at Vanessa and Emily. “Keep going. We’ll catch up.” With that, she doubled back and grabbed Andrew by the elbow, hauling him to his feet. “Come on. Move,” she cried, but it was too late.

The frontrunner of the pack of zombies crashed into them. With a growl, the man latched onto Andrew’s shirt. Before he could bite, a hand flashed past Chas’ face, embedding a piece of the toilet cistern’s lid in the zombie’s eye. 

Chas whirled. “What the—”

It was Vanessa, her eyes wild, and her hand coated in the zombie’s blood. She grabbed Andrew’s other arm. “Come on!”

As they yanked Andrew to his feet and into a run, the second zombie reached them only to be met by a whack from Emily and her table leg. He toppled backward as his feet flew into the air and he crashed to the ground, tripping up the rest of his friends.

It all happened within seconds, and then they were running all out for the zoo, followed by a howling mob of infected people eager for their blood. Andrew quickly regained his speed, fear spurring him on. Without the cistern lid weighing him down, he sprinted ahead until he hit the zoo gates. Turning back, he egged the rest on. “Hurry, guys.”

Emily got there first, and he hoisted her over in a flash. Vanessa needed no help, launching herself into the air with the grace of a gymnast. Andrew scrambled to the top and leaned down to give Chas a hand just as she reached the zoo entrance.

With panic pushing her onward, Chas climbed the wrought-iron gates faster than she’d ever have believed possible, helped by Andrew who pulled her over the top just as a zombie grabbed for her foot. Its grasping fingers let go of her toes, and she was free.

Chas dropped down on the other side with a gasp of relief, watching as the zombies beat their fists against the gates in futile rage. Luckily, they couldn’t climb, and the gates were secured with a thick chain and padlock. They were safe…for the time being. 

Heaving for breath, she looked at her friends, glad to see they were all there and unharmed. They were all tired, however, exhausted and drained by all they had seen and done that night. What they needed to do now was regroup, and she knew just the place to do it.

“Come on. Let’s go to the shop. I’m starving.”

“You mean, break in? Steal stuff?” Emily asked with a dubious frown.

Vanessa laughed, clapping Emily on the back. “Consider it a loan, Em. If this all works out, we can always repay them. If not, well, you said it yourself. It’s the apocalypse.”

Emily sighed. “I guess so, and I am pretty hungry.”

“That’s settled then,” Chas said, straightening up to lead the way. “Just remember to stay away from anything with fresh meat in it.”

“Noted,” Andrew said as he shuffled after her. “Thanks for saving my life, by the way. You needn’t have come back for me.”

“That’s what friends do,” Chas replied with a faint shrug. “Besides, you needn’t have helped me over the gate either.”

Andrew grinned. “Guess that’s what friends are for.”
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Chas led the way to the little shop that sold cold drinks, snacks, memorabilia, and toys, leading by memory. She’d been to the zoo dozens of times and knew the place like the back of her hand. It was one of her favorite pastimes on a Saturday morning when her mom wasn’t working. They’d all get up early, have breakfast, and go to the zoo. After looking at all the animals, Lala and Grumps would stick them for a milkshake at the tea garden which was right next to the shop, and sometimes they’d even buy her a t-shirt or a bracelet. 

The night was dark around them as Chas walked up the steep cobbled path that led to the top of an incline. Trees lined the way, their thick foliage rustling in the wind above their heads. The moon peeked through the gaps, barely lighting the way ahead. The silence was thick and ominous. Chas shivered, glad there were no zombies around. At least, she hoped so. The staff would have headed home before the outbreak, and the animals would all be in their cages, tucked away for the night. 

A sign pointed to the left, and she glanced at it as they passed. It showed the way to the gorilla enclosures, one of her favorite animals. She admired them for their strength and nobility, the way they stuck together and acted like a family.

Finally, their little group topped out on the rise, and a long low building appeared before them silhouetted against the deep blue night sky. Chas turned to the others, aware that she desperately needed a pee. “Do any of you need to use the bathroom? Because now’s your chance.”

“I do,” Andrew said.

“Me too,” Emily added.

Chas nodded. “I think we should all go. Who knows when we might get the chance again? Andrew, the men’s restrooms are over there. Meet us back here when you’re done.”

“Okay,” Andrew said.

“Wash your hands when you’re done,” Emily said, pointing a finger at the boy. “We need to keep germs to a minimum until we know more about this disease, and I know how you lot are when you have a whiz.”

Vanessa snorted as she tried to contain her laughter, and Chas had to battle to keep a straight face. Trust Emily to think of the weirdest things at a time like that.

Andrew frowned but didn’t say anything, making his way through the dark to the men’s side of the building. A light flickered on in the windows a few seconds later, and Chas was relieved the power was still on. Somehow, she’d expected it to be off by now with everything that was going on. Her full bladder twinged, and she waved to Vanessa and Emily. “Come on, you two. Let’s hurry up.”

They entered the women’s restrooms and Chas looked for the light switch, flicking it on and flooding the interior in a yellow glow. Emily rushed into the nearest stall, and Chas followed suit, relieved beyond measure. Afterward, the girls all washed their hands, arms, and faces before trooping outside.

Chas felt refreshed after the bathroom break, and she was glad to be free of the sweat and grime that had coated her skin before. Andrew didn’t look quite as happy as she felt. Instead, he looked nervous, shifting from one foot to the other, and Chas guessed that waiting outside in the dark alone hadn’t been fun.

“Are you okay?” she asked, reaching out a hand to him.

He bobbed his chin. “Yeah, I’m good.”

The shimmer in his eyes betrayed him, though, and she said, “You can talk about it if you want.”

He shook his head. “It’s just…what do I tell my mom and dad? About Macy, I mean. I saw her get eaten, Chas. Eaten alive, and now she’s probably a zombie wandering around and eating other poor kids.”

“I’m sorry, Andrew,” Chas said.

“Sorry doesn’t solve anything,” he said, turning his back on her.

Chas hesitated before putting her hand on his shoulder. He trembled beneath her touch but didn’t pull away. “I know it doesn’t change anything, but it’s all I’ve got. Let’s just focus on getting you home, okay? You can see your parents again. Don’t you want that?”

“Of course, I do,” Andrew said, his shoulders sagging. He turned to her. “Sorry for snapping at you just now. I didn’t mean it.”

“I know. Let’s keep going, all right? Vanessa’s house first, then yours, and so on.”

“Okay,” Andrew said with a quick nod.

Chas turned to Emily and Vanessa. “Are we all agreed? We keep going?”

“Yup, I’m still in,” Vanessa said.

“Me too.” Emily pushed her glasses back into place and blinked.

“All right, but first, we need to eat and drink something. We don’t know what lies ahead of us. It could be hours before we get home, if not longer.”

“Sounds good to me,” Vanessa said. Her belly rumbled as if to prove her words. “I’m starving.”

Chas laughed. “Luckily for you, the shop is right over there.”

She walked past the restrooms and toward a set of glass doors beneath a flashing neon light that read closed. As expected, the place was locked, but Chas wasn’t about to let that stop her. “Look for a rock or something to smash the window with.”

“How about this?” Emily asked, producing a sturdy bobby pin from her hair.

Chas eyed it. “I don’t know. I’ve never picked a lock before.”

“I have,” Vanessa said, pushing her way forward and taking the pin from her friend. “Why don’t you lot keep watch while I work on opening up here?”

“It’s a plan, at least. Fan out, you two. Let’s guard the perimeter,” Chas said, feeling just the tiniest bit like a boss for using the word guard and perimeter in one sentence. 

Vanessa set to work on the padlock wrapped around the handles while Chas and the others circled around and kept their eyes and ears open. With a rattle of chains, Vanessa opened the shop, a small one-room cornucopia filled with all kinds of stuff, half of it overpriced rubbish. “There we go.”

They trooped inside, and Chas quickly found the lights, switching them on. “Help yourselves, everyone. We can settle up later when everything goes back to normal. If it ever does.” That last part she whispered to herself, not wanting to panic the rest of the group.

Chas took a bottle of water of water from the fridge, drinking the whole lot in one go. “Ah, that’s better. I was so thirsty.”

Vanessa nodded in between sips of a coke. “Me too.”

With her thirst sated, she turned toward the snacks. The chocolate bars and sweets beckoned, but Chas knew her body needed more substantial food and ate a protein bar and a packet of peanuts. It relieved the worst of her hunger pangs, and she felt less shaky. More energized too. 

At the t-shirt racks, Chas found a fresh top to replace her old one. Her jeans and sneakers were still good, but her shirt had torn during the climb over the zoo’s gates and smelled pretty bad too. Staring at the remaining clothing, inspiration struck, and she tore another into thin strips which she wound around her hands and forearms.

Emily stared at her and smiled. “That’s a good idea.”

“Yeah, it sure beats the toilet paper,” Andrew muttered as he picked a pair of jeans off the racks.

The other three followed her example, and within minutes, they all wore clean clothes and had their hands and arms shielded by strips of material. At Andrew’s suggestion, they also slipped bandannas around their necks to cover their faces. 

“With the fires in the city, smoke is bound to be a problem,” he said. 

“Good thinking,” Chas said, wondering what waited for them outside the confines of the zoo. Thus far, it’d been a haven of tranquility, an eye in the midst of the storm.

With that thought in mind, she tossed each of them a backpack with the zoo logo emblazoned on it. “Take what you can. Anything that might be useful later on.”

Emily, in the meantime, had switched on the tiny television in the corner, and while they scavenged, the kids listened to the live news reports coming in. It wasn’t comforting. 

“Reports of a deadly virus are streaming in from all corners of the states. Contaminated beef has been pinpointed as the cause of the infection currently affecting millions across the globe.”

Chas stuffed a lighter and a box of painkillers into her bag as she listened, her jaw nearly hitting the floor. “So it was the meat.”

“Yeah, you were right, Chas,” Emily said. “I can’t believe it’s already spread across the entire world, though.”

“I know,” Chas said, adding a box of bandaids and two bandages to her growing stash. A few bottles of water, cooldrink, protein bars, mixed nuts, and dried fruit rounded it out, and she hoisted the pack onto her back. 

The television screen zoomed in on a shot of zombies attacking a group of people trying to escape on foot, and the screams were hauntingly familiar to Chas’ ears. It instantly took her back to the horror of the fair and their narrow escape from the Ferris wheel.

“Infected people are deemed highly contagious and volatile. In the final stages, they present with symptoms of extreme hunger, violence, and lack of reasoning or thought. Do not attempt to engage with any of these individuals even if they are family or friends. The virus is transmitted through contact with bodily fluids such as saliva and blood. A single bite, scratch, or even a drop of blood in your mouth, eyes, or open wounds will result in infection.”

Emily stared at the screen. “So, it’s as I thought. We need to be very careful out there, or we’ll get infected too.” She glanced at Andrew. “The bandannas will help for more than just the smoke from fires. Good idea.”

Andrew ducked his head. “Thanks.”

Chas opened a plastic packet containing a flashlight and filled it with batteries before tossing more to Vanessa, Andrew, and Emily as well. “We’ll need these.”

The television continued with its litany of doom. “Reports of the infection spreading among animals have also surfaced, magnifying the danger of this disease. Unlike in humans, however, the infection appears to be short-lived, permanently killing the host within a couple of hours. While alive, these animals are highly dangerous and infectious, though, and all contact should be avoided.”

Grainy footage of soldiers evacuating people from their houses followed, punctuated by shots as they killed any pets they came across despite their owner’s pleas and cries. Silence filled the shop as the last howls and gunshots faded away, and Chas swallowed at the thought of all those poor animals killed just like that.

“We should look for weapons too. Something better than a table leg and a toilet lid,” Vanessa said with a grim look on her face. “It seems like we’ll need it.”

“What about this?” Andrew asked pulling out a baseball bat from the back of a rack. “There’s more, and they look fairly sturdy for cheap knock-offs.”

“We’ll each take one,” Chas said, wrapping her hands around the handle and hefting the bat. It had a solid feel to it which was comforting.

The reporter on television’s voice was replaced by a more official sounding one, and Chas turned to listen, hopefully for the last time. She’d heard and seen enough by now to give her nightmares for a month.

“The Federal Government has declared a state of National Emergency and has implemented Martial Law. The National Guard has been deployed to all major population centers and safe zones have been established for uninfected citizens. Please contact your local emergency services for details regarding your nearest evacuation point. Be sure to follow all instructions. Non-compliance will not be tolerated.”

“That sounds…ominous,” Emily said, holding her bat in one hand and her flashlight in the other. Her pack was on her back, and she moved to stand in front of the glass windows, staring out into the night.

“Yeah, it does,” Vanessa agreed as she put the finishing touches on her outfit.

“We’d better get going before it’s too late. We have to find our parents and get to those safe zones in time, or…” Chas trailed off, unable to finish the thought. “Are you guys ready?”

“I’m ready,” Andrew said with a determined look.

“Me too,” Vanessa said.

Emily said nothing. Instead, she seemed frozen in place, her eyes fixed on the glass in front of her.

“Emily?” Chas asked, taking a step nearer.

Emily remained silent, a marble statue.

The lights above their heads flickered and switched off, plunging them into darkness. Faint moonlight shone through the glass, illuminating a terrible specter crouched in front of the windows. In front of Emily’s window.

Chas had a brief moment of quiet in which to take in the hulking torso, thick black fur, hunched shoulders, and white fangs. Worst of all were the eyes…burning with hunger and hate.

The moment passed as the massive gorilla reared up, smashing its fists into the glass where Emily stood, her skin as pale as melted wax. Cracks shot through the length of the window.

“Emily, move!” Chas screamed, launching herself forward.

Emily jerked as if coming awake from a deep sleep. She turned to run, throwing herself at Chas even as the gorilla’s fists came down a second time and smashed the glass into a million tiny fragments.
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The gorilla roared. The deep notes reverberated through the tiny shop and shook Chas to the core. Emily screamed as she ran from the rampaging ape, its swinging arms barely missing her each time.

Racks went flying. Plastic toys flew overhead. Packets of potato chips exploded. Cans of cold drink made dents in the walls. It was chaos. 

“Get to the fire exit,” Chas shouted, hoping her friends could hear her even as she dragged Emily toward it. A snow globe hurtled past her head, missing her temple by a hairs-breadth.

She reached the emergency exit and twisted the handle, shoving the door open. With a yank of Emily’s arm, Chas sent her flying outside before she turned back to look for Vanessa and Andrew. 

Andrew was right behind her, his face taut with shock and horror. Chas stepped aside to allow him past, her eyes scanning the space behind him for Vanessa, but her friend was nowhere to be seen.

“Vanessa! Where are you?” Chas cried.

“Over here,” came the muffled reply and Chas zoomed in on the sound until she spotted Vanessa pinned under a rack, her eyes huge in her pale face. The distance between them was small, a few steps at most, but with a raging gorilla in the works, it might as well have been miles. 

Chas dove forward. She grabbed the rack with both hands and pulled as hard as she could. The steel contraption barely moved, scraping along the floor with a shrill screech. The gorilla roared again, its head swiveling until it settled on her face, its beady eyes filled with the mindless hunger of the virus. 

The big ape bared its fangs and raced toward her, tossing aside furniture like it weighed nothing. The rack under which Vanessa lay was one of these and went flying into the nearest wall with a crash.

Chas gathered Vanessa into her arms, but it was too late to run. The beast was on them, its hot, fetid breath washing over their faces as it screamed its primal rage. It raised its fists into the air, ready to smash them both to a pulp. Chas squeezed her eyes shut as she clung to Vanessa, holding onto her friend for comfort even as death descended.

A chorus of vicious snarls interrupted the scene. The baying of a pack of wolves filled the space around the cowering Chas until her very bones vibrated with the primitive sounds.

Above her, the ape paused before whirling to meet this new threat. Even as the gorilla turned, three furred bodies flew through the air and sank their teeth into its flesh. The ape flailed its powerful arms against the attacking canines, tossing one against the opposite wall with a bone-breaking crunch. Undeterred, the wolves kept coming, their slavering mouths wide open as they launched themselves at their chosen prey.

Chas stared at the scene in terror until Vanessa tugged at her arms. “We’ve gotta get out of here before they target us too.”

Cursing herself for being so stupid, Chas helped Vanessa to her feet and together they limped out of the shop and slammed the fire escape door shut behind them. The last glimpse Chas got of the interior was the gorilla fighting off four wolves while three more circled at its heels. She was certain the ape would die, and despite the fact that it had tried to kill her, she felt sorry for it.

There was nothing she could do about it, however. The animals were infected, and if the news report was correct, they’d die in a few hours anyway.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here. The zoo is no longer safe for us,” Chas said, gathering the little group together. “We don’t want to wait around for those wolves to come hunting.”

“No kidding,” Andrew said, his teeth chattering with either fear or shock. Maybe both. “How’d they get infected? There are no zombies here. The place is empty.”

“Who says?” Vanessa replied. “Maybe someone stayed late, or there’s night staff. A security guard maybe.”

“It could be tainted meat in their feed,” Emily said.

“Either way, we’d better get out of here. I fancy my chances are better against a zombie than a bloody ape,” Vanessa said.

“Ditto. Let’s move,” Chas said, setting out at a brisk run.

After the false sense of security the shop had given her, the thought of infected animals around every turn seemed even worse than the hordes of zombies at the fair. Every shadow hid a pair of glowing eyes. Around every corner lurked a set of slavering fangs. Even the moon seemed cold and distant, the breeze through the leaves whispering words of death in her ears.

With goosebumps pebbling her flesh, Chas led her group through the remainder of the zoo, their footsteps loud in the silence of the night. The hoot of an owl caused her to jump, her heart banging in her chest, and it was with profound relief that she spotted the main gates in the distance. Salvation.

Only…

Chas stumbled to a stop, her breath sawing in and out of her lungs as terror flooded her veins afresh.

“What’s wrong?” Vanessa asked.

Chas pointed at the figure guarding the gate, its stumbling movements marking it as one of the undead. “You were right.”

Vanessa’s lips formed an o of horror. “The security guard.”

“We’ll have to kill him if we want to get past,” Chas said, making the decision in an instant.

“Kill him? We can’t just kill him,” Emily protested.

“Why not? He’ll kill us.”

“But, he’s a person. It’s murder.”

“It’s either him, or stay and face the wolves, Emily. Take your pick.” Chas spoke a little more harshly than she’d intended, but it was the truth.

“I…I can’t,” Emily said.

“I can,” Andrew said, his lips set in a determined line. “Nothing is stopping me from going home tonight.”

“If we attack him from all sides, we can do it,” Chas said. “Aim for the head, and bash his brains in. Go!”

“But…” Emily’s protests remained unspoken as Chas stormed ahead, ignoring anything but the zombie guard that stood between her and Lala and Grumps.

Vanessa and Andrew followed, wielding their baseball bats with vicious war cries. Chas got to him first and lashed out with her weapon, catching him on the side of the head. The zombie guard realized too late that there was trouble on the horizon. It whirled to meet her attack with a snarl, and Chas got in a second hit that smacked him dead center in the face. 

The guard’s nose broke, and blood spurted out in an arch. Chas danced aside to avoid the deadly stuff, and both Vanessa and Andrew let rip with their bats, each blow staving in the zombie’s head until it resembled mush. The corpse fell to the ground with a thump, and Chas surveyed their work with a mixture of pride, sadness, and nausea. That used to be a person, but not anymore. “We did it. We got him.”

“Man, that’s gross,” Andrew said, wiping his bat on a clump of grass. Chas and Vanessa followed suit, neither of them keen to have infected blood anywhere near them.

“Here, let me,” Emily said, her voice barely above a whisper. From her pack, she produced a spray can of disinfectant and sprayed both their weapons and hands with the stuff.

Chas felt sorry for her. For all her academic smarts and quick temper, Emily was at heart a soft girl. Shy and reserved. The guard’s death, though necessary, was hard for her to handle.

“Are you okay, Em?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Emily replied, though she looked anything but fine, and Chas decided to let it go for the moment. They had more pressing concerns.

“Can we get out of here now?” Vanessa said with a shiver. “This place gives me the creeps.”

As if to remind them of the danger they were in, a chorus of howls filled the path behind them. The wolves were back.

“Oh, crap. Get out of here. Now!” Chas cried, and as one, the little group made a beeline for the heavy wrought iron gates. 

They scrambled over, landing on the other side one by one, their frightened gasps loud in the silence. The first infected wolf slammed into the gate as Chas dusted off her knees, followed by another and another. 

She gazed at them with fascination as they tore themselves to pieces on the metal bars, not appearing to feel pain at all. Finally, she shook her head. “Let’s go. Vanessa’s house isn’t far from here.”

“It’s not. Follow me,” Vanessa said, and together they set off into the suburbs, hoping against hope that they were heading to safety, however little it might be.
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They were a block away from Vanessa’s house. Only one block. To Chas, it felt like ten. The street was quiet. Too quiet, actually, especially as there were signs that the infection had spread this far, and she couldn’t help but wonder where all the zombies were. 

An abandoned car stood in the middle of the road with its doors open. Black tire tracks showed the driver had slammed on the brakes and come to an abrupt stop. Whoever drove had either escaped or was now one of the undead. Chas didn’t care to find out which.

A bicycle had been tossed aside on the sidewalk, and another car stood with its trunk open and filled with luggage, but there was nobody around to claim it. Front doors stood open, windows were broken, and most ominously, not a single dog barked.

The houses were bathed in darkness. With the electricity off, not a single light shone in the entire city. She was glad she’d thought of the flashlights even if they were of poor make. The beams, though weak, was the only light beside the fickle moon, and she kept disappearing behind banks of clouds.

Chas mused that she’d always thought of the moon as a girl and the sun as a boy. Why was that? They were planets. They had no gender. Still, she felt that if they did, the moon would be female. It just made sense.

Vanessa paused behind a bank of hedges and gestured to them all to huddle up which they did. “Right. My house is right around the corner. I’ll go in first, and―”

“No. We stick together. Splitting up would be a mistake. What if your foster parents are…zombies?” Chas asked.

“That’s why I want you to wait outside. I don’t want anybody to get hurt because of me,” Vanessa replied. 

“Nonsense. We’re in this together,” Chas said. “We’re going with you.”

Vanessa flashed her a smile. “Thanks, Chas. To be honest, I’m a bit scared.”

“I know. I think we all are. None of us want to see our families like that. It’s…horrible,” Chas said.

“This whole situation is horrible,” Andrew muttered. “But, at least, we’re in this together. I could still be back there with Macy. One of them, maybe.”

“That’s true. We’re not alone in this,” Chas agreed.

“Let’s check it out then,” Emily prompted, her face taking on a determined look. “The sooner we know, the better.”

“Yeah, but we need to be ready for a fight,” Andrew said. “No offense, Vanessa, but I doubt you’ll be able to hurt them even if they are crazy. I know I could never have hurt Macy even if she had tried to eat me.”

Vanessa blanched. “You’re probably right. What do you suggest?”

“You and Emily can carry your flashlights and light the way. If attacked, Chas and I will do the fighting,” he answered.

Chas nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

“Right. It’s settled. Follow me,” Vanessa said.

Moving in a hunched position, she led Chas and the rest past the hedges and two more houses before stopping in front of her own home. She unlatched the small garden gate and slipped inside, closing it behind them once more with a soft click. 

A cobblestone path cut through the lawn to the front door, and Vanessa hesitated in front of it, her hand hovering above the brass knob. “Here goes nothing. You guys ready?”

Chas nodded, swallowing hard on the nervous knot that had formed in her throat. She gripped her bat with sweaty palms, having put away her flashlight for the moment. Andrew stood next to her in a similar position. As the defenders, they’d go in first with Vanessa and Emily lighting the way ahead for them.

The door swung open, and the foyer was revealed as a small room with two offshoots leading to the main living room, dining room, and kitchen on the left, and a hallway going to the bedrooms on the right. 

Vanessa shone her light inside, panning the beam across the small space. Everything looked normal, but that didn’t mean it was. Chas had learned not to trust what lay on the surface. Not anymore.

She nodded to Vanessa and stepped inside, wincing when her left shoe squeaked on the tiled floor. A potted plant stood undisturbed to her right, and she edged past it until she could look down the long hallway followed by Vanessa carrying her flashlight.

Andrew and Emily moved to the other side to investigate the living room, and for a few breathless moments, nobody moved. 

“See anything on your side?” Chas whispered.

“No. The living and dining room is empty,” Andrew answered. “But I can’t see the kitchen. You?”

“The hallway is empty too, and the doors to the bedroom are all open,” Chas whispered back. 

“We’re in a good position here,” Emily said. “We can’t be flanked or surrounded.”

“So?” Andrew said in impatient tones.

“So, if Vanessa’s foster parents are zombies, maybe we could draw them out with noise. That way, they can’t surprise us.”

Chas thought about it. It was a clever idea. “All right, let’s try it.”

On queue, Vanessa called out in a low but far-reaching tone of voice. “James? Sarah? Are you home? It’s me, Vanessa.”

The seconds ticked by as nothing happened. Vanessa repeated her call, a little bit louder this time. Still nothing.

Finally, Chas grew impatient. “I don’t think there’s anyone here. Maybe they left.”

“Maybe,” Vanessa said, though she didn’t look very optimistic.

“Let’s check out the bedrooms. Emily, Andrew, you two stay put where you are,” Chas said.

They agreed, and she stepped into the hall with her bat held ready to fight. The carpet muffled her footsteps, and she quickly moved to the first room, a spare bedroom. It was empty. The bathroom across from it was empty too, as was Vanessa’s room.

That left only Sarah’s office and the main bedroom. Vanessa’s foster mom was a real estate agent who worked from home, while James was the foreman of a construction company. Ordinary people. Good people. Chas had met them a few times, and she knew Vanessa got along with them, unlike the people from her previous homes.

The office gave Chas and Vanessa their first clue that not all was well. Papers lay strewn on the floor, and one of the desk drawers dangled open as if someone had looked for something in a rush. Vanessa stared at the scene with wide eyes. 

“What is it?” Chas asked.

“Sarah kept a gun in there,” Vanessa replied, pointing at the open drawer.

Chas blinked, her thoughts chasing each other in circles. Then she noticed something and leaned forward to pick it up. A note scribbled on a piece of paper. “It’s for you.”

Vanessa took the note and read it, her cheeks growing paler by the second. It said, “Vanessa. Soldiers came by the house. They are forcing me to go with them to the evacuation center at Red Rock Elementary School. James was bitten, and they won’t let him come with me. Don’t go into the bedroom, hun. Just leave. Come to the school. Be safe. I love you.”

The words were scrawled and skewed as if Sarah was in a great hurry when she wrote it, and Chas could hazard a guess at what had happened.

“That’s why there are no zombies around. The National Guard must have come here and evacuated everyone not infected, and…” Chas trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

“And they killed anyone who was. Like my foster father, James,” Vanessa said, saying what Chas couldn’t. 

“You don’t know that,” Chas protested, even though her words lacked conviction.

“I know,” Vanessa said, allowing the crumpled note to slip from her fingers and flutter to the ground. 

Like a robot, she turned and walked toward the main bedroom, her steps mechanical and her face blank. 

Chas ran after her, reaching for her arm. “Vanessa, don’t.”

“I need to know for sure, Chas. Leave me be.” Vanessa’s voice was cold, and Chas let her hand fall back to her side. Silently, she followed her friend into the bedroom. A thick pool of blood marred the pristine carpet, and James lay sprawled in the middle of it, his skull blown apart by a bullet.

Chas stared at the corpse, her mind numb. She’d seen a lot of death throughout the day, had killed two zombies, been chased by wolves, and nearly beaten to a pulp by a gorilla, yet James’ death seemed far worse. Because I knew him. I’ve met him before, and I know how important he is to Vanessa.

For the first time, the zombie apocalypse felt real. It felt…personal, and Chas knew nothing would ever be the same again.
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After the discovery of Vanessa’s foster dad, the little group gathered in the living room to rest and recoup. With the curtains drawn and the doors locked, they were safe enough for the moment. Besides, the National Guard had cleared the block of most of the zombies.

Vanessa quickly retreated into a corner, curling up on a chair with a couch cushion clutched to her chest. She said nothing while the others talked, and her eyes were wide open and blank. They’d covered James with a sheet and closed the door. It was the least they could do under the circumstances.

She must be in shock, Chas thought, watching Vanessa with a worried frown. What would Lala do? She’d give her something hot and sweet to drink.

Hot was out of the question with no electricity, but sweet was entirely possible. From the fridge, Chas pulled out a jug of iced tea and poured everyone a glass. Vanessa took hers without comment, and after a while sipped at the mixture, still without saying a word.

Deciding they could all use some proper food, Chas made sandwiches in the kitchen, layering the bread with thick slices of ham, cheese, and tomato. Emily jumped in halfway through, quartering oranges and pears, and soon they had a platter stacked high with goodies. With a couple of candles casting a golden glow, it was almost homey.

Andrew wasted no time stuffing his face. His expression of delight would have been funny in ordinary times, but right then there was very little to laugh about. 

“What do we do now?” Emily asked, finally broaching the unspoken subject that weighed on all their minds.

Andrew looked up from his half-eaten sandwich. “I thought we were going to my place next?”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense to go to the school?” Emily asked. “That’s where they’re taking everybody. Most likely your parents too.”

“You can’t be sure of that,” Andrew said. “It’s four blocks away. They could still be there, at home.”

“Not if the National Guard is evacuating citizens,” Emily insisted.

“I’m not taking that chance. What if I miss them?” he said.

“And what if they’re at the school and you get there too late?” Emily replied. “You’ll be stuck here, alone with the zombies.”

“I don’t care what you say. I’m going home,” Andrew said with a stubborn set to his lips.

An angry blush rose in Emily’s cheeks, and she said, “Whatever. Do what you want, but I’m going to the school. That’s where my parents will be, so that’s where I’m going.”

“You promised,” Andrew shouted. “You said we’d go to my home next.”

“I never said that. Chas did,” Emily pointed out with a raised eyebrow.

Andrew turned toward Chas with an expectant look. “Well?”

Chas stared at first Andrew then Emily, her mind a whirl of conflicting thoughts. What to do? On the one hand, she had promised Andrew they’d go to his home next. On the other hand, Emily had a point. The National Guard had most likely evacuated everyone by now, even her mom from the hospital. The best thing would be for them to make their way there too. It was the safe thing to do. The logical thing. But what about Lala? And Grumps? Their house is way on the outside of town. What if the National Guard missed them?

Other, darker thoughts occurred to Chas. What if Grumps never made it back from the fair? What if he got infected while trying to pick her up? And what if he did get away but the infection made it to their house. Were her grandparents even still alive? Her mom?

Despair settled over her shoulders like a thick blanket, muffling her ability to think clearly. Chas dropped her face into her hands and slumped forward, unable to cope with the demands of leadership. They all depend on me. Why? How am I supposed to know what to do? What if I make a mistake and get them all killed? What then? 

“Well?” Andrew demanded.

“I don’t know what to do, okay? I don’t know any better than any of you. I’m just a kid,” Chas burst out, throwing her hands in the air.

Andrew and Emily stared at her with stunned expressions. Their faith in her, complete until that moment, was crushed. Emily’s face crumpled, and she burst into tears, her shoulders shaking with each wracking sob. Andrew’s expression turned mutinous, and he lowered his eyes to his food, chewing with deliberate care. Vanessa did nothing but stare into the distance.

Chas sighed, feeling like a traitor. She got up and walked to the window, pulling aside a small corner of the curtain to stare at the dark street outside. It was deathly quiet, and she got the sudden feeling they’d been abandoned. Forgotten. 

Are we the last people here? The last uninfected on this block? she wondered. Left behind?

A rustle next her sounded, and Chas looked up into Vanessa’s blue eyes. Her friend looked as exhausted as she herself felt, her black hair mussed, and her eyeliner smudged. “Hey, Vanessa. How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay, but I’m more worried about you than me,” Vanessa said. “You can’t give up now, Chas. You got us this far. You can get us all the way.”

“All the way where? The school? Andrew’s house? My house?”

“You know what to do, Chas. You always know. Just follow your gut instinct.”

Chas sighed. “Easier said than done.”

“I know, but I have faith in you.” Vanessa placed one hand on Chas’ shoulder. “We all do.”

“I’m scared, Vanessa,” Chas admitted. “Scared I make a mistake that gets you all killed.”

“You won’t. I trust you. And even if the worst did happen, it wouldn’t be your fault. It wouldn’t be anyone’s fault. It’d be part of life.”

“That simple, huh?” Chas asked with a faint smile. 

“That simple.”

Chas nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”

“Of course, I am. I’m older than you,” Vanessa said with a glint in her eye that warmed Chas’ heart. At least, the old Vanessa was still in there. “So, think of something, pronto. We don’t have all night.”

“Thanks,” Chas answered with a wry smile as Vanessa walked away. Maybe her friend was right. Maybe she did know what to do. She just had to get her head on straight.

Suddenly, a flashing light outside caught her eyes, and she leaned forward with narrowed eyes. For a few seconds, nothing happened, and she thought she’d imagined it, when it occurred again. 

Sure enough, it was a light. More than that, it was a flashlight being held in the hands of a person. A thinking, intelligent person sending a message. One, two, three, pause, repeat. Over and over again. Moreover, she had an idea she knew who it was.

Chas turned to look at her friends. “Hey, guys. Guess what?”

Three questioning faces turned her way.

“We’re not alone, after all.”
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“What do you mean we’re not alone?” Vanessa asked. 

“There’s someone next door, flashing a light at us,” Chas replied. “Quick, give me a flashlight.”

With their various problems forgotten for the moment, Vanessa, Andrew, and Emily rushed over and crowded around her. Andrew handed Chas his light, and she flashed the same pattern back to the stranger next door. After a few seconds, the code came pulsing back, a little faster than before as if the other person was excited.

“Who do you think it is?” Emily asked.

“I think it’s Dean,” Chas said. “The boy next door.”

“Dean?” Vanessa gasped. “I thought he’d be at the evacuation center with his parents.”

“Maybe he got home late from school,” Chas mused. “Or maybe it’s someone else hiding there. It’s not a zombie, that’s for sure.”

“So, what now? Do we go over there?” Emily asked, not looking thrilled at the prospect.

Chas was saved from the need to answer when a dark figure slipped out of the house next door and ran across the lawn to their front door. A knock sounded, and Emily jumped so high she almost hit the ceiling.

“Guess he came to us,” Chas said with a bright smile as she opened the door.

It was Dean all right, his square shoulders filling the doorframe, and his closely cropped hair gleaming like gold in the candlelight. Her stomach fluttered like it always did when she saw him. It was more of a nervous tick than a crush, the sort of thing that happened when a hot older boy so much as smiled in her direction, and she hoped it didn’t show. Behind her, Emily tittered, just as flustered as Chas. The only ones who didn’t go all starry-eyed were Andrew and Vanessa.

“Hi, Dean. Hurry. Come inside before something sees you,” Chas said.

“Something as in a zombie?” Dean asked as he stepped inside while flashing his million dollar smile.

“That’s the one,” Chas said. “Why are you still here? I thought you’d be with your parents at the evacuation center.”

“I got home too late,” he replied as she shut the door once more and locked it behind him.

They gathered in the living room, forming a loose circle and discussed the events of the night so far. After telling him their story, Dean looked sad. “I’m sorry about your foster dad, Vanessa. He was a good man.”

Vanessa sniffed. “Thank you.”

Dean relayed his tale next. After football practice, he’d stopped by a buddy for a while before continuing home on foot. He almost got swept up in a riot near the city center, “Plus, an old lady almost got me when I tripped over her garden gnome while running away.”

A weak round of chuckles relieved the stiff atmosphere, and Chas thought the time was right to discuss their next move. “What are your plans, Dean?”

“I’m going to the evacuation center. I was on my way there when you guys showed up. I wasn’t sure if you were human, but when nothing bad happened, I thought I’d send you a message and check. It worked, and here I am!” He shrugged with a good-natured grin. “What’s your plans?”

“We wanted to check our homes first, but with the National Guard in play, our parents are most likely at the school waiting for us,” Chas said. “Still, some of us, including me, want to make sure first. My grandparents stay on the outskirts of town, and they might have been missed, plus my mom works at the hospital.”

Emily shot Chas a look of understanding. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think of that.”

“Why don’t you do both?” Dean asked.

“It’ll take us all night on foot, and it’s too dangerous,” Chas said. “What if we miss the evacuation or get infected?”

“Who said anything about going on foot? I can drive,” Dean said. “It’ll be much faster that way.” 

Excitement filled Chas, mixed with wild hope. While Grumps had taught her a little, it wasn’t enough for her to even consider driving through zombie-infested streets. She’d barely managed the short distance in the minibus at the fair. “You can?” 

“Of course.” Dean looked a little smug, but Chas could forgive him for that if it meant getting them out of their current pickle. “We’ll need a car, though. My parent’s vehicle is gone.”

“We can check the garage,” Vanessa offered, jumping up. “Sarah probably took hers, but James’ car might still be here.”

They followed her through the interconnecting door, and there it was. James’ double cab truck, gleaming silver in the dim candlelight. 

Dean crowed with delight. “People, we are in business. Grab your stuff, and let’s go.”

Vanessa vanished into her room to collect a few personal things while Chas, Emily, and Andrew filled up their backpacks in the kitchen with food, water, and medicine. Chas handed each of them a butcher’s knife for good measure, and ten minutes later, they were loaded up and ready to go. 

Andrew opened the garage door to let them out while the girls piled into the back. Dean started the engine with a roar and checked the tank. “Half-full. Enough to get us where we need to be.”

He smiled at Vanessa in the rearview mirror, and Chas spotted her answering blush. She noticed the warm look in Dean’s eyes too and thought that her friend was wrong about him. He doesn’t just feel sorry for her for being a foster kid. Nope. He likes her. Like, really likes her.

After the long, sucky birthday she’d had, that was the first bit of real happiness she’d seen. Vanessa was a great person and deserved to be loved. Besides, Dean was one of the good ones as far as she could tell. Never rude, never mean, always polite. Guess we’ll see what he’s made of tonight.  
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Dean pulled the truck out of the garage and turned into the street with smooth precision, his driving skills more advanced than Chas would’ve given him credit for. As they accelerated up the road, Chas settled into her spot between the window and Emily with Vanessa on the far side. 

She had the knife she’d gotten for her birthday nestled in its sheath on her belt within easy reach, and her bat tucked between her knees alongside her backpack. Though tired, she was as comfortable as it was possible to be. Her tummy was full, her thirst sated, her bladder empty, and she had supplies. Thanks to Emily, her weapons and hands were freshly disinfected too. 

“Where to first?” Dean asked, whistling cheerfully to himself as he drove.

“Andrew’s place. It’s the closest, and I promised,” Chas said, wondering how Dean managed to be so optimistic at a time like this. 

“Where’s that?” Dean asked.

Andrew leaned forward, an excited smile wreathing his face. “I’ll direct you. You have to turn left over there, then make a right, and…”

He droned on, and Chas zoned out, focusing on Emily instead. “I’m sorry about earlier, Em. I shouldn’t have gone off like that.”

“No, it’s my fault. I was thinking about my family and clean forgot about yours,” Emily whispered back. “It was selfish of me.”

“You don’t have a selfish bone in your body, Em,” Chas said with a snort. “Besides, you relied on me, and I disappointed you.”

“I don’t blame you. Tonight has been tough on us all,” Emily said. “You’re only human.”

“Now, that you two have made peace, we’d better form some sort of strategy here,” Vanessa interrupted, leaning closer. 

“Strategy?” Chas asked.

“Yeah, we don’t know what’s waiting for us at Andrew’s house, or Emily’s, or yours. And what about your mom? Are we going to the hospital too? That place will be a hot zone for infected.”

“You’re right. There are a million things that could go wrong,” Chas agreed. “The first thing we have to agree on is what to do if we run across zombies.”

“Especially, if they’re family,” Vanessa said.

“Can you kill one if you have to, Em?” Chas asked.

Emily paled, her freckles becoming more prominent than usual. “I don’t know.”

“You’ll have to decide here and now. If we come across zombies, we need to know if we can count on you or not,” Vanessa said.

“I know.” Emily’s voice was broken as she lowered her head to her chest, fidgeting with her nails.

“They’re not human anymore, Em. They’re gone…lost. Would you want to be like that? Hurting your friends and your family because you’re sick?” Chas asked.

“No, I wouldn’t. I’d want you to kill me,” Emily said.

Chas sighed. “It’s horrible, I know, but it’s a mercy.”

“Think like the scientist you are, Emily. Are those people even still alive?” Vanessa asked, drawing on Emily’s intellectual side.

“No, they’re not. Once infected, the virus takes over, shutting down all systems except those needed to keep the host moving and spread the infection. It kills them on their feet. If a person dies during an attack, the virus moves even faster, reanimating the corpse within minutes,” Emily said in a clinical tone of voice.

“You see? Is it murder to kill a dead person? Or are you in actual fact putting them to rest?” Vanessa persisted.

Emily blew a breath out of her nose. “I guess you’re right. They’re dead already. I’d be killing the virus, not the person.”

“Exactly,” Chas said, relieved to hear Emily was coming around.

“It’d be different if it’s someone we know, though,” Vanessa added. “The simple fact that it’s a loved one might make it too hard to put them down.”

“Yes, I think our best tactic when faced with a family member or friend gone zombie would be to remember it’s the virus we’re killing, but I also think the rest of us should be ready to jump in and do the job rather,” Chas concluded. “As for strange zombies, we stick together and watch each other’s backs. Always.”

“Always,” Vanessa and Emily echoed.

“We should also assume that any animals we come across are dangerous,” Emily said. “Also, not all uninfected people will be our friends. In times of crisis, history has proven that the worst in humanity will come out. It’ll be a case of the strong preying on the weak.”

“Huh, I hadn’t thought of that,” Chas said.

“I have,” Vanessa said. “Not all people are good. I know this from experience, and in times like this, all bets are off. Remember that, you two.”

Chas looked at Vanessa’s bleak face and wondered who had hurt her so badly in the past. She rarely spoke about it, and only in hints, nothing concrete. Still, it must have been bad judging by her trust issues. Poor Vanessa.

“All right. So, here’s the plan. We stick together, we remember that the infected are no longer human, and we watch each other’s backs. After checking our houses, we proceed to the evacuation center. I’d guess it’d be best to get there as soon as possible,” Chas said.

“What about your mom?” Emily asked.

“I don’t know,” Chas admitted. “As much as I want to go to her, I know it’s a bad idea. The place would’ve been full of sick people, all of them ready to turn. What are the odds that she made it out alive and uninfected? We all saw what the fair was like. We barely made it out. Inside the hospital, it’d be ten times worse.”

For the first time that day, Chas finally admitted out loud what she’d been dreading all along. That her mother must be either dead or a zombie.

“Zero,” Emily said. “The odds are next to zero, Chas.”

Tears burned Chas’ eyelids, hot and heavy, just like her heart. She wanted to deny what she already knew, what Emily had just stated in so many words. Her mother stood no chance. None at all. I might as well prepare myself for the worse.

Vanessa reached past Emily and took Chas’ hand. “Listen to me, Chas. Don’t give up. Not yet. Not until it’s over. I know the odds are slim, but your mother is strong. Vivienne is one of the toughest women I know. If anyone could survive a hospital full of zombies, it’s her.”

Chas stared at Vanessa, sudden hope blossoming in her chest. “Do you really think so?”

“I know so, and I know everything, right?” Vanessa said with a wry smile.

“Right,” Chas agreed.

Vanessa leaned back in her seat. “Then it’s settled. After we’ve checked all the houses, we’re going to the hospital. Unless the rest of you are too scared, that is. In that case, you can go to the evacuation point by yourselves, and we’ll join you there after we’ve found Vivienne.”

“No, no. I’m with you all the way,” Dean said with a disarming smile, and Chas’ estimation of him shot up another notch.

Emily murmured her assent as well, and Chas squeezed her hand gratefully. It was good to have friends. Andrew, however, remained silent, and Chas could guess the reason. He’d seen his sister die, torn apart by zombies. His greatest wish was to get home and be reunited with his family. Anything after that, well, he was out, and they were on their own. 

Not that I can blame him, Chas thought. Not really. I would’ve done the same in his shoes. I’ll miss him, though. There’s nothing like an apocalypse to forge new bonds between people, and whether he knows it or not, he’s one of us now.
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Andrew leaned forward in his seat, his entire body quivering with suppressed excitement. “We’re almost there. Only two more blocks to go.”

Chas perked up at the news and sat upright, turning her attention to the outside world. Thus far their trip had been uneventful. Too quiet, really. The signs of the infection were there, but they’d seen only a lone zombie or two along the way. Probably because of the National Guard evacuating people and clearing the streets of the infected. The zombies had tried to chase the truck, but they gave up after a while to look for easier meals elsewhere.

As she looked out the window, Chas noticed the bodies for the first time. There were lots of them sprawled in the road, on sidewalks and lawns, and even a few slumped against their cars. What was most disturbing, however, was the fact that they were blackened, resembling charcoal, as if they’d been burned in a fire. A lot of them were still smoking.

“Has it been like that the whole way from Vanessa’s house? The burned bodies, I mean,” she asked of Dean.

He glanced at her in the rearview mirror, losing his cheery smile for once. “Yes, it has. You girls were talking, though, and I didn’t want to alarm you.”

“What happened to them? Who’s burning them?” she asked, but it was a rhetorical question. She didn’t really expect an answer, and suddenly, she was glad their windows were closed. The smell must be awful.

“My guess is the National Guard. They’re killing the infected and burning them in an effort to stop the virus from spreading,” Emily said in a low voice.

“You think so?” Chas asked, disturbed beyond measure by the thought of soldiers going around killing and burning anyone who might be sick.

“It’s what I would do,” Emily said with a shrug. “It’s only practical.”

“But…what if they haven’t turned yet?”

“What does it matter? They’re going to, and then they’ll kill and infect others. Rather stop it now before it gets out of hand,” Emily answered with cold logic. “At least, that’s how the government and CDC will think.”

“Man, that’s messed up,” Dean said.

“Seriously,” Andrew said in a worried tone. “I need to get home now.”

“How far away is it still?” Chas asked, leaning forward.

“Right around that corner, third house on the left,” Andrew said, pointing to a turn-off a short distance away.

“Okay, here goes,” Dean said as he prepared to turn into Andrew’s street. “Keep an eye out for trouble.”

Dean took the corner with smooth precision, driving slow, and everybody craned their necks to look for Andrew’s house. No sooner were they around the bend than Dean pulled to a stop, the engine purring quietly as he eased the truck into the shelter of a tree and a bank of thick hedges on the sidewalk. He switched off the engine and lights, plunging them into darkness, their breathing the only sound to be heard in the cab.

“What are you doing?” Chas asked.

“Look,” Dean said, pointing at a trio of soldiers standing on a lawn along with a middle-aged couple. “Something going on over there. Let’s check it out first before we show ourselves.”

“Good thinking,” Chas said as she stared through the window, her mind working to make sense of the scene spread out before her. 

Two of the three soldiers carried automatic rifles, the steel barrels cold and unforgiving in the moonlight. They were some distance away, standing with their backs to her, and hadn’t noticed the kids in their truck yet. The couple looked scared, their faces wan and pale. A weird sense of premonition filled Chas, fueled by the torched bodies they’d driven past, products of the National Guard. 

“Hey! That’s my house, and my parents,” Andrew cried.

Suddenly, the whole situation took on a deeper meaning as they were faced with people who were family, not strangers. Family in trouble too. Deep trouble.

Andrew made as if to get out, but Dean restrained him. “Hold on, little bro. You won’t help your folks by barging in. See what’s going on first.”

Andrew hesitated before giving in. “Fine.”

The third soldier on the lawn carried a weird contraption with a long nozzle in his arms with a pipe leading to a tank on his back, and Chas squinted at it. Flames licked from the end of the nozzle. “Is that a flamethrower?”

“Must be,” Emily said. “It fits with everything else we’ve seen.”

“So, that’s the National Guard, and they’re clearing the houses and streets of infection,” Chas mused. 

“It’s what I said they’d do. The logical thing,” Emily said. “Kill any infected and burn the bodies. Evacuate all uninfected citizens to established safe zones.”

A quick glance around the block confirmed Emily’s suspicions. The sidewalks were lined with bodies, some sprawled in the road as if they’d tried to run away. All were burned to a crisp and still smoldering in the aftermath. A few dogs lay next to their masters, their corpses likewise blackened to charcoal.

An army truck was parked near the soldiers with floodlights attached to the roof. It lit the scene in a big pool of yellow, illuminating the soldiers and Andrew’s parents perfectly. At that same moment, a bus roared to life and drove up the street in the opposite direction, a few pale faces visible in the back windows.

Andrew’s mom and dad stood on the grass in their pajamas holding onto each other, their bodies trembling with either cold or fear. They were the last people remaining on the block, and the bus carrying the survivors had left them behind. That could mean only one thing. Andrew’s parents weren’t going to any safe zones.

With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Chas watched as the scene unfolded before her eyes like a trainwreck in slow motion. Andrew, hovering with one hand on his door handle, a wordless cry on his lips. Dean, Vanessa, Emily, and herself, all staring with uniform horror as the soldier nearest to the couple pointed an accusing finger at Andrew’s mom.

“You’re infected,” he said, pointing at a bandage on her arm. It was spotted with blood in the shape of a ring. 

The poor woman shook her head vehemently, her lips forming one sentence. “It’s not what you think.” 

In the quiet of the night, voices carry, and every word was as clear as day, filtering in through the crack of Dean’s window. The soldier shouted at her once more before turning to her husband. He, too, had blood on his shirt, and a ragged wound peeked out above his collar. Andrew’s father waved a fist at the soldier, his face puffed up with rage, and his eyes bloodshot. Sweat poured down his skin, another indicator of the virus pumping through his veins. 

Before anyone could breathe, the soldier shot Andrew’s father. The bullet hit him in the chest, and a red flower bloomed on the beige material. The man collapsed with a gurgling cry, and Andrew’s mom screamed as she threw herself at the soldier only to fall when two more rounds tore through her body.

“Mom, Dad!” Andrew cried with a look of sickened horror twisting his features.

He launched himself out of the car before Chas could stop him. “Andrew, no!”

Andrew ignored her, blind in his grief. He sprinted toward the soldiers at full speed, an incoherent howl of rage tearing loose from his lips. The soldiers turned as one to meet the new threat coming towards them. 

The nearest soldier was hardly more than a boy, his uniform too large for his skinny frame, and his freckled face filled with terror at the sight of Andrew charging toward him with teeth bared and hands outstretched. 

“Stop!” he cried, pointing his rifle at Andrew. 

Andrew kept coming, and Chas watched with dread as the soldier, scared out of his mind, pulled the trigger. The bullet burst from the barrel and knocked Andrew off his feet. He landed in a twisted heap on the tar, mere feet away from his parents. His mouth worked as he formed the words, “Mom, Dad, I’m sorry,” before he took a final shuddering breath and closed his eyes.

The soldier who’d shot him stared at Andrew, his eyes wide with horror. His teeth began to chatter, and his hands shook. “It was just a kid. I shot a kid.”

“Oh, man. What did you do, Justin?” the other soldier cried, moving closer to stand next to him.

“I didn’t know, I…thought he was infected,” Justin said, tears running down his face. “He was running right at me.”

The soldier with the flamethrower walked up to look at the fallen Andrew. He sighed and put his hand on Justin’s back. “It was an honest mistake, man. You couldn’t have known. This whole thing is messed up. Killing people, even if they are infected…I mean, they’re still people. This is getting to us all and no wonder.”

Chas listened to the entire conversation, frozen in her spot until the same soldier who’d spoken raised his eyes and spotted them. His features turned cold and his posture stiff. “Hey, you! Who’re you? Get out of the truck.”

The other two soldiers likewise focused their attention on the vehicle filled with kids, and their eyes widened. Justin chewed on his bottom lip with a panicked look. “I killed their friend…right in front of their eyes.”

“Focus, Justin. They might be infected. For all you know, this boy was too,” the soldier with the flamethrower said, nudging Andrew with his foot. He gestured at Dean. “Get out of the car with your hands above your head. Move it.”

Dean looked at Chas. “What now?”

“If we get out, they might kill us. We’re witnesses to a murder. Their murder,” Chas mumbled, her eyes fixed on the three soldiers who were now advancing on the truck with measured steps.

“Kill us?” Emily said in a squeaky voice.

“To keep us quiet,” Chas said, though Justin didn’t look like the killing type. Was it worth taking a chance, though? No.

“Get us out of here, Dean. Now,” Chas said urgently. She slammed her hand on the back of his seat. “Drive!”

Dean obeyed, shifting into gear and jamming his foot on the gas. In a cloud of exhaust smoke, he tore away from the tragic scene, leaving the soldiers to run after them with muttered threats.

“Why are we running? They’re soldiers,” Emily cried.

“Soldiers who just killed Andrew,” Vanessa said.

“It was an accident. You heard them,” Emily replied.

“Doesn’t mean they won’t do it again to cover their tracks, Em. Better safe than sorry,” Chas said, eyeing their shrinking figures through the back window. After a short run, the soldiers stumbled to a stop, realizing too late that they had a truck as well.

“I don’t believe they’d hurt us on purpose,” Emily said. “We’re not infected. Andrew was an accident.”

“I know, Emily, and I’m sure they’re perfectly good people, but is it worth taking a chance over? And even if they don’t hurt us, what if they insist on us going to the evacuation center? I still need to check my house. So do you.”

Emily sighed. “I guess you’re right, but…what about Andrew? We can’t just leave him like that. He was one of us.”

Emily had voiced what the rest of them were feeling but hadn’t wanted to say out loud. As if saying it made it more real, and now that Emily had said it, it was real for the first time.

Tears began to leak from Emily’s eyes. “We shouldn’t have left him.”

Vanessa, clearly struggling to hold back her own tears, reached over to give her friend a hug. “He was one of us, Em, but there’s nothing we can do for him now. He’s gone.”

Chas sniffed. “I can’t believe that all of that just happened. It’s so surreal.” 

“It’s such a freak accident,” Dean agreed, “but his parents. That was no accident. I mean, they were infected, but they weren’t zombies yet. They were still people. Real people.”

“It’s horrible,” Chas said, still unable to process the whole thing. Her heart felt like lead, and she wondered how they were supposed to carry on as if nothing had happened. No, not as if nothing had happened. Just in spite of everything that’s happened. We have to be strong if we want to live.

After a moment of silence, Emily asked. “Is my house next?”

“If you still want to go there,” Chas said, giving her the chance to back out. After the horror of Andrew’s house, they were all dreading what lay ahead.

“No, I need to go. Just to make sure that my…that my family got away,” Emily said.

As Emily gave Dean directions to her home, Chas couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be too late again. What if all we find is another set of bodies?
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The way to Emily’s house was much further from the fair than either Vanessa or Andrew’s homes had been. Both stayed near the city center, though not in it. Emily lived on the other side of town, closer to Chas and the countryside. This meant that they either had to cut through the middle of town, or they had to take the long way around via back roads and streets.

“What do you girls think?” Dean asked. “I’m just the driver.”

“I think we should take the long way around,” Chas said. “It’ll be much safer. Less traffic, fewer accidents, and fewer zombies.”

“But it will take forever,” Vanessa said. “Cutting through the city center is a lot faster.”

“I’ll leave it up to Emily to decide this time,” Chas said. “It’s her trip.”

Emily thought about it. “Well, faster means nothing if you don’t get there at all. We’ve had enough action for the night as far as I’m concerned, and I never want to see another zombie for as long as I live.”

“Backroads it is,” Dean confirmed. “I can’t say you won’t see any zombies, however, and we might run across more soldiers.”

Dean was right. For the first few miles, things were quiet. Chas and the rest learned not to look outside and to avoid the sight of burning corpses and dead animals. It was an ugly sight, and none of them wanted to see their beloved Red Rock reduced to such a state. It might be a small, backwater town to some, but to them, it was home, and now it was being destroyed.

Chas stared at her hands most of the way, thinking about Andrew and the way he’d died. It was something she’d never forget. A terrible loss. She also remembered the look on Justin’s face after he realized he’d killed a kid. An ordinary child. It’d seemed like the guilt would eat him alive. Poor guy.

“Hey, girls, look alive,” Dean said, drawing her from her morbid thoughts.

Chas looked up. “What is it?”

“It looks like a barricade of some sort. It’s blocking the way,” Dean said.

Chas leaned forward, then scrambled over Emily and into the empty seat next to Dean. He’d slowed to a stop, and the truck’s headlights lit up a barrier made of barbed wire and wooden beams. An army truck stood the side, but there were no people around. It appeared to be abandoned.

“Looks like the National Guard set it up,” Dean said. “But they’re gone now.”

“I wonder why?” Chas said. “Did something happen to them?”

“Either way, we’ll have to remove the barrier, or go back, and that will add at least twenty minutes to the trip assuming we don’t run into anything else,” Dean added.

“Crap. That’s bad news. I guess we can try and clear a way through. I don’t see any zombies around,” Chas said. 

“I agree. Let’s go,” Dean said, flashing the butcher’s knife Chas had given him way back at Vanessa’s house. “I’ve still got this for protection.”

“Me too,” Vanessa said, showing the knife stuck in her belt. “And I’ve got my bat.”

“Emily, I want you to stay in the car. Press the horn if you see anything coming, okay? Be our lookout,” Chas said.

Emily nodded. “Okay, sure.”

Chas got out of the car with a shiver of apprehension. It felt so much safer inside the truck than out in the open, exposed. But if there was one thing Grumps had taught her, it was to face her fears. Because if she didn’t, they’d end up ruling her life.

“Face your fears, Chasity,” she whispered under her breath. “You can do this.”

Together with Dean and Vanessa, she walked to the barricade and looked around. The area seemed deserted. The army truck was empty, and so was the road. The houses further up the street was dark, their doors and windows shut. Not a single thing moved except for the leaves in the trees above their heads, swaying in the light breeze.

Dean stared at the barrier before stripping off his denim jacket. “I’ll pull this out of the way while you two keep watch.”

Chas and Vanessa nodded and moved to the side to give him space, looking on as he wrapped his jacket around the barbed wire before pulling the first half aside. The wooden posts scraped along the tar, raising the hairs on the back of Chas’ neck.

She shivered again and looked around, wondering what had happened to the soldiers who set up the barricade. Did they get called away? Or even worse…become zombies.

A whisper of sound reached her ears a moment before the truck’s horn blasted away. Chas whipped around in time to see a zombie in uniform running straight at her. He bared his teeth in an evil grin and stretched out his hands to grab her.

Chas took a strong stand with her legs, reared back with her bat and let rip the moment he was close enough. The wooden bar whistled through the air and made contact with the infected’s skull moments later. A dull pop sounded as the zombie soldier’s head caved in, and he fell backward while his feet kept going forward. With a weird somersault move, he crashed to the ground to lie unmoving on his back.

Dean whistled, straightening up from his crouch. “Holy cow, but you got him good, girl.”

Chas blushed, not used to compliments from handsome boys. “Thanks.”

The truck’s horn blared again, loudly and frantically.

“Watch out,” Vanessa cried, yanking Chas out of the way.

Chas fell to the ground but quickly jumped back up again and spotted another infected attack an off-balance Vanessa. This one was a woman, her hair scraped back in a severe bun, and her uniform stained with blood.

The zombie lady grabbed Vanessa’s jacket by the collar, and she dove in for the kill, her teeth closing on Vanessa’s throat. Vanessa batted at the woman with little effect, crying out with pain as the woman bit down hard.

“No!” Chas screamed, launching herself forward. 

She grabbed the woman and wrenched her away from Vanessa, throwing her to the ground. With all her might, she raised her bat and smashed it into the woman’s snarling face. At the same time, hot tears began to pour down her cheeks as she realized that her friend was as good as dead now. Infected. Doomed to become a zombie.

The bat came down again and again until the woman was no longer recognizable and the wooden bat broke apart in her hands.

“Hey, hey, cool it. She’s dead,” Dean said, taking her arms and pinning them to her side. “Calm down, Chas. Vanessa needs you.”

“Vanessa,” Chas cried.

She brushed past Dean and hurried to her friend who stood with both hands pressed to her neck, her face twisted with pain. Chas slowed, dreading the sight of the blood that must surely be pumping from the wound, but to her surprise, there was nothing.

Chas reached out a tentative hand. “Vanessa?”

Vanessa raised her blue eyes to meet Chas’ worried gaze. She grunted. “I’m okay. The strips of material held up, can you believe it?”

“What material?” Chas frowned with confusion until it dawned on her. “Oh, right. The stuff we wrapped around ourselves back at your house. I clean forgot about that. It actually worked?”

“It did,” Vanessa said, removing her hands from her throat. “It hurts like hell, and I’ll be bruised for days, but she didn’t get me, and that’s all that counts.”

Chas examined the cloth with minute detail, relieved to see only a damp patch and a few teeth indentations. The material was intact.

“Oh, thank goodness. I was sure we’d lost you,” Chas said with a relieved smile.

“Good to know you’ll miss me that much,” Vanessa said with a faint smile.

“She’s not the only one,” Dean said with a gruff voice. “I’d miss you too.”

Vanessa turned beetroot red as she shot him a shy look. “Thanks.”

Chas ran her hand across her face but hissed when a sharp pain shot up her arm. “Ouch.”

“What’s wrong?” Vanessa asked.

Chas flexed her wrist slowly, wincing at each fresh stab of agony. “I hurt my hand pretty badly, I think.”

“I’m not surprised. You beat the hell out of that poor zombie,” Vanessa said, examining Chas’ wrist. “It looks a bit swollen already.”

She turned and waved at Emily who still watched it all from the cab with a worried look, giving her a thumb’s up. “We’re okay!”

Emily flashed back a broad smile.

“I think you should wait with Emily while Dean and I finish up here,” Vanessa said.

Chas hesitated, but her hand was pretty sore, and she doubted she’d be of much use during an attack anyway. “All right, but hurry up. There might be more around, and I couldn’t stand losing anyone else tonight.”

“Gotcha. Now, run along.”

Chas dashed back to the truck and jumped in, joining a stressed-out Emily. “Don’t worry, Em. Vanessa is fine. The zombie couldn’t bite through her wrappings.”

“What about you?”

“I’m good. I just hurt my hand bashing that woman’s head in.” 

Emily nodded, but her face remained strained as she watched Dean drag aside the last part of the barrier, followed by the two bodies. Vanessa stood on high alert the entire time, her slim body as erect as a sentinel. When they were finished, they jogged back, and this time, Chas let Vanessa sit beside Dean. She thought it was only right, after all, seeing as they liked each other.

Vanessa fished in her pockets and came up with a bandage which she handed to Emily. “Here. Wrap up Chas’ wrist, will you? I think she sprained it.”

“Sure thing,” Emily said, her smile indicating that she was glad to be of use again. With great care, she wrapped up Chas’ wrist. Not too lose, not too tight. “There you go.”

“Thanks,” Chas said, leaning back in her seat with a sigh of relief.

Vanessa passed over a few painkillers and a bottle of water next, followed by snacks and drinks for everyone while Dean navigated the streets once more. Dean devoured a chocolate bar and soda with gusto, his ever-present smile never fading. Every now and then, he shot Vanessa a look that would make her blush all over again while she chewed on a packet of dried nuts and sipped on a bottle of water. Emily contented herself with a packet of potato chips and orange juice, curling her body up in the corner of the seat.

Chas drank her pain medicine with water and ate a few pieces of dried fruit before laying her head down on the seat. Every bone in her body ached, and she was more tired than she cared to admit, but at least, they were all together again, and no one was seriously hurt. 

Outside, the world slipped past their windows, and she allowed herself to forget about the zombies for a while. She felt safe once more, tucked inside the truck’s cab with all her friends around her. When the meds kicked in, her eyelids drooped, and she yawned. “Wake me up if something happens, Vanessa.”

“Sure thing, Chas. Grab some shuteye. I’m still okay for now. So’s Dean.”

Chas’ eyes drifted shut, and Emily’s faint snores sounded in her ears, growing more distant by the second as blessed sleep claimed her tired mind.
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A light shake pulled Chas from her deep sleep, and she groaned. “Huh? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. We’re here, that’s all, sleepyhead,” Vanessa said in a low whisper.

“Where’s here?” Chas asked, pushing herself upright on the leather seat. 

“Emily’s house, duh,” Vanessa replied with a light laugh. “We made it, silly. The National Guard cleared most of the streets of Red Rock, so it was smooth sailing all the way. Until this last bit, anyway.”

“Last bit? What do you mean?” Chas asked, blinking her eyelids to clear them of the sleep-induced fog that blurred her vision.

“Well, I don’t think the soldiers have gotten this far yet. There aren’t any bodies, no burnt ones anyway, and that means…”

“Oh, no. I know exactly what that means,” Chas said as she smoothed her hair back into its customary ponytail. “Zombies.”

“Yup. We haven’t seen any so far, but that doesn’t mean they’re not around here somewhere,” Vanessa said.

“Maybe we’re lucky and they’re off chasing something else,” Dean said.

Chas snorted. “Luck? What’s that?”

“We haven’t done too badly,” Vanessa said. “We’ve made it this far, haven’t we?”

Except for Andrew, was Chas’ unspoken thought, but she didn’t mention it out loud to the others. Nobody needed a Nervous Nellie in the group.

Emily was silent, her body shivering with suppressed excitement and her eyes fixed on her parents’ house. The windows were dark, but that was to be expected with the power off. The doors were shut, the gates closed, and a car was parked neatly in the driveway. Not a single thing stirred within or without.

Chas took a few sips of water from her nearly empty bottle to refresh herself and splashed some in her face for good measure. “So, what are we looking at?”

“We haven’t seen anyone move around yet. Nothing. It looks deserted, but the car’s still there, and I don’t see any signs of foul play,” Vanessa said.

She looked around, checking out the surrounding houses and street. Dark shadows lined the road and filled the gaps between hedges and beneath trees. The darkness was a living thing, breathing in and out with the breeze that whipped through the branches.

Emily’s house looked equally uninviting, but Chas knew they had no choice but to check it out, especially since the National Guard hadn’t made it this far. “Okay, the area is clear for now. I propose we go in, look for Emily’s parents, and leave as soon as possible.”

“Agreed,” Vanessa said.

“We should stick together too. Who knows what’s waiting inside?” Chas said. “Emily? Are you up for this?”

Emily nodded. “I am.”

“Right. Let’s go. Bring your flashlights but wait until we’re inside before you use them.”

Chas climbed out of the truck and made her way to the front, following Dean who took the lead this time. Together, they slipped through the small garden gate and approached the front door on silent feet with Vanessa and Emily sticking close behind them.

Their feet brushed across the rich lawn with its rich green grass and banks of lavender planted in beddings filled their nostrils with its signature flowery scent. If it wasn’t for the lack of porch and street lights and the ominous silence, it could almost have been an ordinary night.

But it wasn’t an ordinary night, and Chas knew that nothing would ever be the same again. Never again would she be able to look into the shadows without wondering what they hid. 

They reached the porch and climbed up the steps, checking all around them for any signs of trouble. Dean tried the handle. It was unlocked, and he gave a slight turn and push of the bronze knob. The hinges creaked, and he raised his bat in readiness as the door swung wide open. 

A shadow moved inside the foyer, and Chas’s heart jumped into her throat as she pulled out her knife, gripping it with sweaty palms. Zombie!

“Emily? Is that you?” a whispered voice said from within.

“Mom?” Emily asked over Chas’ shoulder. “It’s me!”

The shadow rushed forward, brushing past Dean who stepped aside with a slight shrug and a smile. Chas, likewise, made way for Emily’s mom to reach her daughter and sweep her up into a big hug. Vanessa switched on her flashlight, and its feeble light lit up the little room, illuminating their surrounds. 

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay, sweetie. I’ve been so worried,” Emily’s mom said. “We’ve been waiting all night for you to show up, hoping you’d be safe.”

“Emily, my dear,” another deeper voice exclaimed. Emily’s father. He stood watching from a short distance away with a shotgun in his hands, cocked and ready to shoot. “I was hoping it was you. We watched you through the windows.”

“Um, guys,” Vanessa said in a strained tone of voice. “Can we take this inside, please? It’s dangerous out here.”

Emily’s mom coughed. “Of course, I’m so sorry. Come in and close the door.”

Together, the little group moved through the house to the kitchen where a few candles and a lamp burned. The windows were shuttered, not allowing any light to shine through outside, and they were all safe for the moment.

Emily’s mom bustled about, preparing coffee on her gas stove and making sandwiches. “You kids must be starving.”

“We ate at Vanessa’s house, but I could eat again,” Chas admitted, while Dean’s face lit up at the mention of food.

“That’s teenagers for you,” Emily’s mom said. “Now, tell me everything. Quickly.”

Chas obeyed, telling their story through mouthfuls of bread and coffee, glossing the worst bits over so it didn’t seem quite so dire. Vanessa, Dean, and Emily filled in a few of the details, and their faces fell when they reached the bit about Andrew and his parents.

Emily’s dad nodded. “I suspected something like that would happen. It’s to be expected. I’ve been listening to the radio on and off, keeping abreast with the news.”

“And?” Emily asked. “What is the latest?”

“Emily, no,” her mother admonished. “You shouldn’t hear such things. You’re only children.”

“Mom, no offense, but after tonight, I’m not a kid anymore. I’ve seen a lot of things that can never be unseen,” Emily said. “I need to know what’s happening.”

“She’s right, Amelia. They deserve to know,” Emily’s father said, his face haggard in the glow of the candlelight. “The National Guard cleared most of the Eastern, and Southern parts of town including the suburbs. A few of their units are still in the city center, evacuating survivors and torching pockets of the infected, but it seems the rest of Red Rock has been written off due to lack of manpower. That includes us, and your place as well, Chas.”

Chas swallowed hard. “I need to get home then before it’s too late.”

“You can’t go alone, hun. It’s too dangerous. You have to come with us to the school. They’re evacuating survivors until three in the morning. After that, what’s left of Red Rock will be abandoned to the zombies,” Emily’s mother exclaimed. “Our neighbors have all gone, and we’re packed and ready to go. We’ve just been waiting for Emily, hoping she’d make it back here in time.”

“But, what about Chas’ grandparents? And her mom?” Emily asked. “We promised her we’d go with her to fetch them. I promised her too.”

“Emily, sweetie. There’s no time. We’re leaving now, and you’re coming with us. So are your friends. It’s not what you wanted, maybe, but it’s for the best,” Emily’s father replied in an uncompromising tone of voice, his features stern.

For the first time, Chas noticed the packed boxes of food on the floor next to the full suitcases and bags. All ready to be loaded into the family car at a moment’s notice. She glanced at the clock on the wall, and her heart sank. It was half past one in the morning. They only had an hour and a half left. Still, I don’t have a choice. None at all. It’s my family, and I can’t abandon them.

Chas shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Barnett, but I have to look for my grandparents, and my mother too. I can’t leave them behind. Even if it’s impossible. Even if I run out of time.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying, child,” Emily’s mother admonished. “It’s hell out there. The world is ending.”

“I know, Mrs. Barnett. I’ve seen some of it happen. I’ve even killed tonight. Four sick people, to be exact.” 

Amelia gasped. “Oh, my. You’ve killed?”

Emily’s father remained silent, but he regarded Chas with a look of surprise and respect.

“I have, ma’am. I’m not proud of it, but I’ll do it again if it means saving my friends.” Chas pushed back her chair and stood up. “Thank you for the hospitality, ma’am, but I can’t stay, and I can’t go with you either. I’m sorry.”

“You’d go out there alone?” Emily’s father asked.

“Yes, I would,” Chas said.

“She won’t be alone. I’m going with her,” Vanessa said, moving to stand next to Chas.

“So am I,” Dean said, lending his support as well.

“Are you sure, guys? It’ll be dangerous,” Chas asked.

“We’re sure,” Vanessa answered with smooth confidence.

“Why, I’ve never seen such foolishness in my life,” Amelia said, shaking her head.

“I want to go with them too,” Emily said, moving to stand up.

“No, Emily. You’re going with us, and that’s final,” her father said. For the first time, he looked truly angry, and after a moment, Emily sank back into her chair.

“It’s okay, Em. We wanted to get you home, and we did,” Chas said with a broad smile. “We’ll see you at the evacuation center, I promise.”

Emily sniffed as tears shimmered in her eyes. “Promise?”

Chas nodded. “Have I ever broken a promise?”

“No.”

“You can trust me, Em. We’ll make it in time,” Chas said, gathering up her things.

Amelia sighed. “Well, if you have to go, keep safe, children.”

“We will, Mrs. Barnett,” Chas said.

“Can you handle a gun?” Mr. Barnett asked.

“Yes, Sir,” Chas said.

“Take this,” Mr. Barnett said, handing over his shotgun with a handful of shells. “I’ve got a spare gun, and I have a feeling you’ll need this.”

Chas took the weapon with a grateful smile. She’d used one before thanks to her uncle Al and was familiar with its weight and mechanisms. “Thank you, Sir. I appreciate it.”

Chas and Vanessa said their tearful goodbyes to Emily while her parents packed their things into their car. Once they were all ready to depart, Chas and her group trouped outside and climbed into their truck.

“Godspeed to you all,” Mr. Barnett said, as they prepared to leave.

“Be careful, kids,” Amelia said, dabbing at her face with a handkerchief.

“Bye, Chas, Vanessa, Dean,” Emily said, her eyes rimmed with red.

“See you soon, Emily,” Chas said with a wave, her heart like lead at the thought of leaving her friend behind. But, she knew it was for the best. She’ll be safer with them than with me, evacuated to a safe zone. It’s better this way.

Dean pulled away, and Chas watched with sadness as Emily’s father hustled his family into their car, ready to go the evacuation center. She glanced at the truck’s clock. Ten to two. They now had only an hour and ten minutes to go. Had she made the right decision back there? Or had she doomed Vanessa and Dean to a horrible fate with her selfishness? Only time would tell.
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The trip to Chas’ house seemed to take forever, and she couldn’t keep her eyes off the clock for even a second. The minutes ticked by, each seeming to pass faster than the next. As before, Dean stuck to the backroads, and the streets were dark and silent. They were not empty, though, and a few times they drove past zombies, their diseased faces flashing by in the headlights.

Chas noticed the infected had a rather short attention span. They’d chase the truck for a while before giving up and turning elsewhere. Or maybe the truck didn’t signal food to them. Many times she saw them chasing cats and dogs too, their hunger for living flesh insatiable.

Not for the first time, she missed Emily who would have had an excellent reason for why the undead fed only on the living. If Chas had to guess, it would be that the virus wanted to spread to other living hosts. A corpse would be of little use to it as it couldn’t infect something that was already dead. Even though Chas could work that out for herself, she still missed her friend, the most intelligent girl she knew. Miserably, she hoped Emily was safe and sound at the evacuation zone, ready to go to a more secure location, one far away from the zombies.

When they reached the outskirts of Red Rock, Chas perked up, looking at the familiar surroundings that preceded her home. She noted it was ten past two. Fifty more minutes. Please be at home, Grumps, and Lala.

The houses became thinner and more widely spaced as the suburbs gave way to country houses. Fields and parks filled the gaps with banks of grass and trees. Outcroppings of rock shone beneath the moonlight and coyotes howled in the distance.

Finally, Chas spotted the old farmhouse that made up her home, its roof tiles painted deep red above the whitewashed walls and a wooden porch. They had no pets. Not after Lucky died during the last winter from old age and Sergeant got bitten by a snake. Grumps had debated getting new dogs but so far had held off, a fact Chas was now grateful for. It was bad enough worrying about people eating people. Throwing animals into the mix was just too much. I’ll never look at gorillas in the same way again.

The truck’s tires crunched over the gravel driveway, and Dean drove through the open gates and around to the back porch where a light shone like a beacon in the night. The curtain in the window next to the back door twitched, and Chas gasped. “It must be Lala or Grumps.”

Seconds later, the door opened, followed by the screen door with its rusty mosquito netting and sun-bleached curtain. Lala stepped through, her skirts swishing around her ankles as she moved to the edge of the porch. Shading her eyes against the truck’s lights, she called, “Chasity, hun? Is that you?”

Before Chas even knew what she was doing, she was out of the car, her feet flying across the rough grass and up the porch steps. She threw herself into her grandmother’s waiting arms, tears of joy running down her cheeks. “Lala, I’m so happy to see you. I thought I’d never make it back here, or if I did that you’d be gone, and I’d never see you again.”

Lala laughed softly, one hand stroking Chas’ hair. “Calm down, sweetie. I’m okay, though I must say the news on the radio has been disturbing to say the least. What’s all this talk about zombies?”

“You don’t know the half of it, Lala,” Chas mumbled as she breathed in her grandmother’s familiar scent of lavender mixed with a hint of peppermint. It smelled like home. 

“Who is that with you, and who’s truck is that?” Lala asked.

Chas turned around and waved at her friends to join her. “It’s Vanessa and her next-door-neighbor, Dean. Emily is with her parents and Andrew…”

“Who’s Andrew?” Lala asked before saying, “Never mind. Come inside first, and then you can tell me all about it.”

“We don’t have a lot of time, Lala. Where’s Grumps? We need to leave now,” Chas said.

Her grandmother’s face twisted. “I don’t know where he is, hun. He left to fetch you at the fair, and he never came back. I tried phoning him, but there’s no signal. I’ve been so scared, watching the news reports, worried sick about you both.”

Vanessa and Dean tramped up the stairs, their expressions serious when they heard that Grumps was missing. Together, they went inside the house, and Chas gave her grandmother an abbreviated version of the night’s events while Lala packed a few hasty things into a bag.

“So, you see, Lala,” Chas said once she’d finished. “Things are really bad out there, and we only have a short time to try and rescue Mom before the National Guard packs up and leaves us all here to the zombies. What if they bomb the place?”

“They wouldn’t,” Vanessa said. After a few seconds, she added, “Would they?”

“Maybe,” Dean said with a shrug.

“Zombies. I still can’t believe this is all happening. What about your grandpa? We have to find him,” Lala said.

As much as Chas hated to admit it, it wasn’t possible. “Lala, there’s no time. The fair is a death trap. Besides, Grumps is smart. He probably got away from there as fast as he could.”

“But, what if he’s hurt? We can’t just leave him behind,” Lala said, stuffing a bottle of water into a bag filled with snacks.

“Maybe when he saw what was happening, he went to the hospital to fetch your mom, Chas,” Vanessa said. 

“Or maybe he got picked up by the National Guard. They’re forcibly evacuating all uninfected citizens they come across,” Dean said.

“I don’t know,” Chas’ grandmother said, her expression torn. “Maybe.”

“It’s a long shot, but it’s better than nothing,” Chas said. “Now, please. We have to go before it’s too late.”

Dean grabbed the packed bags and carried them out to the truck while Chas’ grandma reluctantly locked up her house and tucked away the key.

“I’m sorry, Lala, but we have no choice,” Chas insisted, herding her grandmother down the porch and into the back of the car. “We can look out for Grumps along the way. Hopefully, he’s at the evacuation center by now.”

Chas’ grandmother stared out into the night, her face pale but determined. “All right. We’ll go to the hospital and fetch your mom first, then go to the evacuation center. I just pray your grandpa is already there because if he isn’t, I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”

“He will be, Lala. I’m sure of it,” Chas said with far more confidence than she felt. As she glanced at the clock, her heart shriveled. Twenty-five past two. Only thirty-five minutes left. Will it be enough?
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“This time, I’m shooting straight for the hospital, Chas. No back roads. We simply don’t have the time,” Dean said, pulling out of the driveway with a roar of the engine.

Chas nodded, but her eyes were fixed on her home which was steadily receding into the background until it faded from sight. Almost every good memory she had was tied up within its walls and borders. Her bedroom filled with books and photos, the herb garden with its strange smells and delights, the berry patch not far from the woods, the swing her mother would push her on, and the porch where she’d watch the sunset with her grandparents.

It was terrible to know that the place you grew up in, felt happy and safe in, was no longer secure. Even worse, it had to be abandoned. All night, her sole focus had been on making it back there, and now she was leaving once more. Maybe forever.

A warm hand enclosed hers. “It’ll be all right, Chasity. We’ll come back someday when all of this is over.”

Chas swallowed as a hard knot formed in her throat. “Do you really think so?”

Her grandmother nodded. “I know so, hun. This is our home, and it always will be.”

Some of the anxiety choking her airways receded, and Chas was able to breathe once more. Her grandmother was right. She was always right. We’ll come back one day. That’s a promise.

With fresh determination, Chas faced to the front and watched as Dean wove through the streets of Red Rock, pushing the truck to its limits at times. While he drove, she went through their packs, doling out snacks and cold drinks. “We’ll need to be at our best when we get to the hospital.”

Her flashlight was still working, and she handed her spare to Lala along with the shotgun. While Chas had some experience with the weapon, her grandmother was an excellent shot. “Aim for the head, Lala. It’s the only way to kill a zombie.”

Her grandmother snorted but she took the gun and flashlight, tucking the latter into her jeans pocket. “I still can’t believe it’s zombies. I always thought it would be global warming.”

Chas chuckled. “Yeah, who would’ve thought?”

“Or terrorists,” Vanessa said.

“Nah, I always thought an asteroid would wipe us out,” Dean said. “Like the dinosaurs.”

They all laughed even though it wasn’t all that funny, but it relieved the tension brewing inside all of them, the knowledge that the end for mankind had come, or at the very least, the end of their way of life.

Once Chas had checked her knife and backpack, she turned her attention to the world outside her window. It was chaos and only reinforced the knowledge that this might be it for all of them, much though she hoped it wasn’t. 

The roads were clogged with car wrecks and debris. Buildings smoldered in the night, flames licking at their rooftops. Shop windows had been shattered, millions of shards of glass littering the sidewalk. Abandoned barricades blocked off roads long since abandoned, and empty shell casings spoke of a firefight.

Worst of all was the blood. There was lots of it. Evidence of the people who gave up their lives on that spot, either the living turning into the undead or the undead meeting their final rest.

As for the zombies, there was plenty of them, and Chas marveled to think that the National Guard had even made a dent. “And they said they cleared the center? This doesn’t look clear to me.”

“Actually, I think they did do it,” Vanessa said, “but, the gunshots and noise would have drawn in more from the surrounding areas. They react to movement and sound, I’ve noticed.”

“That would explain why the abandoned suburbs were so quiet. Most of the zombies had been drawn off,” Chas mused.

“Must be, hun,” Chas’ grandmother said. “I heard plenty of noise earlier today. Gunshots, helicopters, you name it, but I never once saw a zombie. Not in our neighborhood, and I did take a quick stroll after hearing some of the news.”

Chas shivered. “Thank goodness you didn’t stumble upon one, Lala. They’re fast and super aggressive. We’ve been lucky so far not to get eaten.”

Lala nodded and hefted the shotgun in her lap. “I’ll be ready, hun. Don’t you worry.”

“Have you heard anything from mom yet?” Chas asked.

“No, not a thing. I tried to call after your grandpa left, but all the lines were down. Why don’t you try your cell again?”

“It didn’t work earlier,” Chas said.

“You never know.”

Chas fished out her all-but-forgotten cell phone and dialed her mother’s number. The call dropped but she tried again, chewing on her bottom lip. This time it rang, and her eyes popped wide open. “It’s ringing!”

“What?” Vanessa said, twisting around in her seat. “I can’t believe it.”

Chas held her breath as the phone rang, praying with all her might her mother would answer. 

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Please, be alive. Please, be alive.

“Hello? Chas? Is that you?”

The line crackled with static, but it was unmistakably her mother, and Chas cried, “Mom!”

“Oh, thank goodness, Chasity. You’re alive,” Vivienne said with a sob of relief. “I can’t believe it.”

“Mom, are you still at the hospital?”

“Yes, I’m here. We’re trapped in the cafeteria,” Vivienne replied.

More static.

“We’re coming to get you, Mom. Lala and I are—”

“No, don’t come here. It’s too dangerous,” Vivienne cried, interrupting Chas. The line crackled, and the next sentence came through in bits and pieces. “The first floor is overrun…stairs blocked…don’t come…die…don’t have long now.”

“Mom, please. Hold on,” Chas said, bitter tears burning her eyelids. 

“Go to the evacuation center, Chas. Before it’s too late.”

“Mom, no!”

“Do as I say….love you…”

“Mom?”

The line died, and no matter how many times she tried again, it stayed dead.

Finally, her grandmother took the phone from Chas’ hands. “Leave it be now, hun. The phone’s dead.”

“But, what about Mom?” Chas said, tears streaming down her face.

“We can at least take a look, Chas. It’s right up ahead anyway,” Dean said.

“Yeah, I’m sure we can try something,” Vanessa added, though she didn’t look very confident.

“Like what?” Chas asked. “If the place is overrun, there’s not much we can do, and I don’t expect you guys to risk your lives for me. Or for my mother.”

“Calm down, sweetie,” her grandmother said, pulling her into a warm hug. “Like Dean said, we can just take a look. You never know.”

Chas didn’t agree, hopelessness flooding her entire body even as she took comfort in Lala’s arms. All her determination of before had left her in a rush. Neither Lala, nor Vanessa, nor Dean had heard the fear and panic in her mother’s voice, the utter terror, and Vivienne was one of the strongest, bravest people Chas knew. She did not get scared for nothing. 

Chas squeezed her eyes shut, trying to control her sobs, even while she knew her mother was lost. They were too late. Her eyes popped open again and fixed on the clock. Twenty to two. Just enough time to make it to the evacuation center. 
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Dean tore around the corner of the hospital block, gunning for the main entrance while the rest held on for dear life. Already, the situation seemed hopeless. Not only was a group of infected chasing them, but more thronged the streets around the hospital, their hungry faces like those of rabid jackals in the moonlight. 

There was no way they’d be able to make it into the building without getting killed, and that was assuming the inside of the hospital was safe, which they all knew was not the case. It was hopeless, and Chas knew it.

“Dean, it’s okay. We can’t do this. It’s too dangerous,” Chas said, forcing the words out while knowing that they sealed her mother’s fate. It felt like she, Chas, was killing her personally, abandoning her to a terrible death. 

“Yeah, I’m sorry, Chas. I really am,” Dean said. “Maybe if we had more guns we could do it.”

“I know, and it’s all right. You all did your best,” Chas said with a sinking heart.

“I’m sorry, hun,” her grandmother said, her voice cracking with grief. She, too, was losing someone very dear to her. A daughter. “I really am.”

“Go to the evacuation center, Dean. If we hurry, we can make it on time,” Chas said, glancing at the clock. Ten minutes to go.

“If you’re sure,” Dean said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. 

“I’m sure,” Chas said, leaning into her grandmother’s side with a sigh of defeat, sorrow filling her breast at the thought of losing her mother and that on top of Grumps. At least, I still have Lala.

“Dean, watch out!” Vanessa screamed, rattling them all to the core.

Dean slammed on the brakes, and the truck careened across the road before coming to a stop barely a foot away from an army convoy bristling with soldiers. Dozens of barrels turned their way, and a soldier barked something over a loudspeaker.

Whatever he said had to wait, though, because the next moment, the horde of infected chasing them came screaming from around the corner of the hospital. The soldiers opened fire, and Chas cried out as the loud gunshots tore through her eardrums and brain like hot lead.

She pressed her hands to her head and sank down into the seat, huddling next to her grandmother who’d done the same. Vanessa and Dean likewise cowered in their seats while the truck’s engine coughed once before dying a miserable death.

The infected screeched as the soldiers cut them down in a hail of bullets, their dying moans sounding enraged to Chas’ terrified mind. On and on it went until she thought it would never end, like a video on a loop. 

A few of the zombies evaded the soldier’s gunfire and banged into the truck, slamming their fists on the windows until she was afraid they would smash through and crawl inside. Chas stared at their bloodied faces pressed against the glass, the hunger in their eyes almost tangible.

A voice crackled over the loudspeaker, and the sound of the guns diverged as the soldiers flanked the trucks, shooting the infected trying to break in. Like bloated ticks on a hide the zombies fell away in a mist of crimson blood, the truck’s windows covered in the stuff.

Chas jumped when someone yanked open her door and squirmed as a rough hand dragged her out of the truck. “Lemme go!”

Despite her protests, Chas was pushed into a single line along with her grandmother, Vanessa, and Dean. For several seconds, they were pushed and prodded by two female soldiers, all while sporadic gunfire still sounded in the background.

Finally, the women stepped back, and a single soldier, an officer judging by his manner and uniform, stepped forward and shone a flashlight into their faces. “Are they clean?”

“Yes, Sir,” one of the women who’d searched them answered.

Chas squinted up at the tall officer, her eyes narrowed against the glare of the light. His face was stern and his manner cold, but his voice sent a frisson of fear down her spine, it was that emotionless.

“Have any of you been bitten or scratched?” he asked.

“No,” Chas replied, echoed by the others.

“No, Sir. I just saved your asses. Show a little respect,” he said.

Chas gritted her teeth as anger took the place of fear. “Yes, Sir.”

“Have you come into direct physical contact with the infected?”

“No, Sir,” they answered once more.

“Why are you not at the evacuation center? All citizens were told to go there,” he said.

“With all due respect, Sir. My daughter is inside that hospital. We came to rescue her,” Chas’ grandmother replied, her voice calm and dignified.

“Rescue her? What makes you think she’s still alive?” he asked. “The place is a dead zone. Look at it.”

He waved a hand at the front entrance of the hospital, and Chas gasped. Pressed against the doors were hundreds of infected all clamoring to break out. Some were dressed in scrubs, others looked like doctors and nurses, but most wore plain clothes. People who got ill and booked in as patients.

For the first time, Chas realized the full scope of the situation inside the hospital. There were hundreds of zombies trapped inside its hallways. Her little group never stood a chance. Unless…Chas studied the officer, calculating. He looked like the kind who enjoyed power. The type who climbed the ladder and looked for any opportunity to advance.

Chas cleared her throat. “Sir, if I may. My mother is still alive. So are a number of doctors, nurses, and the State Senator’s eldest daughter. I know this for a fact.”

Lala shot her a surprised look but didn’t say a word, and neither did Vanessa or Dean, all three striving to keep a straight face.

The officer’s eyebrows raised, and he asked in a mocking tone of voice, “Really? And how did you come by that important information, little girl?”

“My mother is a nurse, Sir. We managed to get a call through to her, and she told me they were all barricaded inside the cafeteria,” Chas said, the lie rolling off her tongue like water off a duck’s back.

“Including the State Senator’s daughter?” he said with a dubious frown, folding his hands behind his back. “What would a Senator’s daughter want with Red Rock?”

“She’s here for a PR stunt, Sir. She visited the Pediatric Ward earlier today to raise awareness for her father’s campaign.”

“And your mother told you all of this over a phone call that I’m still not sure ever occurred. Why?”

“My mother thought the army would send a rescue team seeing as they had someone so important with them. That’s why she told me,” Chas said, keeping her face as smooth and innocent as possible. While she’d been taught not to lie, this was a life and death situation. “Isn’t that why you’re here, Sir?”

“I’ll ask the questions here,” he said.

“Sorry, Sir,” Chas said, ducking her head to look at her shoes.

“How do we even know they’re still alive? That the cafeteria hasn’t fallen already?” he argued.

“I spoke to her only minutes ago, Sir.” Chas took her phone from her pocket and showed him her dialing history. The call was to “Mom” and lasted just under a minute.

The officer studied the screen with a frown. “I see. I’m inclined to believe you, but I still don’t see why I should risk my men’s lives inside unfamiliar territory.”

“Sir,” Chas’ grandmother said, raising a hand. “Let me go with your men. I know the hospital better than anyone. I know exactly where the cafeteria is, I also know there’s a stairwell to the top that leads to a helipad.”

The officer pursed his lips. “That changes things.” He looked around. “Alvarez!”

“Yes, Sir!”

“Gather your squad and escort Mrs…”

“Ensign.”

“Escort Mrs. Ensign and her friends to the cafeteria. Liberate the survivors and proceed to the rooftop for evac. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir!” Alvarez answered with a prompt salute, though Chas thought he looked anything but happy at the thought. 

“The rest of you, prepare to roll out. We’re falling back to the evacuation center.”

Chas’ grandmother stepped forward, a protest on her lips. “Sir, what about the children?”

“What about them?”

“Can’t you take them with you? The hospital is no place for them, surely,” she pleaded.

“I’m afraid we have no space for civilians, Mrs. Ensign. They will have to stick with you. Good luck, and God speed.” With that, he turned and disappeared around the nearest truck.

Minutes later, the convoy rolled out with a thunderous roar, leaving only Chas’ little group and Alvarez and his men. An uncomfortable silence fell as each eyed the other, clearly not happy to be stuck together.

“Why that arrogant pig,” Chas’ grandmother muttered. “He’s clearly not from around here, or his mama would’ve beaten him black and blue by now.”

Alvarez laughed then quickly covered it up as a snort. He shouted out a few commands to his men before turning back to them. “Right. Ma’am, kids. You heard what Officer Brown said. We will proceed to the hospital now. Please, stay in formation at all times. If you stray, I cannot be held responsible for your safety.”

“Formation?” Dean asked.

“Stick to the middle, kid, and we’ll have your back,” one of the other soldiers answered in gruff tones, his hulking frame twice as large as Dean’s.

“Um, thanks,” Dean said.

Chas fell in line with Lala, Vanessa, and Dean, surrounded by the squad of soldiers. While it was nice to have them around, she didn’t know if they’d be enough against the number of infected trapped inside the hospital. The mere thought of going in there sent shivers down her spine. 

At least, she still had her birthday knife tucked away in her belt, while Vanessa and Dean each had their bats. Lala had the shotgun too, and Chas trusted her more than she did the soldiers. Her grandmother loved her, while they were only there on orders from a power hungry officer hoping he’d get a promotion if they saved the fictional Senator’s Daughter.

Chas still couldn’t believe she’d come up with that falsehood on the fly like that, and judging from the looks Lala sent her, neither did she. 

Her grandmother nudged her just before they set off and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “The State Senator’s daughter, huh? Strange, because as far as I know, he only has a son, but that will be our little secret for now.” 

Chas exchanged a hidden smile with her grandmother, and when they set off, she felt just a little bit lighter. A liar she might be, but it was for the greatest of good. We’re coming, Mom. Just hold on.
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Alvarez motioned his group forward, and they ran in formation toward the hospital doors. Chas and her group kept to the middle as they’d been ordered to, and it wasn’t long before she noticed the soldier who ran to her right and slightly ahead of her. Though she couldn’t see his face clearly from her angle, she thought he looked familiar. There was something about his hunched soldiers and lanky frame…she couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she knew she’d seen him before. Who is he?

This thought nagged at her until they drew closer to the zombies that clawed at the hospital doors. The view was even worse from there. Not only were the infected going nuts at the sight of so much fresh meat, but all of them sported injuries ranging from a simple bite mark to vicious wounds.

Here Alvarez called a halt and discussed the situation with his men in low tones. Chas guessed it had to do with getting in. The zombies were pushing the doors shut from the inside, creating a sealed entrance, and there was no time to waste on alternate routes. None at all.

After much pointing and arguing, two of the soldiers moved ahead while the rest formed a line behind three abandoned cars, effectively putting a barrier between them and the infected.

“You lot, stay back until we’ve cleared the infected,” Alvarez ordered Chas’ grandmother who nodded and herded them aside and out of the way.

Together, they watch as the other two soldiers jogged to the glass doors and planted grenades spaced a few feet apart. They ran back and got in line just as the bombs exploded, sending a shower of glass into the air. Rumbling vibrations carried through the ground and up their shins and spines as the shockwaves spread outward.

Debris rained down, and Chas cowered down next to Vanessa until it ceased. Vanessa threw Chas a terrified look and reached out her hand. They gripped fingers for a brief moment of comfort before it was over in a flash as chaos took over.

The undead poured out in waves, howling with hunger, only to be met by a withering wall of fire. Their front ranks had already been decimated by the grenades, and the rest stumbled and tripped over their fallen brethren. It didn’t take long for the area in front of the hospital to look like a carpet of bodies.

Once the gunshots thinned out, Chas dared to raise her head and look around. Only a few more zombies were trickling out of the building, and they were quickly picked off by Alvarez and his men.

Alvarez looked around and seemingly satisfied, waved his hand forward. “Form up. Advance.”

His men moved out from behind their barrier of cars with Chas and her group sticking close behind. With careful steps, they moved forward, shooting anything that moved and checking each infected they came across to make sure it was dead. They were cool, calm, practical, and efficient, and Chas wondered how they managed to do it when her own heart was bucking like a deer being attacked by a bear.

“Come on, children,” Lala said, herding the lot of them toward the hospital. Her face was as pale as theirs, but her expression was determined. “Don’t look, okay? Just keep walking.”

Chas clung to her grandmother’s side, and tried to follow her instructions and not look down. It was hard, though, because if she didn’t look, she risked stepping on something, and that was more than she could handle. 

It was an awful sight, one she’d never forget. There was so much death, it was hard to take it all in, and the metallic smell of blood coated her tongue despite the strip of cloth around her neck which she hastily pulled over her mouth and nose.

Somehow, they made their way across the lot, through the entrance, and into the lobby. Once inside, the worst was over. Not only were all of the infected lying dead outside, but the hospital was lit from within thanks to its emergency generators.

Chas heaved a sigh of relief as she let go of Lala’s skirts and looked around at the once pristine front entrance of her mom’s workplace. It didn’t look the same at all. The service and reception desks were all abandoned. Papers, files, phones, handbags, and even bunches of flowers lay scattered across the floor. A single “Get well soon” balloon floated against the ceiling. There was other stuff too, horrible stuff, but Chas did her best to ignore it.

Alvarez and his men were moving around securing the lobby, though there was nothing they could do about the doors. Those were blown wide open. 

While they waited, Chas sidled closer to Vanessa and Dean whom she noticed for the first time were holding hands. “I’m sorry I got you guys into this.”

“Don’t feel bad, Chas. We volunteered for this, remember?” Vanessa replied.

“I know, but I still feel guilty. You could be on your way to the safe zone by now with your foster mom, Sarah.”

“And miss all this?” Vanessa answered with a glint in her eyes. “Never.”

“Besides, this is way more exciting,” Dean said with a wide grin. “I want to be a soldier one day. Have you seen how these guys operate? It’s amazing.”

Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Boys.”

Chas chuckled, but the next moment, she spotted the soldier from earlier who’d looked so familiar. This time, he was facing her, and across the floor, their eyes met.

Chas gasped. “It’s him.”

“Who?” Vanessa asked.

“The soldier who shot Andrew!”

“What? Where?” Vanessa cried.

Chas pointed him out, and Justin’s face turned the color of curdled milk. After a second, he turned away, unable to look any of them in the eyes.

“Chas, what are you on about?” her grandmother asked.

Chas explained in low tones, finishing with, “It’s really him, Lala. I swear. He’s called Justin.”

“Mm. I believe you, hun, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“But—” Chas protested.

“You said yourself it was an accident, Chasity. He didn’t mean to do it, and I imagine he must feel awful, the poor boy. There’s no point in making it worse now,” Lala pointed out. “Remember why we’re here.”

Chas thought about it and sighed. “I guess so, Lala. It was an accident.”

“Right. So, leave the boy alone. He’ll have to learn to live with his own conscience, and I dare say it won’t be easy,” Lala said.

Realizing her grandmother was right, Chas turned away and left Justin in peace, though it wasn’t easy. Andrew’s death had been hard on all of them. Vanessa and Dean did the same, and the trio stood talking quietly while waiting for their next orders from Alvarez. 

They didn’t have to wait long.

“Mrs. Ensign. Can you explain to me the quickest route to the cafeteria, please,” Alvarez asked.

“Yes, of course. Down the hallway, up the stairs to the second floor, turn right, around the corner, fourth door on the left, if I remember correctly.”

Alvarez whistled. “Excellent memory, Mrs. Ensign.”

“It’s not a very big place, Mr. Alvarez, and I used to visit my daughter quite often,” Lala replied. “The main problem is the stairs. The staff on the second floor blocked them with furniture.”

“What about the lifts? They should run on emergency power, shouldn’t they?” Alvarez asked.

Lala opened and closed her mouth. “I never thought of that, to be honest. I just assumed they’d be out of order.”

“Well, it’s worth a try. I don’t relish the thought of spending the next hour clearing the stairs, especially since the front doors are wide open and an invitation to all passing zombies.”

As if to prove him right, a cry rose from the entrance, followed by several gunshots. “We’ve got company, Sir.”

Alvarez immediately became all business, turning from a man to a commander in front of Chas’ very eyes. “How many?”

“Hundreds, Sir.”

Alvarez swore. “They must’ve been drawn by the grenade blasts. Get to the lifts, now. Mrs. Ensign, lead the way, please.”

Lala nodded. “Come, children. Stick close behind me.” With those words, she ran for the bank of lifts not far from the stairs and pushed each one’s button, muttering under her breath. “Come on, come on, hurry up.”

Chas watched it all with bated breath, her heart banging a frightful beat. From behind, came the sounds of battle. Soldiers shouted to each other, guns blazed, and infected shrieked. The fight was coming closer, and closer, and still they waited and waited.

A zombie came hurtling around the corner, its arms and legs pumping as it headed straight for them. Lala shoved Chas aside and fired at the infected with her shotgun. The force of the blast sent the zombie flying backward to crash to the floor where it twitched once before lying still.

A few soldiers appeared, one of them Alvarez, and they beat a steady retreat toward the lifts while keeping the infected at bay. They were almost on Chas and her group when the nearest lift doors opened with a ding.

The interior was empty, and Lala herded the kids inside while holding the door for the soldiers. “Come on, Alvarez!”

He glanced over his shoulder just as another set of doors opened. “Smith, Jennings, get your asses inside and lay down cover fire.”

The two soldiers obeyed, crouching inside the door of the second lift and providing back-up while the rest of their team inched back. Chas watched it all from her corner behind Lala, praying everyone would make it out alive and unharmed. One by one, the lifts filled, until at last, all the soldiers were crammed inside.

“Second floor. Get to the second floor,” Alvarez bellowed.

The doors closed, cutting off the noise the infected made and plunging the interior into a grim silence until a silly tune began to play over the speakers. It was such a mundane thing to occur after all the horror preceding it, that Chas grinned despite herself. Even now, life goes on.
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The doors slid open far too soon for Chas’ liking, and she braced herself for the worst. Who knew what lay on the other side, and judging by Alvarez’ stiff posture, he felt the same. At least, Lala was there with her shotgun, but she shuddered to think what damage the blast could do in such a small space. Suddenly, the weapon didn’t look like such a good idea.

With the lift standing wide open, she peered out from behind her grandmother’s back, but the hallway outside was empty. Alvarez motioned his men forward, and they inched through the door with their guns at the ready. With a man on either side of the opening and another in the middle, the lift was secured.

“The area is clear, Sir,” one soldier reported.

“All clear on this side too, Sir,” said another.

“Stay here, for now, Mrs. Ensign,” Alvarez said, joining the rest of his squad. “Spread out and keep your eyes peeled for trouble.”

“Yes, Sir!”

The other lift next to theirs also opened and those soldiers joined the rest. Alvarez took a few minutes to inspect everyone, making sure no bites or scratches were hitching a ride with any of his men. “If you’re infected, you’d better own up to it now. That includes you lot, Mrs. Ensign.” 

“Of course, Mr. Alvarez. Do what you must,” Lala replied to his brisk command.

After giving them a rough once over, Alvarez blew out a relieved breath. “It seems we’re all in the green. Please, Mrs. Ensign. Lead the way to the cafeteria.”

“All right,” Lala replied, ushering Chas and the rest out of the lift. 

Chas noted that the hallways were clean, with no signs of the infection. None of the usual debris, blood spatter, or stains marred the pristine walls and floor. The smell of disinfectant hung heavy in the air. “How come it’s so…shiny?”

Lala shook her head. “My guess is the staff figured out pretty quickly what was going on. Maybe because of the news reports and so on. They probably moved anyone infected with the virus to the ground floor. They have two wards plus the emergency center down there. Then they blocked the stairs and wiped down this level to ensure no further contamination.”

“Smart,” Alvarez said with a grunt. 

“Yes, and barricading themselves into the cafeteria was even smarter. They could last for weeks in there, and the doors are strong enough to withstand just about anything,” Lala added.

“Well, which way is the cafeteria?” Alvarez asked.

“This way, but wait…” Lala paused to look up and down, cocking her head to the side.

“Is something wrong?” Alvarez asked.

“No, it’s just…do you hear that? It’s very faint, but it sounds like furniture scraping across the floor,” Lala said.

Alvarez fell silent, tilting his head sideways as he listened. The rest of his men became quiet too, everybody trying to hear what Lala had, including Chas. At first, there was nothing, and she thought her grandmother was simply being paranoid, but suddenly, Chas caught a hint of the noise. She froze, her mind scrambling to place it until it dawned on her. “The stairs!”

Alvarez frowned. “Stairs?”

“My mom and the others barricaded the stairs with furniture. Won’t the infected try to break through?” Chas said, pointing to the opening next to the lift bank that led to the stairwell.

Alvarez swore. “Damn it, you’re right, kid. Marks, Miller, Smith, check it out. Report asap. The rest of you, huddle up with the civilians in the middle.”

“Yes, Sir,” came the various replies as the squad scrambled to obey.

Chas and her group waited as the minutes ticked by, growing more nervous by the second. Several times, she caught herself looking at Justin, and a few times their eyes met only for both to quickly look away again. It was an uncomfortable situation at best, and Chas hoped it wouldn’t last too long. Even though Andrew’s death had been an accident, she still blamed him for it and would be happy if she never saw him again.

Finally, the three soldiers returned from their recon. “The infected are trying to break through, Sir, just as you suspected.”

“How long do we have?” Alvarez asked. 

“There are hundreds of the things, Sir. We have a few minutes, at most.”

Alvarez paled. “We need more time. A few minutes is not enough.” He turned toward Chas’ grandmother. “Which way to the roof?”

“It’s past the cafeteria, up a flight of stairs and through a door opening onto the roof of the building,” Lala said.

“All right,” Alvarez said before looking at his squad. “I need four volunteers to hold the stairs for as long as possible. We need time to evacuate the civilians caught inside the building.”

A brief moment of silence reigned as the soldiers digested his words. They all knew what it meant. Death.

One by one, three men and a woman stepped forward with grim nods, holding their guns to their chests. 

“I’ll do it, Sir.”

“Me too.”

“I’m in.”

“Might as well, Sir.”

Chas held her breath as she watched the four walk toward the stairs, her heart swelling with pride. They were the bravest people she’d ever seen, and she hoped one day she could be like them.

Alvarez watched them go with sadness in his gaze before shaking it off and assuming a brisk mien. “Move out. We don’t have much time. Mrs. Ensign, show the way.”

Chas’ grandmother stepped out at a light jog, leading the squad down the hallway and around a corner. They passed three more rooms before she stopped in front of a set of double swing doors marked as the cafeteria. They were made of steel with small windows set up high. Those windows were currently blocked by something. “Over here.”

Alvarez stepped forward and banged his fists on the metal. “Open up in there. It’s the National Guard. We’re evacuating survivors.”

For a moment nothing happened, and then the sound of heavy furniture being dragged aside sounded. The entrance swung open to reveal a doctor and two nurses, one of them being Chas’ mother.

Vivienne gasped when she spotted Lala. “Mom, you came.”

“Of course, I did, hun,” Lala said, stepping in for a quick hug.

Vivienne’s eyes fell on Chas. “You brought her too? It’s not safe. She should be far away from here by now.”

“She brought herself, hun. Chas is a lot tougher than she looks,” Lala replied, but Vivienne brushed past her with a fierce look.

“I can’t believe you disobeyed me,” Vivienne said, grabbing Chasity by the shoulders. “What were you thinking? Why didn’t you go to the evacuation center as I told you to?”

“I couldn’t. I had to come to get you.”

“And your friends? Did you risk their lives for me? For yourself? How could you, Chas?” Vivienne cried, her dark eyes blazing underneath her red hair. “Are you that selfish?”

Bitter tears burned Chas’ eyes at her mother’s accusations, but she was saved from answering when Alvarez interrupted. 

“Look, ma’am, we don’t have time for this. The infected are breaking through your makeshift barricades at the stairs. We need to get all of you to the rooftop now,” he said with brisk tones. “Gather everyone. We’re leaving within one minute tops.”

Vivienne straightened up. “What about the sick and the old?” She pointed at several people sitting about in wheelchairs and one in a hospital bed complete with a drip. “We can’t move them.”

Alvarez pinned her with a cold look. “If you can’t move them within the next few seconds, they’re staying behind.”

“But—”

“My men are out there dying while trying to buy us more time,” Alvarez bellowed, losing his calm demeanor in an instant. “Move them now, or stay here with them and die.”

With that, he turned his back on her and flung about commands, gathering his team into formation once more while herding staff and patients into the middle. To Chas, it almost resembled a giant, moving turtle.

Vivienne stared after Alvarez for a second, her mouth hanging open until the other nurse tugged at her arms. “Do as he says, Vivienne. Or, we’ll all be dead, including your mother and daughter.”

“Fine,” Vivienne spat, “but if I lose a patient because of his pigheadedness…”

She left the rest of the sentence unspoken and hurried toward the man in the bed sporting a drip. With the other nurse’s help, she maneuvered him into a chair and tied the drip to the handle, looping the tubes around his neck. Other doctors and nurses were doing the same, getting everyone mobile and ready to leave.

Suddenly, gunshots sounded down the passage, their harsh barks causing everyone to jump and a few of the patients to scream. Chas could imagine the scene. The infected clawing at the barrier, pushing their way through while the soldiers tried to pick them off only to realize there were far too many to kill.

“We have to go now,” Alvarez screamed. “Move, move, move!”

In a trickle, the hospital staff filed out of the cafeteria supporting the sick and the elderly as they went. Flanking them were Alvarez and his men, egging them on each step of the way. Chas fell in behind her mother and the guy in the wheelchair, followed by Vanessa, Dean, and finally, Lala.

Once they were all outside, Lala pushed her way to the front and cried, “This way. Over here!”

The group began to move, slowly at first, then faster as the sounds of conflict from behind grew louder and more intense. The shrieks of infected could now be heard even above the nonstop gunfire, their enraged voices a symphony of horror. A grenade blast shook the passage, rumbling down the hall and pushing a cloud of dust ahead of it.

People screamed, and the crowd sped up as the urge to survive overcame anything else, including the most debilitating of injuries or illnesses. Even the guy in the wheelchair was using his arms to help Vivienne go faster, rolling the tires as fast as he could.

“We’re almost there,” Lala cried, pointing to a flight of stairs with an emergency exit sign above it. 

She stood to the side, waving people up the steps one by one. It was slow going with the wheelchairs and those on crutches, and Chas thought it would take forever. A forever which they didn’t have.

Alvarez and his men took up a defensive position, the front rank on their knees and the rest standing behind them. The hallway was still obscured with dust from the blast, but the gunshots from earlier had stopped, petering out until a grim silence took its place.

The soldiers are gone, Chas realized. They died protecting us.

The thought made her knees go weak, but even worse was the knowledge of what was to come. Zombies.

She didn’t have to wait long.

As Chas squinted into the murk, the first howling figure came barreling through, brought down by a quick shot from Alvarez. More showed up to take its place, and within seconds, it was an all-out battle as the soldiers sought to give the civilians time to get to the rooftop. One of the infected wore a uniform, and Chas recognized her as the woman who’d volunteered to guard the stairs earlier.

Chas’ mouth dried up with fear as she watched, her feet inching backward. More and more infected showed up, each more terrifying than the last, their bloodied teeth bared in vicious grins. We’re not going to make it.

“Chas, come on,” Vanessa cried, pulling Chas away from the scene. “We have to go.”

Chas looked around and was surprised to see that Lala was the only one still at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for Chas and the others. 

“Come on, Chas. Run,” Lala said.

Chas dashed past her grandmother and up to the top, followed first by Vanessa, then Lala, and finally, Alvarez and his men. 

The soldiers had to fight tooth and nail for every single step, booting the screaming infected away with their feet and clubbing them with their rifle stocks. At last, they reached the door at the top and slammed it shut, clicking the lock in place. Just like that, the zombies were gone, their horrid faces and bitter howling cut off by the thick metal door.

Alvarez slumped against the nearest wall, his expression one of intense relief. He shook his head and said to a smattering of dull cheers, “Smith, you can radio for that evac now.”

“Yes, Sir!”
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While Smith retired to a corner of the roof to call in the evac, Alvarez took charge of the rest. He moved all the civilians to the side of the roof furthest from the door and closest to the helipad. Next, he stationed his men in a half-moon formation around the exit with their guns primed and ready for action.

Chas watched him arrange all this with unspoken fear, her eyes flitting from his commanding form to the thin steel contraption that was the only thing preventing hundreds of crazed zombies from flooding the rooftop and eating them all. 

The door.

Surely, it would hold. The infected couldn’t possibly break through. Could they? 

Chas wasn’t so sure. Even though they could no longer see their howling faces or hear their shrieks, dull thuds rang out nonstop, evidence that the zombies had not given up yet, and were trying to break down the door.

Vanessa tugged at Chas’ arm. “Are you okay?”

Chas blinked, drawn from her morbid thoughts. “I don’t know, honestly. I feel numb, like everything has just become too much, you know?”

Vanessa nodded, sitting down beside Chas and drawing her knees to her chest. Her black hair was stringy, and she sported raccoon eyes, her eyeliner bleeding onto her cheeks. “I know exactly what you mean. I should be grieving for James, my foster father right now. He was good to me, and I loved him. Instead, I feel kind of cold inside.”

Dean shuffled closer too, his habitual smile sliding off his face. “I think we’re just too tired to care right now. We’ve seen so much, and done so much tonight. This is the first time in ages we’ve sat still.”

Chas nodded. They were all exhausted, running on no sleep and lots of guts. “I could do with a hot bath and a soft bed right now.”

Vanessa sighed. “We all could.”

Vivienne was fussing over her patient in the wheelchair, but every now and then she’d stop to shoot Chas a glare. It was obvious she was still mad at her daughter for coming to the hospital, no matter what anyone said. Lala had tried talking to her, but Vivienne just shrugged her off, not ready to be mollified as yet.

It hurt Chas that her mother was being that way, especially after everything she’d accomplished that night. True, since she’d reunited with her grandmother, she’d let Lala call the shots. That was only right, but that didn’t mean she deserved to be coddled. “You know what the worst is?”

“What?” Vanessa asked. 

“Being treated like a baby after everything,” Chas said. “I might be a kid, but I think I’ve proven myself tonight.”

Vanessa nodded. “None of us would be here tonight if it wasn’t for you, Chas. Remember that, even if the adults don’t.”

Dean sighed. “I just hope we get off this roof and somewhere safe. I hope my parents are safe, and your foster mom, and Emily and her folks. Grumps too.”

“I’m sure we will, Dean. Get off this stupid building, I mean,” Vanessa said. “They’re calling for the evac now, aren’t they?”

“I know, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned tonight, it’s not to take anything for granted, and that includes you.” With those words, Dean leaned in and kissed Vanessa on the cheek, causing her to blush to the roots of her hair.

Chas groaned and rolled her eyes, but secretly, she was happy for her friend.

Lala came over and sat down next to them, raising her eyebrows at Dean until he cleared his throat and let go of Vanessa’s hands. “Don’t think I’m not watching you, young man.”

The twinkle in her eyes belied her words, though, and Chas risked a chuckle. “How does everything look, Lala? Are we leaving soon?”

“Yes, it seems the choppers are on their way. They should be here in about fifteen minutes or so. Until then, we just have to sit tight.”

Chas eyed her mother. “Mom’s still mad at me.”

Lala sighed. “She loves you, hun. She’s just being protective, that’s all.”

“Too protective. I was doing fine by myself all night,” Chas grumbled.

“Not yourself, you had friends, remember?” Lala admonished. “Besides, you can’t blame her, sweetie. You’re all she has since she split up with your father.”

Chas fell silent, knowing it was the truth. Still, I can look after myself. It’s time she sees that in me. Time to let me grow up.

“Come here, hun. Give me a hug,” Lala said, opening her arms. “It’s been a tough night for you young ones.”

Chas crawled into her embrace, soaking in her grandmother’s warm love and intoxicating scent. It felt good to be cared and loved for, no matter how grown up she claimed to be.

“Thank you, Lala. You’re the best,” Chas whispered.

But, no matter how tightly she held on to her gran, that door still bothered her. That and the noise that came from behind it. The infected still hadn’t gone away, preferring to keep at it instead. It was as if they knew there was someone up there and within easy reach. All they had to do was beat at the metal sheet for long enough, and something would give.

Chas looked at the people around her. The sick, the elderly, the disabled, some whimpering and crying, others nodding off where they sat. They were sitting ducks but for the soldiers, and even she knew Alvarez and his men didn’t have enough bullets for all of the zombies.

“What are you so fidgety about?” Lala asked.

“Nothing grandma. I just wish the choppers would come now. I’m really tired,” Chas said, deflecting Lala’s concern.

“Me too. I could use a little bit of rest,” Lala replied.

Evidently, Alvarez felt the same. “How far out is that evac, Smith?”

“Ten minutes, Sir,” Smith yelled back.

“All right, make sure everyone is ready to go when they get here,” Alvarez said, but the next moment his head whipped around when a loud screech tore through the night.

Chas jerked upright, her eyes wide and her heart banging like a wooden drum. “What’s that.”

“I don’t know, hun,” Lala said, getting to feet with her shotgun clasped in both hands. “But it can’t be good.”

Chas’ gaze fixed on the metal door, and immediately, she spotted the problem. The metal was tearing around the hinges, hairline fractures running through the beaten steel. Alvarez had seen it too, and was organizing their defense, knowing the door stood no chance at all. It would give in sooner or later.

“Get ready,” he cried. “Smith, stay on that evac. Tell them to hurry up.”

“Yes, Sir,” Smith cried, fumbling with his radio. 

Chas pulled her knife from her belt, flanked by Vanessa, Dean, and Lala. After a few seconds, Vivienne joined them too, her face set in a determined expression and her hands clenched into fists. She gripped Chas by the shoulder. “Whatever happens, you get on that chopper, okay?”

“Okay, Mom.”

“Promise me.”

Chas swallowed. “I promise.”

“Good. In that case, let the zombies come. I’m ready for them,” Vivienne said with a wicked smile.

Chas felt her heart swell with pride. No matter what, she could always depend on her family to stand up for what was right and be there when it counted. 
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The door exploded out of its frame, the hinges splitting apart like wet tissue paper. The steel flap bent to the side, and zombies pushed through the opening, clawing their way through with little regard for each other.

People screamed, and Chas gasped with horror. “No.”

She was echoed by Vanessa and Dean, and instinctively, the three huddled together.

Alvarez opened fire, clipping the first infected with a perfect headshot. The man sagged in the middle of the opening, blocking his fellow brethren as they tried to push around him. More shots were fired, and for a time, it seemed like the soldiers had the upper hand, blocking the half-open door with corpses and making it impossible for the rest to get through.

It wasn’t meant to last.

Like worms wriggling up from the damp earth after a heavy rain, the infected kept coming until the door broke free completely, splitting the lock and falling to the ground with a thunderous crash. 

The zombies took their chance and poured through the opening one after the other, some stumbling and crawling, others running full-tilt. Alvarez and his team kept up a steady barrage of bullets, cutting down each infected as they came.

Chas quickly noted that they worked according to a system, the front row shooting until their guns were empty then falling back to make way for the second row while reloading. It was an efficient manner of fighting and ensured that there was never a lull in the amount of fire going toward the infected. For a while, it seemed to work, and the zombies were unable to make much headway, their bodies piling up on the rooftop in droves.

Chas watched the entire thing with her heart in her throat, her mouth as dry as chalk. Without realizing it, her hand crept toward Vanessa’s, and they gripped each other’s fingers for comfort, exchanging terrified looks. She was grateful for the dim lighting which hid the worst of the horror from view, the only illumination coming from the single flickering lightbulb above the broken door and the silver beams from the fickle moon.

Lala and Vivienne stood strong, their bodies blocking the way to the children. They were ready to give their lives for their loved ones, that much was clear. With a start, Chas realized her mother was empty-handed and felt for the carving knife still attached to her belt. She’d carried the thing the entire way from Vanessa’s house and still had her birthday knife from Uncle Al, too.

She gripped the handle and shoved it into her mother’s hand. “Here, Mom.”

Vivienne glanced down, and her eyebrows lifted with surprise, but she said nothing, wrapping her fingers around the hilt and facing to the front with renewed determination.

Vanessa and Dean saw the exchange and nodded with approval, hefting their bats while Chas gripped her knife with a sweaty palm, nervous, but ready to fight. The infected would overrun the soldiers sooner or later, and they’d all die if they weren’t prepared to kill.

A gurgling cry sounded as a zombie launched itself at one of the soldiers with a shriek, latching onto the poor guy’s throat with a death grip. The soldier fought back, stabbing the infected in the temple with a knife, but it was too late for him. He was infected and would change within minutes. With a despairing look at his team, he shot himself in the head with his pistol while blood still poured from his wound.

The rest of the squad continued fighting, but their fire grew sporadic as their ammo ran out. The continuous hail of bullets became a stream and then a trickle. The infected pushed forward, more streaming from the hospital and onto the roof in seemingly endless numbers.

The hospital staff had followed Vivienne and Lala’s lead, ringing themselves around the sick and the elderly, each armed according to what he or she could scrounge up. One woman even sported an umbrella, its sunshine yellow the only bright spot in the murky gloom. 

Alvarez cast a desperate look at the civilians and cried, “Smith, where’s that damned evac?”

“On its way, Sir. Five minutes out,” Smith replied, his face pale and scared.

“That’s what you said five minutes ago,” Alvarez shouted.

“There was a problem with the lead chopper, Sir. It had to turn back.”

Alvarez swore before snapping a shot at a zombie that was closing in. The woman plowed to the concrete mere inches from his feet. The soldiers were rapidly losing ground, and Alvarez waved his fist. “Fall back to the helipad. Slow and steady, men.”

Step by step, his team retreated, giving up precious rooftop space to the infected who poured into the openings with eager cries. Their faces were like those of rabid dogs, their teeth snapping at the air, and their eyes glowing with insane rage.

Behind Chas, the old and the sick cried out in fear, many sobbing with hopeless desperation as the circle of death around them grew tighter and tighter. To Chas, it felt like they were being strangled by a noose.

Gaps appeared in the soldier’s ranks as more of them fell, disappearing beneath the writhing bodies of the infected with helpless cries. Lala’s shotgun boomed, and a zombie grappling with Alvarez fell away, half its shoulder blown clean off. He finished it with a quick thrust from his knife and shot her a grateful look before launching himself at the next infected.

The soldiers retreated even further, closing ranks around the civilians to keep the crazies away. With each passing second, the fight grew more desperate. Even as Chas watched, their ranks rippled as more brave men fell away, lost forever. She gulped and raised her knife, taking a strong stance.

Vivienne threw herself at an attacking zombie with a cry of rage. Wielding her knife with brutal accuracy, she slashed its throat open before booting it away with her foot. Lala shot another with her shotgun, pausing to thumb more shells into her weapon.

A teen girl slipped through the soldier’s ranks and launched herself at Chas, her face contorted in a snarl. Chas stabbed at her temple but missed, and the girl grabbed her arms with clawed hands and squeezed. Chas hissed in pain as cruel nails dug into her flesh, and she pulled back to get away from the teeth that snapped at her throat. 

It was useless. 

The crazed girl was too strong for Chas to break free. Changing tactics, she slammed her forehead into the infected’s nose. Cartilage crunched and blood spurted from the wound as the zombie girl’s nose broke. 

Chas turned her head away, trying to avoid the fine droplets of blood that misted the air. In the next moment, the zombie was yanked away, and Chas looked back to see Dean smashing its head into the ground with his bat.

“Thanks!” she yelled.

He shot her a grin and turned back to the fight. Vanessa warded off yet another infected with her bat, while Vivienne hacked and slashed at the zombies like a mad woman, backed up by Lala who didn’t waste a single shell.

Above the boom of Lala’s shotgun, Chas detected a different sound. The rhythmic whap of rotor blades in the distance. She twisted her neck and spotted two helicopters flying toward them over the building tops. Her heart leaped in her chest. “The evac is here. The choppers are here!”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Lala cried, reloading once more.

A barrage of fire opened up from the front-most helicopter, and the infected were cut down by the dozens. They fell like wheat before a scythe, reaped by the gunner in the chopper.

The second helicopter moved in for a landing, its whirling rotors causing gusts of wind to buffet the survivors waiting on the roof. Their hair swirled in the air, and dust stung their eyes. 

Vivienne turned to Chas. “Get on the chopper, now. You and your friends.”

“Not without you,” Chas cried.

Vivienne’s face grew stiff with anger. “Get on the damn chopper now, or I will tan your hide so you won’t sit for a month. You hear me?”

Chas shook her head, numb. Now that the moment had come, she refused to leave her mother, or Lala, alone for even a second.

With a frustrated growl, Vivienne yanked the shotgun from Lala’s hands. “Get her and the others to safety. I’ll cover you.”

Lala nodded, and she grabbed Chas by the arm and hauled her to the chopper. “Come, Chas. It’s time to go. Dean, Vanessa, follow me.”

“Lala, no,” Chas protested. “What about Mom?”

“Chas, stop fighting me,” Lala cried, forcing Chas into the waiting helicopter where a set of rough hands grabbed her and buckled her into the nearest seat.

Vanessa and Dean quickly followed while Lala remained on the ground and helped others to climb in as well. The seats filled rapidly, and Chas realized with horror there wasn’t enough space for everyone.

The co-pilot who’d buckled Chas in, signaled to the pilot, “Go, go go. We’re at full capacity.”

The whine of the turbine intensified as the pilot took off despite Chas’ cries as she reached for her grandmother who still remained standing on the ground. “Lala, no!”

For a second, their eyes met, but Lala was lost to Chas as they lifted into the air. The chopper swung to the side, and the co-pilot took up a position by the open door where he opened fire on the infected below.

The other helicopter took its chance to land, and Chas nearly sobbed with relief when she spotted Alvarez herding both her grandmother and mother into its confines. 

Her relief quickly changed to horror when she noticed how close the infected were to swarming the chopper. Her eyes landed on Justin, and even at that distance, she could see the determination on his face as he tackled the oncoming horde with everything he had. He emptied his rifle and sidearm, lobbed a couple of grenades, and even resorted to punching them with his fists.

His efforts kept the zombies at bay long enough for the last civilians to board, and the soldiers followed suit. Alvarez waited until his remaining men were in the chopper before jumping in himself. Holding onto the side, he stretched out his hand to Justin. “Come on! Jump!”

Justin leaped backward with his hand outstretched, but at the last minute, an infected grabbed him by the waist. He was pulled down into the swirling press of bodies, his pale freckled face the last thing Chas saw of him.

“Oh, no! They got him,” she whispered.

“Who?” Vanessa asked.

“Justin. He sacrificed himself so the others could get on board.”

“Then he died a hero, kid,” the co-pilot said, clapping her on the shoulder.

With both choppers loaded, they took off, swerving away from the building even as the infected ran after them. The zombies, unthinking and uncaring, jumped after the flying machines only to fall to their death in the street below.

With tears in her eyes, Chas watched the hospital recede into the distance, growing smaller and smaller until it was gone. It’s over. It’s finally over.
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Below Chas, Red Rock streamed past, once her home but now a dead zone filled with the walking dead. In the East, the sun was rising. Its rays spilled over the horizon sending streaks of mauve, pink, lavender, and orange across the clear skies. Already, it promised to be a scorcher of a day, and sweat beaded her forehead.

They were flying toward the evacuation center, that much she’d picked up from the pilot, and she guessed they’d be dropped off and shipped to the safe zone along with the other refugees of Red Rock. If we get there in time.

The next moment, Vanessa grabbed her arm and pointed below. “Look!”

Chas leaned over as far as her seatbelt would allow and gasped. “Oh, no! Emily, Grumps!”

It was the Red Rock Elementary School, and also, the designated evacuation center. Chas could make out its layout, the classrooms and hall, the office block and swimming pool, the sports fields, and bleachers. It was all still very familiar. She’d gone to school there, after all.

Now, it teemed with the undead. They crawled over every inch of it like ants. The National Guard had set up barriers, fences, and gates, all now swarming with zombies. Buses loaded with people were being attacked, soldiers were taking last stands, the muffled pops of gunfire audible even over the rotor blades of the helicopter.

Vanessa shook her head, bright tears leaking from her eyes. “Poor Sarah. Emily. They must be down there. And what about your parents, Dean? And Grumps?”

Dean put his arm around Vanessa to comfort her, his face crumpled with horror, while Chas sat still, her mind numb. She couldn’t take it all in. Not anymore. Shocked to the core, she stared at the scene below until the pilot swung away.

She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes, not caring what happened next. Vaguely, she registered the co-pilot saying they’d been recalled back to base, and that the evacuation center was lost. It simply confirmed her worst fears. I’ll never see Grumps or Emily again. They’re gone. Dead. Just like that.

They landed a few minutes later, and Chas climbed out with Vanessa and Dean. Seconds later, they were joined by Lala and Vivienne who cried with relief to see them. They were then herded to a tent where a nurse and doctor examined each of them for injuries and infection. Chas’ wrist injury was deemed minor, and she was issued a few painkillers and a wrist brace she had to wear for a few days.

Those that were really ill were taken away, and it was here that Vivienne took her leave of them, much to everyone’s surprise. “I spoke to the people in charge and told them I’m a registered nurse. They’re short on staff, so I’ll be helping out there for now.”

“But, Chas needs you, Vivienne,” Lala protested.

Vivienne shook her head, pointing a hand at the sick and elderly from the hospital. “You can look after her just as well as I can, even better, but these people are my patients. They need me more than she does. I’ll drop in as soon as I can. Until then, goodbye.”

She pressed a cold kiss to Chas’ cheek, hugged Lala, and walked away with brisk steps. Her back was ramrod straight, but Chas thought her shoulders were shaking, and realized, “She’s crying, Lala.”

“Of course, she is, hun. Your mother only pretends to be tough, but inside she’s as soft as a teddy bear. Plus, she loves you very much, even if she doesn’t always show it.”

“Thanks, Lala,” Chas whispered feeling a little better.

After their examination, they were taken to a warehouse where a harassed looking officer issued them each with a temporary ID, two sets of clothes in their size, and a pair of boots.

A man and woman in uniform escorted Chas, Lala, Vanessa, Dean, and a few others to a dusty square flanked on all four sides by long low buildings with whitewashed walls and tin roofs. Small windows overlooked the square, and a few crusty cedars and pines dotted the spaces between, casting their shade on the sparse grass below.

“This will be your new temporary home,” the woman informed them. “I will be in charge of the woman’s dorms. You can call me Sergeant Miller. Those two barracks on the left and top of the square are for women only. The other two are for the men. Sergeant Brown here will be in charge of you,” she said. “Ladies, follow me.”

Chas, Vanessa, and Lala trooped after Sergeant Miller, waving a sad farewell to Dean who went with Sergeant Brown.

Sergeant Miller took them to the nearest building and led the way inside where she waved a hand and said, “Choose a bed, ladies. Any bed.”

Bunk beds lined the walls on both sides, and each had two footlockers stowed beneath them. Chas and Vanessa chose the one nearest to the door with Lala and another lady taking the next.

“The footlockers are for your personal belongings. Keep the keys with you at all times to prevent theft,” Sergeant Miller said. “There’s a bathroom over there. Hot water is available between five and seven in the morning. Please keep your bunk tidy at all times and the bed made.”

“What about food?” one woman asked in a tremulous voice.

“All meals will be served in the communal tent at set times starting with breakfast at seven, lunch at twelve, and supper at six.” Sergeant Miller glanced at her watch. “It’s just after five now. If you wish, you can shower and dress while there’s hot water. I will collect you at seven to show you where the meal tent is. After that, you will be allowed to do as you please for the rest of the day. You must be pretty tired, so I suggest you get some rest. Tomorrow, you will be assigned specific duties and asked to perform them without complaint. We all have to pull our weight here. Any questions?”

“What about toiletries?” one girl asked. “Soap, and so on.”

“Inside your footlocker.”

“What if I need to see a doctor?” another asked. 

“You can speak to me, and I will arrange an appointment. Anything else?”

“When can we go home?”

Sergeant Miller sighed.”I don’t know.”

Silence fell.

With no one else speaking up, Sergeant Miller left them to it. In a rush, everyone opened up their lockers to find a few basic items such as a toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, towel, hairbrush and ties, sanitary pads, deodorant, and hand cream.

“I could use a shower,” Vanessa said. “You?”

Chas sniffed her armpit and wrinkled her nose. “That’s a definitive yes.”

“Let’s go.”

Followed at a slower pace by Lala and the others, Vanessa and Chas sprinted to the bathroom at the end of the building. It was small and sported two toilet stalls and four shower cubicles. A single wooden bench, mirror, and two washbasins were the only other furniture.

Chas and Vanessa each jumped into a hot shower, and Chas groaned with relief as the dirt and grime of the past twenty-four hours sloughed away. Afterward, she put on the khaki jumpsuit the supply officer had given her along with clean underwear, socks, and boots. The clothes were ugly but clean, and that was all that mattered. A spare set went into her locker, along with a linen pajama set before it was time for breakfast.

As they entered the mess hall, Chas spotted Dean in the line for food. With a wave, they joined him. They were each handed a plate with breakfast on it and chose a seat at a table in the far corner. The food was plain and simple. Nothing fancy. A slice of toast, scrambled eggs, grilled tomato, and coffee. Chas wolfed down every single crumb, her empty tummy begging for more, but according to the lady behind the line, seconds were a no-go.

“Have any of you seen Emily or Grumps? Sarah, perhaps?” Chas asked, hoping against hope that they’d somehow escaped the evacuation center and landed up at the base.

“Nope, sorry,” Dean mumbled, shoveling in a bite of egg. “My parents aren’t here either. None of the people from the evacuation center are.”

“I hope they’re safe, wherever they are,” Lala said, though it was an empty sentiment. 

They all knew their loved ones were most likely dead, but the reality had yet to truly hit them. None of it felt real, and the past few hours were a nightmarish blur. 

“So, what now, Lala?” Chas asked, glancing around the tent. 

Lala shrugged. “We do whatever these people tell us to do, Chas. At least, until we can figure out what’s next.”








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




A cry and a hue dragged Chas from her slumber. Sharp voices roused her, and she sat upright on her bunk with a groan. “What’s going on?”

“Chas, it’s me!” a familiar voice cried, and Chas came fully awake in an instant. She blinked her lids until her vision cleared and pushed her hair back into its customary ponytail. 

“Emily?” she asked, almost too afraid to hope.

Emily’s freckled nose and bespectacled eyes appeared before her like an angel from heaven, and Chas laughed as she gathered her friend into a hug. “It is you! I’m so happy to see you alive.”

“Yes, it’s really me,” Emily said.

Lala watched from the side with an indulgent smile while Emily’s mother fussed over their things and picked a bunk bed for her and Emily. Her father would have to share with the other men, of course. Sarah, Vanessa’s foster mom was also there, much to her friend’s delight, and it was wonderful to know they were all together again, safe and sound. 

“But what happened? We saw the evacuation center. It looked horrible. Completely overrun by zombies,” Chas cried as Vanessa and Dean crowded onto her single mattress until they were all sitting together again.

“It was awful,” Emily exclaimed, pushing her glasses back in that adorable way she had. “We got there and were put on a bus with tons of other people, squished in like sardines in a tin can. In the meantime, the infection had already gotten inside the center and started spreading rapidly through the crowds.”

“Oh, no,” Chas gasped.

“Oh, yes. The soldiers tried to fight them off, but they were everywhere, even on our bus.”

“How did you get away?” Chas asked.

“We kicked out the emergency glass at the back, and that’s when I found him,” Emily said.

“Found who?”

“Grumps,” Emily said with a delighted smile.

“What? He’s here? Where is he? Take me to him?” Chas exclaimed, jumping up and down.

Emily’s smile faltered. “I’m sorry, Chas, but he’s not here at the base. He didn’t come with us.”

“What do you mean?” Chas asked, her hopes dashed to pieces.

“After we escaped from the bus, Grumps showed up and led us to another one just as it was leaving. He was shooting at the infected all the while and helping other people to escape. When it came to going with us, he refused, saying the survivors needed him more than we did.”

“What happened to him in the end? Did you see?” Chas asked, her heart feeling like lead in her chest. As happy as she was to see Emily, losing Grumps was more than she could bear.

“I’m sorry, but he disappeared into the crowd. I’m sure he’s fine, Chas. I didn’t see him die or anything,” Emily said. “It’s just, he wanted to help, you know? He couldn’t let people suffer.”

Lala sobbed softly, a trembling hand pressed to her lips. “That sounds like Grumps, all right.”

“Oh, Lala,” Chas cried, running to her grandmother for a hug. They stood like that for a long time before Chas was willing to let go. Even then she clung to Lala’s hand for comfort.

“I’m sure your granddad is just fine, hun. He’s out there somewhere, helping people and killing zombies,” Lala said, though Chas was sure it was more to keep her calm than out of any true belief. Still, it was nice to hope. 

“Maybe,” she said.

“Not just maybe, Chas. Definitely,” Vanessa said, jumping up. “Your granddad is the toughest old coot I know. Nothing can kill him. Certainly not zombies.”

“She’s right. He’s out there, Chasity. I know it,” Emily declared.

Chas looked at her friends and smiled, really smiled, because right then she knew she’d never be alone as long as she had friends like them. “I’m sure you’re right, guys.”

“Of course, we are. Especially me. I’m always right,” Vanessa said, drawing Chas and Emily into a group hug. “I’ll tell you something else too.”

“What’s that?” Chas asked.

“We’ll be just fine. All of us.”

Chas grinned. “No matter what.”


The End. 
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Chas was laughing at something Emily said, the world spinning past in slow motion as the Ferris wheel turned. She plucked a wad of cotton candy from her stash and put it in her mouth, savoring the sweet explosion on her tongue.

“Are you having fun?” Vanessa asked.

“Of course. Best birthday ever,” Chas replied. 

Vanessa smiled, but something was wrong. Blood spilled from her lips, dripping onto her shirt. “Good, because it’s time.”

“Time for what?” Chas asked with growing horror.

“Time for the screaming to start,” Vanessa said, crimson fluid running from her mouth.

“Yeah, Chas. Listen. Can’t you hear them?” Emily asked, her lips parting in a death’s head grin.

“No, I don’t hear anything,” Chas said, but she did. It came from everywhere and nowhere. She leaned over the side of the Ferris wheel to look and gasped.

From this high up, everything looked small and insignificant, but there was nothing small about the terrified screams issuing from the throats of the people below. She spotted a couple of running figures, sprinting across a patch of open field. They appeared to be chasing a bunch of others, and it was they who were shouting out in fear.

The guy operating the Ferris wheel turned to look, his shoulders tense as he surveyed the scene. He reached for the radio at his belt but never got to use it. One of the people queuing for the Ferris wheel let out an ear-splitting screech, her head thrown back and her hands curled into claws. Her back crackled and twisted as she contorted into strange shapes before suddenly snapping upright, her eyes fixed on the operator.

With a growl, she launched herself at the guy, her hands latching onto his shoulders and her legs wrapping around his waist. Chas watched in terror as the woman bit down on his neck, her teeth sinking into his flesh until his blood fountained into the air.

Chas didn’t want to look anymore. It was too horrible, but her eyes remained glued to the scene. Another shriek pulled her gaze to a young boy, maybe five or six, and she stared in disbelief as he underwent the same monstrous transformation, changing from an innocent kid to a demonic fiend. He jumped onto the nearest body, his mom, and buried his teeth in her arm, tearing out a hunk of flesh. The rest of the people in the queue stampeded in all directions. 


***


Chas tore free from the grip of the nightmare and bolted upright in her bed. Sweat poured down her skin, and she shook her head to rid it of the lingering fear. A nightmare. That’s all it was, Chas. A bad dream.

She sighed and lay back again, only to realize another terrible fact: It was Saturday. 

Chas stared into space, her stomach filled with dread at the mere thought. Normally, Saturdays were fun days for her, but that was not the case anymore. No day was a fun day in the safe zone, but Saturdays were the worst. 

From Mondays to Fridays they had school and basic chores to perform around the camp. It wasn’t great, but she could handle it. Sundays were for the church service in the morning, followed by a restful afternoon for the adults, and a quiet supper. This afforded the kids a small amount of downtime as well. They usually ended up being bored out of their minds, but at least the non-stop supervision eased up a bit.

Saturdays, however…those were Major Brown’s days. The one day of the week when he could make Chas pay for her lie about the Senator’s daughter being inside the hospital that fateful night. It hadn’t taken him long to find out the truth. The moment Alvarez returned to base, he was debriefed in length and Chas’ perfidy discovered.

Of course, Major Brown couldn’t do much about it when so many other civilians had been rescued in the process. Officially, he’d satisfied himself with a stiff reprimand while basking in the glory of the adults’ gratitude. Behind the scenes, however, he went out of his way to make her life a misery when he had spare time. 

And on Saturdays, he had plenty of spare time. 

Chas shivered in her bunk, pulling the blanket over her head as if that would make the bad things in the world go away. It didn’t work. It never worked.

The dorm room was still dark in the early morning hours; it was barely four in the morning after all, but sleep was out of the question. Emily shifted in the bunk next to her, fast asleep, as were the rest of the women she shared her living quarters with nowadays. Her grandmother Lala, Vanessa and her foster mom Sarah, Emily and her mother, Amelia, as well as a few others. All survivors of the outbreak.

Sadly, Dean’s parents had not been with Emily and the others. They’d disappeared during the attack on the evacuation center, but Dean refused to give up hope. He was convinced they were out there, somewhere, surviving. She hoped he was right.

Chas sighed, wondering what fresh punishment Major Brown would cook up for her next. Or his nephew, Sergeant Brown who was in charge of the men’s dorm. Cleaning the toilets with a toothbrush? Peeling a thousand potatoes until her fingers bled? Or something worse? What on earth can be worse than peeling potatoes?

“Pst, Chas, are you awake?” Vanessa called from her bunk.

Chas perked up. “Yeah, I can’t sleep. You?”

“Me neither. It’s Saturday.”

Chas fell silent as guilt filled her. Not only did she suffer under the Brown’s, but so did her friends and family. Lala brushed him off, but she was old and could get away with rudeness. It was one of the few perks of advanced age, Lala used to say with a smug smile. People expected a little bit of crazy from old people.

The same applied to Vivienne. As tough as nails and madder than a wet hen, nobody dared to tell her what to do. Chas blinked when she realized how much she missed her mom even though they rarely got along. Ever since they’d arrived at the safe zone, Vivienne had busied herself working in the infirmary, looking after the sick, and sharing a room with the other nurses. I hardly get to see her anymore.

“Want to get out of here?” Vanessa asked, breaking the silence.

“And go where?” Chas asked.

“Don’t worry about it.”

That caused Chas a great deal of worry. When Vanessa told you not to worry about something, it usually meant something bad. Major Brown’s frowning visage flashed in front of her eyes, followed by a vision of his prissy little nephew, and a wave of rebelliousness washed over her. Forget that. I’m out of here.

“Let’s go,” she said to Vanessa, throwing back her covers.

“Great, follow my lead,” Vanessa said.

In silence, the two girls slipped out of their bunks and got dressed in the hated khaki jumpsuits and boots they were expected to wear every day. Chas dragged her hair into a ponytail and tucked her knife into her pocket. She never went anywhere without it.

Vanessa slipped out of the women’s dorm on silent feet, beckoning to Chas. “Come on.”

“What about Emily?”

“Leave her. She won’t approve of what we’re about to do.”

Chas nodded. That was most likely true. “Are you sure we should do it then?”

“Relax, it’s perfectly fine.”

Chas doubted that, dangerous maybe knowing her friend, but what else was there to do? “Go ahead. I’m with you.”

They left the building behind, and Vanessa led the way to the kitchens where a familiar figure waited for them in the shadows.

“Dean?” Chas asked. 

“The one and only,” he announced with a broad grin.

“What are we doing here?” Chas asked.

“Watch,” Vanessa said as Dean jimmied the lock on the door with a hair clip and a screwdriver. It sprang open, and he slipped inside without saying a word.

“What’s he doing?” Chas asked, grabbing Vanessa’s hand. “If they catch us stealing food, we’re dead.”

“We’re not stealing food.”

“Then what are we doing?”

Dean reappeared in the doorway, holding up three bottles of coke. “Helping ourselves to Major Brown’s secret stash. He’ll never notice.”

Chas gasped as her hand closed over the ice cold cool drink. “His stash? You mean he’s got stuff like this while the rest of us have to make do with plain water?”

“Yup, and yup,” Dean said, his habitual grin falling away as he locked the door to the kitchen once more. “I stumbled across it the other day when I heard him and his nephew talking about it.”

“What else has he got in there?” Chas asked.

“He’s got plenty, trust me. Crates of cold drinks, canned fruit, and smoked ham. Packets of chips, candy, protein bars…even string cheese and beef jerky. Oh, and don’t forget the alcohol. Lots of premium alcohol,” Dean said. “That’s why he won’t even miss what we take.”

“What an asshole,” Vanessa muttered. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“Where to now?” 

“I’ll show you,” Vanessa said, leading the way along the building until they reached a fire escape. Up the ladder they went to the rooftop where Vanessa and Dean settled themselves on a ledge overlooking the entire camp.

Chas sat down next to them, her lips forming a perfect circle as she gaped at the sight before her. It was beautiful up here. The night sky stretched over the plains into infinity, and a carpet of stars twinkled above them while the moon hung fat and full on the horizon.

Around them lay the safe zone. A big open area that edged onto a cliff, the red rock rising sheer on one side and casting a deep shadow over half the camp. On top was a guard tower manned by snipers and a machine gun turret, and the only road to the top was heavily fortified. 

Along the other side of the camp was a winding river, the water deep and the current strong. It provided them with all their water, the liquid pumped into a filtration system housed inside a guarded warehouse. 

Solar panels covered every roof of every building to power the compound, the excess energy stored in rows of battery banks and augmented by a field of wind turbines erected by the government some years before.

A giant concrete lot housed the National Guard’s vehicles, and an armory contained all their extra weapons and ammo. Warehouses filled with supplies stretched along one side while fuel containers filled with gasoline abutted the parking lot. They even had a well-equipped infirmary, and to hear Major Brown talk, this was the safest place to be in the entire state. Yet, he’s taking the best of the best for himself, doling out only the blandest of food to the soldiers and refugees under his care. What kind of man is he?

A breeze stirred the hair in the nape of her neck, a welcome reprieve from the heat. She took a long swig of the coke, sighing with pure pleasure as the sugary bubbles hit the back of her throat and tickled all the way down to her stomach. Heaven. Pure heaven.

“You guys come here a lot, don’t you?” she asked, noticing the way Vanessa and Dean seemed so comfortable on their perches.

Vanessa shrugged, looking ashamed. “I’m sorry, Chas. We didn’t mean to exclude you, it’s just…you looked like you needed a bit of time to yourself.”

“What do you mean?” Chas asked though she had an idea.

“The whole hospital thing hit you pretty hard,” Vanessa replied. “I thought it best to let you be for a while.”

Chas nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been feeling torn-up about the soldiers at the hospital dying for us. All because I told a lie. I mean, you heard Major Brown.”

“Major Brown doesn’t deserve to be in charge of this camp,” Dean replied, his voice hard. “He cares nothing about the people here. Nothing.”

“Yeah, Chas. The only reason he went off at you is because he thought he was getting a promotion for saving the Senator’s daughter,” Vanessa added.

“I know that guys, but Justin and a lot of the other soldiers died because they went in there that night,” Chas said, the weight of her guilt constricting her throat until it felt like she couldn’t breathe. 

This was what she’d been struggling with over the past month. This feeling like she deserved everything Major Brown dished out. It didn’t matter what anyone said. People were dead because of her.

“Chas, just remember one thing. If you hadn’t lied that night, the soldiers would’ve left, yes. They’d be safe, and so would we, but what about your mom? What about all the patients waiting for rescue?”

Chas was silent as she thought about losing her mother. What would it feel like? She couldn’t even imagine. It was hard enough not knowing whether her grandfather was still alive. She wasn’t the only one that missed Grumps either. Many a night she lay listening to Lala cry into her pillow when she thought everyone was asleep. 

She shrugged. “I guess you’re right, Vanessa. I just wish my heart would realize it too and stop hurting so much.”

“Mmm, I wish my heart would listen to me so I can stop caring about this big lump over here,” Vanessa said, punching Dean on the shoulder.

“Hey,” he cried, affecting a wounded look, but he was interrupted by the loud blaring of sirens along the fence line.

Immediately, spotlights lit up the perimeter, and soldiers scrambled from all over the base to get to the action. Chas froze, her fingers tightening around the bottle of coke until she thought it would shatter. 

Her gaze was fixed to a spot where tiny figures swarmed like ants, their jerky movements causing her to shudder with the terror it awoke within her. They stormed the fence, pushing against it as they sought a way through or over, not caring when they got trampled or shot.

Zombies.
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Chas scrambled toward the edge of the roof on her hands and knees, not caring when pieces of rock and concrete cut into her skin. Her entire attention was fixed on the dark mass of infected people lined up at the fence. The spotlights did a great job of illuminating the zombies, and their faces were clearly visible in the artificial light. Even at this distance, she could make out the blood on their clothes and mouths. Suddenly, she was taken back to that night on the hospital’s roof, waiting for the worst to happen. The vision hit with force, and reality faded away.


***


The door exploded out of its frame, the hinges splitting apart like wet tissue paper. The steel flap bent to the side, and zombies pushed through the opening, clawing their way through with little regard for each other.

People screamed, and Chas gasped with horror. “No.”

She was echoed by Vanessa and Dean, and instinctively, the three huddled together.

Alvarez opened fire, clipping the first infected with a perfect headshot. The man sagged in the middle of the opening, blocking his fellow brethren as they tried to push around him. More shots were fired, and for a time, it seemed like the soldiers had the upper hand, blocking the half-open door with corpses and making it impossible for the rest to get through.

It wasn’t meant to last.

Like worms wriggling up from the dank earth after a heavy rain, the infected kept coming until the door broke free completely, splitting the lock and falling to the ground with a thunderous crash. 


***


Vanessa shook Chas by the shoulder, ripping her free from the memory that had her in it’s grip. She sucked in a breath to clear her head and blinked at her surroundings. The sirens were still blaring, and she looked back at the fence, realizing only seconds had passed since she faded out.

“There’s so many of them,” Vanessa cried, appearing next to her at the edge of the roof. 

“Too many,” Chas replied with a shudder, wincing when her friend’s grip tightened to the point of bruising. “Can the soldiers even hold them back?”

“They’ll hold,” Dean replied with a grim look. “They’ve been preparing for such an attack from the beginning.”

Chas shot him a look, wondering how he knew that. Ever since they’d arrived here, she’d done nothing but exist, living from day to day like a robot. She slept, she ate, she did her chores, she attended school, she avoided Major Brown. That was it, mostly.

What’s wrong with me? she wondered. Did the hospital thing hit me so hard that I couldn’t see anything else around me? 

“You see those?” Dean asked, pointing at the guard towers that dotted the fence line. “Inside each of them is a gun turret controlled by a remote. Alvarez had them installed at the beginning, and each of them can do the job of ten soldiers.”

Sure enough, even as Dean spoke the towers sprang to life, coughing out bullets by the thousands. It cut through the zombie ranks like hot lead, and the infected fell one by one until none were left except for a few that still twitched, too badly injured to move.

Chas gaped at the spectacle. “What else have I not noticed?”

“A lot,” Vanessa said, “but right now, we’d better get back before we’re missed.”

Chas ran after her friends as they got off the roof, cutting through the milling guards and soldiers until they reached the dorms. Everyone stood outside wearing frightened looks, and Lala gasped with relief when she spotted Chas.

“Where have you been, hun? I’ve been worried sick,” she said, grabbing Chas by the shoulder.

“I’m fine, Lala. When the alarms went off, I just had see what was going on so I ran outside,” Chas said, feeling ashamed about the lie. She never lied to Lala, but this time, she had no choice. Her grandmother would not approve of their midnight shenanigans.

Vanessa and Dean agreed with Chas, saying they’d also wanted to see what was happening.

“And?” Sarah, Vanessa’s foster mother asked. “What did you see?”

“Zombies. Lots of them. They attacked the fence but the soldiers fought them off,” Vanessa replied.

“So we’re safe?”

“Yup, the zombies are gone. Or dead,” Vanessa said.

Sarah sighed, a hand fluttering over her breast. “What a relief. I think I need to lie down. This has all been too much for me.”

“Let me help you,” Vanessa offered, concern etched on her face. During the month they’d spent in the safe zone, Sarah had not adjusted well to camp life. Delicate and highly-strung, she struggled to cope with physical labor and soon fell ill, contracting a debilitating bout of the flu. Even now, she looked pale, and fine beads of sweat pearled on her skin.

“I think she should go to the infirmary, Lala. Maybe Mom can help her,” Chas said as she watched her friend lead Sarah back to the dorm.

“Good idea, hun. We’ll walk with her later on. That way you’ll get to spend some time with your mother too. You must miss her.”

Chas shrugged. “I do.”

“But?” Lala added, her eyes shrewd as they studied Chas’ face.

“Would it be awful if I said I miss Grumps more?” 

“Not awful, hun. Just human,” Lala said. “It doesn’t mean you don’t love her anymore.”

“No, of course not. I love Mom, but we always seem to end up fighting.”

“That’s because you’re so alike. Both as stubborn as mules.” Lala shook her head. “Why don’t you try agreeing with her for once next time you see her?”

Chas forced a smile. “I’ll try.”

“You do that. All she wants is for you to be safe, don’t you know that?”

“Then why is she never here? I miss her, and I need her,” Chas cried.

“Chasity, look at me. You don’t need anyone. You’re smart and brave, a real leader even if they treat you like a kid. We both know that you and you’re friends are more than just children. You’ve already proven that.”

Chas nodded. “Thanks Lala.”

“Now let’s get back inside,” Lala said. “It’s far too early to be up yet.”

“Amen to that,” another lady called June said. She too was a refugee like them and newly widowed. Not one for talking much, she kept to herself and played a mean hand of poker.

Everybody headed back into the dorms, and Chas huddled up in her bed, wondering what the day would bring. Sleep was out of the question, and with restless energy, she awaited the day.

At six, she was up, jumping into a hot shower and getting dressed. 

At seven, she was seated at a table with Lala, Vanessa, Dean, and Emily, as well as Emily’s parents. Sarah had elected to stay in bed.

After an unappetizing breakfast of oatmeal and black coffee, Chas was just about to leave with her grandmother to escort Sarah to the infirmary when Major Brown intervened.

“Good morning, Mrs. Ensign.”

Lala inclined her head. “Good day to you too, Sir.”

“I was wondering if our young friends here would be willing to help out at the fence today,” he said with a benign smile.

“Doing what?” Lala asked with a suspicious frown.

“Nothing serious. A few minor repairs to the fence, that sort of thing. We could really use the help.”

“Isn’t it dangerous?” Emily’s mother asked, pulling her daughter closer.

“Not at all,” Major Brown said. “They will never leave the safety of the camp, and I, personally, will ensure their safety.”

“I don’t know,” Emily’s mother said. “The last time you needed their help, you had them up on the roof of the cafeteria cleaning gutters, and without any safety harnesses I might add!”

Emily’s mother looked outraged at the mere thought, her lips compressed into a fine line. Her husband looked angry as well, his presence at his wife’s side a sign of his staunch support. They were nothing if not overprotective of their only daughter.

For a moment, Chas dared to hope that the Barnetts would foil Major Brown’s plan, whatever it was, but once again, she underestimated him.

“Mrs. Barnett, may I call you Amelia?” Major Brown asked.

She sputtered. “I guess so.”

“The roof incident was a horrible oversight on my part. A dreadful miscommunication. The children were never supposed to clean leaves from the gutters. Rather, they were assigned to rake leaves from the school’s playground. I do apologize, and I assure you, nothing like that will ever happen again.”

“Well,” Amelia Barnett said, looking from him to Emily. “If you really need the help…but only if you promise to look after her. Er, I mean them. The children.”

“Of course. I promise you all that they will be in good hands and back in time for dinner,” Major Brown said. “In fact, if they do a good job, I’ll even reward them for their hard work. How does ice cream sound after supper?”

Neither Chas, Vanessa, Dean, or Emily cheered. They all knew what awaited them. An afternoon of pure hell. The adults were mollified by Major Brown’s assurances, though, and left to attend to their own chores after brief goodbyes.

“I’ll see you later, Chas. If there’s still enough time, we can visit your mother, otherwise we’ll see her tomorrow at church,” Lala said.

“All right, Lala. Bye,” Chas said, struggling to hold back the tears that threatened to burst free.

As she turned to face a smirking Major Brown, she knew she had to swallow her weakness. She couldn’t allow him to see her on the verge of crying. It was the sort of thing he reveled in, and she refused to grant him that pleasure.

Vanessa lifted her head and in true style asked, “So what do you really have in store for us?”

Major Brown grinned. “I’m glad you asked. Clean-up duty.”

“Cleaning?” Vanessa asked. “Cleaning what?”

“Corpses,” Major Brown said. “Today, you’ll be clearing away the bodies of the infected people who attacked us this morning.”

Emily gasped. “But that’s dangerous. What about protective clothing?”

“Of course, you’ll be given the proper equipment. I’m not a monster,” he replied.

“But you are a liar,” Chas interjected.

Major Brown’s smile turned ugly. “A case of the kettle calling the pot black, don’t you think?”

“You still lied to Emily’s parents and Chas’ grandmother,” Vanessa pointed out.

“Right, and you are welcome to tell them the truth if you want. Just remember one thing. I’m in charge here, and if I decide to kick you and your families out, who can stop me?” He shrugged and turned on his heels to leave. “You wouldn’t last five minutes out there.”

Chas stared after his retreating back, her mind a whirling mixture of rage, humiliation, guilt, and misery. “When will it ever stop?”

Vanessa shook her head. “I don’t know, Chas, but we’re gonna have to come up with something or that man will be the death of us all.”

Dean sighed. “Come on, guys. Let’s report to the fence. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can relax.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Chas walked toward the fence with slow steps, her feet dragging at the thought of what was to come. Overhead, the sun rose steadily, a gigantic yellow ball that promised to rain down fire later that day. Already it was hot, the air thick and humid.

At the main gates, Sergeant Brown, Major Brown’s young nephew, waited for them with a fat smile on his pudgy face. He tossed each of them a paper mask and a set of gloves. “Here’s your protective clothing, and over there are wheelbarrows, stretchers, shovels, and plastic bags.”

“You call this protective clothing?” Emily asked with disdain. “We could get infected handling zombies with only this to wear.”

“Not my problem, sweetheart,” he replied. “Just make sure you do a good job. We can’t have those corpses rotting up the entire place.”

Emily bristled, her freckles becoming extra pronounced while her cheeks flushed with hot blood. “I’m not your sweetheart.”

Sergeant Brown shrugged. “Whatever.”

“And what exactly is our job?” Dean asked.

“To pick up all the bodies and parts and take it to that open field over there to be burned,” Sergeant Brown said, pointing to a stretch of charcoaled grass and vegetation.

“We have to go out there? Alone?” Chas asked, pushing down the bubble of panic that rose in her throat at the thought.

“Relax. You won’t be so far from the gates that you can’t make a run for it,” Sergeant Brown said with a malicious smile.

Chas stared down the fence at the dark splotch of dead people to the spot where the bodies would be burned. The two places were several yards apart, and they’d be completely exposed while outside the compound. Not even the guard towers or patrolling soldiers gave her any real comfort. “I hope you rot in hell, Brown.”

His smile fell away. “I’ll see you there first, sweetheart.”

Chas was about to say something that would’ve landed her in real trouble, when a familiar figure walked up, the shoulders square and the back straight. It was Alvarez, his dark hair freshly cut in the military style and his uniform immaculate. Over his shoulder hung an automatic rifle and on his hip rode a sidearm.

“It’s all right, Sergeant Brown. I’ll take it from here,” he said.

“My uncle put me in charge, Sergeant Alvarez,” Brown protested.

“Actually, your uncle asked me to escort these kids while they’re outside the compound to ensure their safety,” Alvarez replied in a frosty tone.

“He did?” Brown frowned. “I thought they were going alone?”

“You didn’t really think your uncle would allow that, did you? These are children, and their parents expect them home in time for supper. Safe and sound, I might add.”

“I know, but we discussed it earlier, and he agreed they’d be fine on their own,” Brown said. “There are guards along the fence, after all.”

Alvarez sighed, and when he spoke, he did so slowly as if talking to a toddler. “If anything happens to these children while they’re outside that fence, who do you think the parents will blame? You’ll have a riot on your hands, and at least, your uncle realizes that. Is it worth the risk?”

Even then, Brown hesitated. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re lying to me.”

“Look, if you don’t believe me, you can ask him yourself.”

“I think I will,” Sergeant Brown said, shooting them each a nasty glare before flouncing away.

Chas smothered a giggle. Next to Alvarez, Brown looked like a plump little boy, his chin weak and his stomach pudgy. They all hated the guy, and it was good to see him put in his place for once.

Alvarez looked at the kids with a frown. “What am I going to do with you lot? Whenever I turn my back it seems you get into trouble. Why can’t you be like normal kids and just play ball or something?”

“It’s not our fault,” Chas protested. “It’s Major Brown. He hates me for lying about the Senator’s daughter and keeps punishing me for it. He won’t stop.”

“Well, I was able to talk some sense into him, at least, and he agreed to let me guard you during your chores.”

“Thank you, Alvarez. We really appreciate it,” Chas said, and she meant every word.

“Let’s just get this over with. I’m not exactly looking forward to an afternoon mucking dead bodies in the hot sun, but first…”

Alvarez led them to a military truck and opened the back, removing proper masks and safety glasses. “Put these on. It’s better than that crap Brown gave you. Tie your hair back as well, Vanessa.”

Once they were done, he had them put their gloves on and proceeded to duck tape them shut around the sleeves. He did the same to their boots, and straightened up with a satisfied nod. “Now nothing can get inside your jumpsuits. It’ll be hot and uncomfortable, you’ll sweat like pigs, but for goodness sake don’t scratch your skin, touch your eyes or mouth, take your gear off, or do anything else that might be considered stupid. Once you’re done, I’ll help you clean up and disinfect.”

Emily heaved a relieved sigh and said what they were all thinking, “You’re a lifesaver, Alvarez.”

“If you think that’s great then you’ll love me for this,” Alvarez said, nodding toward a group of five soldiers approaching them. Three were dressed in a similar fashion to the kids while the other two were armed to the teeth. “I got a few volunteers to help out. Sanchez and Smith will assist me in keeping you guys safe, while Williams, Davis, and Johnson will help you clean up.”

The five soldiers smiled and greeted them and introductions were made all around. Afterward, Chas asked, “Won’t Major Brown get cross with you guys for helping us out?”

“Major Brown is attending to an emergency at the electrical station, Miss. He’ll be busy all day long, along with his favorite nephew,” Smith said.

“An emergency?” Chas asked with a suspicious frown.

Smith nodded with mock seriousness, his eyes twinkling. “Oh, yes. Most dire. It requires immediate attention of the highest order.”

“Besides,” Sanchez said, her smile dazzling against her smooth skin, “Major Brown embarrasses the National Guard with the way he treats you guys. You should be playing or learning while being protected and cherished, not threatened and bullied by a man in uniform.”

“Amen to that,” Williams said, shifting his lanky frame from one foot to the other.

“There’s not a soldier here who’ll tell on us, so you can relax,” Johnson added with drawl that marked him as a Texan. “We’re in the clear.”

Chas eyed the soldiers with a heart that was about to burst with gratitude. It was good to know they weren’t alone in their opposition of Major Brown, and that others saw through him too. “Thank you, guys.”

“Just let us handle the worst of it,” Davis said, her expression sympathetic. “You shouldn’t be doing what you’re about to do in the first place. You’re far too young in my opinion.”

Chas drew herself up as a spark of her former self took flame. “With all due respect, Ma’am, we’re not kids anymore. We’ve seen the infection at close quarters, and we’ve all had our turn fighting it. A few bodies is nothing new to us.”

Davis stared at Chas for a second. “That’s what makes it so sad.”

“Well, let’s not waste anymore time,” Alvarez said as he walked towards the gate and motioned for the guards to open. Once the area was cleared, they made their way toward the heap of dead bodies that still lay piled up against the fence where they died. 

The closer they got the worst the smell was even though the zombies hadn’t been dead for very long. The corpses were already starting to rot in the heat as the gas in their stomachs expanded. Flies buzzed around their open wounds, eyes, and lips, and dried blood covered every surface.

Chas gagged when she spotted an arm lying by itself in the grass, the torn ligaments and bone glinting in the sunlight. For a moment, she was back at the fair again, staring down as people ripped each other to pieces. She watched as the little boy turned and launched himself at his mother. The screaming, the smell of blood, the adrenaline pumping through her veins, it all came flooding back until she almost thought it was real. 

Davis nudged her shoulder, bringing her back to reality. “Are you sure you can do this, hun?”

Chas took a deep breath and reached out a tentative hand to pick up the limb. She dropped it into her sack and said, “I’m okay, Davis. I promise.”

“Let’s hope so, my dear. Let’s hope so,” Davis replied with a sad smile.

Deep down, Chas hoped so too. The dreams, the nightmares, the waking visions…they were getting worse, not better, and she was more scared than she’d ever been in her entire life.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




It took them the whole day to clean up the mess created by the machine gun turrets during the attack the night before. The high-powered bullets were designed to rip through flesh and bone, and that’s exactly what they did. The mass of zombies had quickly been reduced to little more than ground meat.

At first, it took all of Chas’ willpower not to throw up every two seconds, and she sorely regretted eating breakfast, but as the day progressed, it became easier to handle, almost as if she were becoming immune to the blood and gore. 

What didn’t get easier was the sense of fear at being out in the open, exposed and vulnerable, even with Alvarez, Smith, and Sanchez on guard duty. More than once, Chas or one of the others thought they heard something or saw something move. It was nerve-wracking and exciting at the same time.

To their credit, the soldiers did most of the work, carting away the bodies on stretchers and using the shovels to clear bits of infected flesh and blood from the ground. Chas and her friends helped as much as they could, trying to act bravely in front of the grown-ups. It was hard, though, and it was not a day any of them were ever likely to forget.

After clearing away the bodies, the ground was sprinkled with bleach and salt in the hopes of nuking any remnants of the virus that might still be lingering in the earth or vegetation.

Emily just shook her head and laughed. “That’s ridiculous. It’s been proven the virus cannot survive out in the open without a living host for more than a minute. All they’re doing is killing the plants.”

“What about animals and insects? Worms?” Dean asked.

Emily shot him a rude look. “Don’t be ridiculous. Insects and worms are not suitable hosts for the virus. Besides, we’ve been standing here for more than a minute already. The virus is dead, and the ground is safe.”

Dean beat a hasty retreat before Emily’s superior knowledge, raising his hands in the air. “Whatever you say, Emily. You’re the smart one among us.”

Emily pushed her glasses back up her nose and sniffed. “Don’t you forget that.”

“Too bad the grown-ups don’t realize how clever you are, Em,” Vanessa said. “They’re completely underestimating us, and have done so from the beginning.”

“You’re right, of course, but what can we do about it? In their eyes, we’re just children,” Emily said.

Chas listened in silence, for what was there to say? They were young, and the adults were justified in their desire to protect them, but it was galling to be treated like a baby. Emily’s parents especially tended to go overboard, and Chas guessed she should be grateful her mother didn’t stay with them as she also had a tendency to baby her only child. Yet, at the same time, she’s content to leave me alone with Lala. I’ll never understand my mother. 

Once the fence line was cleaned up came the awful job of burning the corpses in the allotted clearing. Smith doused the bodies with gasoline before lighting a match, and together they watched the zombies burn while making sure nothing escaped the flames.

It was late afternoon before Alvarez declared the site completely clean. “All right, guys, we’re done here. Time for decontamination.”

In silence, they all trooped back inside the base where they stripped off their uniforms in a nearby ablution block, men on the one side and women on the other. Their old clothes and gear was burned and new outfits issued by the supply depot. After a scalding shower using buckets of soap and disinfectant, they were as clean as they were ever going to be.

It was only when they were all together again, that Chas realized the heavy toll the day had taken on her friends. Not only had they performed an extremely gruesome and dangerous task, but they’d done it without complaint, knowing that if they rebelled, Chas would pay for it. 

She looked from one to the other, taking in their shell-shocked expressions, and more than ever, the guilt weighed on her conscience. I have to do something even if it means sucking up to Major Brown and licking his boots. Anything to get him to leave my friends alone. They deserve better than this.

Her morbid thoughts were interrupted when a convoy of vehicles in the army colors rumbled up to the gate. Chas stared with fascination at the trucks, each bristling with guns and soldiers. In the middle were a few plain vehicles bearing the logo of the CDC, and she whistled. “The Army and the CDC? What are they doing here?”

It was common knowledge that the National Guard was in charge of the country’s numerous safe zones and that they were essentially on their own for now. What was not so obvious was either the Army or the CDC’s role in all of it.

“As far as I know, the regular army has been tasked with securing key federal and military installations, extracting government officials, and safeguarding the country’s borders against possible invasion. I have no idea what they’d want with us,” Dean said.

As one, the girls turned to look at him, and Emily exclaimed. “How do you even know that?”

He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “I listen when the soldiers talk. I’d like to enlist one day, so…”

“So, you’re keeping in the loop. Smart,” Emily said. “The CDC being here can mean only one thing, though. They’re looking for a cure, maybe a vaccine. Some form of treatment.”

“Here in Red Rock?” Chas asked. A brief flare of excitement lit in her chest, only for her to realize it didn’t mean anything for them. They were still stuck in the safe zone. We’re not going anywhere.

After a brief delay, the convoy was let inside and Chas watched them rumble past until they disappeared around a corner. 

“Guess we’d better go,” Chas said.

“Yeah, I’m starving,” Dean said.

“Ugh, how can you even think about eating after today?” Vanessa asked, wrinkling her nose.

“I can eat,” Emily said, surprising all of them. “What? It’s just Biology. Flesh, blood, and organs are a normal part of life and nature. It’s just cells made up of…”

Chas rolled her eyes as Emily droned on, in full teacher mode. It was good to know she was back to her old self again. Now the rest of them just had to get over their hang-ups, though Chas suspected it was more her than them. Vanessa and Dean seemed to be coping quite well with the end of the world.

As they turned to leave, Alvarez called them over, surrounded by the other volunteer soldiers. “Before you guys leave, we just wanted to say something.”

Smith cleared his throat and produced four candy bars from his pocket. “This is for you, but don’t let the Major find out about it.”

Chas looked at the chocolate bar with wonder, admiring the shiny red and gold wrapper. It’d been a month since her last piece of anything nice except for the stolen coke the night before. “Why are you giving this to us?”

“Because we’ve never met a bunch of braver kids in our lives,” Sanchez said.

“Yes, I was wrong to doubt you,” Davis added.

“Amen to that,” Williams said. It seemed he didn’t say much of anything else besides that.

“If I wore one right now, I’d tip my hat to you,” Johnson the Texan said, which Chas took to be a great compliment.

“I don’t know what to say,” she managed at long last, still staring at the candy bar in her hands. 

Emily burst into tears, Dean shook all their hands with great gusto, and Vanessa flashed them a grin before tucking her chocolate away. 

“All right, that’s enough of the sappy stuff. Off to dinner with you,” Alvarez said. He turned to Chas and bumped her on the shoulder. “Buck up, kiddo. Don’t let that man get to you, okay?”

Chas nodded. “Okay.”

His words did nothing to ease her mind, though. Throughout dinner, she worried about Major Brown and what he’d do next to her and her friends. The fact that they had to lie about what they’d done the whole day, didn’t sit well with her either.

“How was your day, dear?” Lala asked.

“It was okay,” Chas mumbled.

“Okay?”

“We fixed fences. Boring stuff.”

“I see, and you didn’t go outside of the fence? Major Brown kept his word?” Lala asked.

Chas looked up, meeting Emily’s gaze. Em gave a slight shake with her head, and Chas said. “It was fine, Lala. We never went out.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear that,” Amelia said, stroking Emily’s hair. “As long as my baby was safe.”

Emily smiled for the benefit of her parents before staring at her plate again. Vanessa, at least, had no one to report to. Her foster mother Sarah had been admitted to the infirmary that afternoon with suspected Bronchitis.

“We’ll go visit her tomorrow after church, hun,” Lala assured Vanessa.

“Thank you, Lala,” Vanessa replied, but her shoulders drooped, and Chas suspected she was exhausted. They all were. 

When the promised ice cream showed up, Chas could hardly summon the energy to eat it, let alone enjoy it, especially when Major Brown stopped by with a smarmy smile.

“Good evening, folks. I see the young ones are enjoying their treat,” he said, ignoring the hateful stares they shot his way.

“Yes, thank you, Major,” Amelia said. “I hear they were well looked after and in good hands today.”

“But of course. I promised, didn’t I?” Major Brown said.

Chas nearly choked. While the latter part was true, it was thanks to Alvarez that they weren’t zombie bait. Not the Major or his idiot nephew. Brown’s threat earlier hung over their heads, though, preventing them from speaking up. It was with a heavy heart that she realized he had them right where he wanted, and there was nothing she could do about it.

At least one interesting thing happened during supper. The army and CDC folks arrived to eat, and Chas ogled them with unabashed curiosity.

“Chasity, it’s rude to stare,” Lala said.

“I know, but I can’t help it.”

One woman, in particular, stood out to Chas. She was young and wore an army uniform without rank. A private. She was very pretty too, with long dark hair in a french braid and golden brown eyes rimmed by thick black lashes.

“She looks like Lara Croft,” Dean said, earning a smack from Vanessa.

He smiled at her. “Don’t worry, babe. I’m not the gaming type. You’re still the most beautiful girl in the world to me.”

Vanessa blushed, and the adults chuckled before announcing it was time to retire. Chas couldn’t agree more, hoping that this time she could sleep without having nightmares.
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Thanks to their hard work the previous day, Chas was able to sleep through without bad dreams disturbing her slumber. She awoke the next morning feeling refreshed and energized, ready to take on the day. 

On Sundays, they were allowed to wear their normal clothes, freshly washed and repaired after the night they first arrived. Chas relished the chance to wear ordinary jeans and a t-shirt once again. It made her feel like she was back in the old days, like things hadn’t changed that much, after all. 

After a hot shower and a surprisingly decent breakfast, the entire base made their way to the Chapel where a local priest held sway. It was said he’d been rescued from a nearby town and was a real fire and brimstone type. As such, he made sure that everyone attended his sermon, whether they liked it or not. If they didn’t, he brought down the wrath of God on their heads, dooming them to eternal damnation. He also made very sure that they knew their clothes were not appropriate for the occasion unless it was full-dress uniform, but that he’d allow it under the circumstances.

Nobody liked him much, not even the most devout, and each Sunday the kids groaned at the thought of sitting through one of his lengthy speeches. It was not unusual for one or more of them to fall asleep during the process.

But, Church was Church, as much a part of them as of their history and traditions. It functioned as a social gathering, and the adults loved getting together afterward just to talk and catch up.

As usual, Chas and her friends, her grandmother, and the rest filed into the back of the chapel and sat down. Major Brown, his nephew, and the other officers were seated at the front right under the preacher’s nose. That suited Chas just fine as she tried to fly under the radar and keep out of the Major’s way. 

Vivienne was there, and she greeted Chas with a tight hug before looking her over with sharp eyes. “Why are you so thin? Aren’t you eating?”

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“Are you sure? You don’t look fine to me. I’ll have to speak to your grandmother. This is unacceptable.”

Chas sighed. “Please, Mother. Nothing’s wrong.”

“I can always tell when you’re lying, Chas. We’ll discuss this later,” Vivienne said before taking a seat between Amelia and Lala. Emily sat with her parents while Dean and Vanessa sat in front of her. Sarah was still in the infirmary.

Chas had the second-to-last chair on the bench, and usually, the seat next to her remained empty, so she was surprised to hear a soft voice ask, “Is this seat taken?”

“No, sit, please.” Chas looked up into the face of the young lady soldier from the night before. She looked just as pretty as ever with her braided hair and golden eyes, but Chas was quick to notice the well-developed muscles of her arms through the t-shirt she wore. 

Besides the army issue t-shirt, the lady wore camouflage pants, army boots laced over the ankles, and her dog tags hung between her breasts. She looked strong and capable, brimming with youth and confidence.

She flashed Chas a smile and whispered, “I’m Julia Paige. Nice to meet you.”

“Chasity, but my friends call me Chas.”

Julia’s smile widened. “So, I’m a friend then?”

Chas nodded, dumbstruck by Julia’s charm.

Not long after that, the preacher arrived and silence fell over the congregation. As ever, they started off with a prayer and a hymn before the preacher began his sermon. On this particular day, he chose to speak about sacrifice and how Jesus gave his life for them.

At first, everything was fine, but as his speech progressed, Chas began to sweat. That in itself was unremarkable with it being so hot, but soon, other symptoms presented themselves. Her chest closed up until her breath wheezed in and out of her lungs. Her vision narrowed until she could barely see in front of her. The room spun, and her stomach lurched.

Chas squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists, all in a bid to fight the terror that threatened to overwhelm her. In the distance, she could hear screams. They were growing louder all the time. Louder, and louder, until she could no longer handle it and pressed her hands to her ears to shut it out.

Suddenly, Julia gripped her by the shoulder and whispered in her ear. “Come with me. Let me help you.”

Chas stumbled to her feet and followed Julia outside on wobbly knees. She barely made it out of the door before collapsing against the wall. “What’s happening to me?”

“I think you’re having a panic attack, sweetie. You must try to calm down. Relax,” Julia said.

Chas shook her head as the screams inside her head threatened to drown out reality. “I can’t. They won’t stop screaming.”

“Who, Chas?”

“The soldiers. Justin.”

“It’s not real, sweetie. Calm down.”

Julia’s voice faded away as the vision took over. This time, it was stronger than ever before, so real that nothing else mattered, and in the background, a single word kept repeating over and over. Sacrifice. 


***


A gurgling cry sounded as a zombie launched itself at one of the soldiers with a shriek, latching onto the poor guy’s throat with a death grip. The soldier fought back, stabbing the infected in the temple with a knife, but it was too late for him. He was infected and would change within minutes. With a despairing look at his team, he shot himself in the head with his pistol while blood still poured from his wound.

The rest of the squad continued fighting, but their fire grew sporadic as their ammo ran out. The continuous hail of bullets became a stream and then a trickle. The infected pushed forward, more streaming from the hospital and onto the roof in seemingly endless numbers.

The hospital staff had followed Vivienne and Lala’s lead, ringing themselves around the sick and the elderly, each armed according to what he or she could scrounge up. One woman even sported an umbrella, its sunshine yellow the only bright spot in the murky gloom. 

Alvarez cast a desperate look at the civilians and cried, “Smith, where’s that damned evac?”

“On it’s way, Sir. Five minutes out,” Smith replied, his face pale and scared.

“That’s what you said five minutes ago,” Alvarez shouted.

“There was a problem with the lead chopper, Sir. It had to turn back.”

Alvarez swore before snapping a shot at a zombie that was closing in. The woman plowed to the concrete mere inches from his feet. The soldiers were rapidly losing ground, and Alvarez waved his fist. “Fall back to the helipad. Slow and steady, men.”

Step by step, his team retreated, giving up precious rooftop space to the infected who poured into the openings with eager cries. Their faces were like those of rabid dogs, their teeth snapping at the air, and their eyes glowing with insane rage.

Behind Chas, the old and the sick cried out in fear, many sobbing with hopeless desperation as the circle of death around them grew tighter and tighter. To Chas, it felt like they were being strangled by a noose.

Gaps appeared in the soldier’s ranks as more of them fell, disappearing beneath the writhing bodies of the infected with helpless cries. Lala’s shotgun boomed, and a zombie grappling with Alvarez fell away, half its shoulder blown clean off. He finished it with a quick thrust from his knife and shot her a grateful look before launching himself at the next infected.

The soldiers retreated even further, closing ranks around the civilians in an effort to keep the crazies away. With each passing second, the fight grew more desperate. Even as Chas watched, their ranks rippled as more brave men fell away, lost forever. She gulped and raised her knife, taking a strong stance.

Vivienne threw herself at an attacking zombie with a cry of rage. Wielding her knife with brutal accuracy, she slashed its throat open before booting it away with her foot. Lala shot another with her shotgun, pausing to thumb more shells into her weapon.

A teen girl slipped through the soldier’s ranks and launched herself at Chas, her face contorted in a snarl. Chas stabbed at her temple but missed, and the girl grabbed her arms with clawed hands and squeezed. Chas hissed in pain as cruel nails dug into her flesh, and she pulled back to get away from the teeth that snapped at her throat. 

It was useless. 

The crazed girl was too strong for Chas to break free. Changing tactics, she slammed her forehead into the infected’s nose. Cartilage crunched and blood spurted from the wound as the zombie girl’s nose broke. 

Chas turned her head away, trying to avoid the fine droplets of blood that misted the air. In the next moment, the zombie was yanked away, and Chas looked back to see Dean smashing its head into the ground with his bat.

“Thanks!” she yelled.

He shot her a grin and turned back to the fight. Vanessa warded off yet another infected with her bat, while Vivienne hacked and slashed at the zombies like a mad woman, backed up by Lala who didn’t waste a single shell.

Above the boom of Lala’s shotgun, Chas detected a different sound. The rhythmic whap of rotor blades in the distance. She twisted her neck and spotted two helicopters flying toward them over the building tops. Her heart leaped in her chest. “The evac is here. The choppers are here!”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Lala cried, reloading once more.

A barrage of fire opened up from the front-most helicopter, and the infected were cut down by the dozens. They fell like wheat before a scythe, reaped by the gunner in the chopper.

The second helicopter moved in for a landing, its whirling rotors causing gusts of wind to buffet the survivors waiting on the roof. Their hair swirled in the air, and dust stung their eyes. 

Vivienne turned to Chas. “Get on the chopper, now. You and your friends.”

“Not without you,” Chas cried.

Vivienne’s face grew stiff with anger. “Get on the damn chopper now, or I will tan your hide so you won’t sit for a month. You hear me?”

Chas shook her head, numb. Now that the moment had come, she refused to leave her mother, or Lala, alone for even a second.

With a frustrated growl, Vivienne yanked the shotgun from Lala’s hands. “Get her and the others to safety. I’ll cover you.”

Lala nodded, and she grabbed Chas by the arm and hauled her to the chopper. “Come, Chas. It’s time to go. Dean, Vanessa, follow me.”

“Lala, no,” Chas protested. “What about Mom?”

“Chas, stop fighting me,” Lala cried, forcing Chas into the waiting helicopter where a set of rough hands grabbed her and buckled her into the nearest seat.

Vanessa and Dean quickly followed while Lala remained on the ground and helped others to climb in as well. The seats filled rapidly, and Chas realized with horror there wasn’t enough space for everyone.

The co-pilot who’d buckled Chas in, signaled to the pilot, “Go, go go. We’re at full capacity.”

The whine of the turbine intensified as the pilot took off despite Chas’ cries as she reached for her grandmother who still remained standing on the ground. “Lala, no!”

For a second, their eyes met, but Lala was lost to Chas as they lifted into the air. The chopper swung to the side, and the co-pilot took up a position by the open door where he opened fire on the infected below.

The other helicopter took its chance to land, and Chas nearly sobbed with relief when she spotted Alvarez herding both her grandmother and mother into its confines. 

Her relief quickly changed to horror when she noticed how close the infected were to swarming the chopper. Her eyes landed on Justin, and even at that distance, she could see the determination on his face as he tackled the oncoming horde with everything he had. He emptied his rifle and sidearm, lobbed a couple of grenades, and even resorted to punching them with his fists.

His efforts kept the zombies at bay long enough for the last civilians to board, and the soldiers followed suit. Alvarez waited until his remaining men were in the chopper before jumping in himself. Holding onto the side, he stretched out his hand to Justin. “Come on! Jump!”

Justin leaped backward with his hand outstretched, but at the last minute, an infected grabbed him by the waist. He was pulled down into the swirling press of bodies, his pale freckled face the last thing Chas saw of him.


***


“Chas, please. Answer me. Are you all right?” Julia cried, her voice penetrating the fog around Chas’ mind. 

Her warm hands pulled Chas back to the present, and the faint smell of her perfume filled Chas’ nostrils until the vision was banished, taking its horror with it into the past where it belonged.

Chas blinked away the tears that clogged her lashes. “I’m okay now. It’s gone. The screams are gone.”

“Oh, my dear. It must’ve been horrible,” Julia exclaimed.

Chas nodded. “It was. They died that night. Justin and the others. They died because I lied to them. It’s my fault.”

“You can’t believe that. I’m sure it’s not your fault, sweetie. Whatever happened it wasn’t your fault, you must believe me.”

Chas looked at her. “How do you know?”

Julia gripped both of Chas’ hands with her own. “Because I know that you’re not capable of something evil or bad.”

“You weren’t even there,” Chas said.

“Then tell me about it,” Julia said taking Chas by the hand and leading her to a sheltered corner beneath a big oak tree. They sat down, and she handed over a bottle of water. “Here, drink this.”

Chas took a deep shallow before daring to look Julia in the eyes. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Just start at the beginning or whatever you feel comfortable with, okay?”

Chas took a deep breath and proceeded to tell Julia about the night on top of the hospital’s roof. When she was finished, she looked down and said, “So you see? It really was my fault.”

Julia was quiet for a time before she replied. “I understand why you feel guilty, Chas, but there is something you should know.”

“What’s that?”

“Every soldier takes an oath to protect his country and the people within it. Those same soldiers know exactly what they’re doing and what might happen during their service. Those men and women gladly gave their lives for you and the other survivors in that hospital knowing that they were serving their country and their fellow man.” 

Chas nodded slowly. “I know that.”

“Yes, but do you understand it? 

“I think so.”

“What I’m really trying to say, is that you should stop mourning their deaths and accept the gift of life they gave you. That way, you can truly honor their sacrifice. Their lives will have meaning through you.”

“They’ll live on through me?”

“That’s right.”

Chas thought about it for a time. “I think I get it now, Julia. By not living a good life, their sacrifice is wasted.”

“Exactly,” Julia said.

Chas chewed it over for a bit, fitting the puzzle pieces together to form a new picture, one where she thanked the soldiers for her life instead of allowing guilt to crush her into the ground. “Thank you for helping me back there. I really appreciate it.” Chas shuddered. “If my mum had seen that episode, I would never have heard the end of it.”

Julia smiled. “Don’t worry, Chasity. It will be our little secret.”

At that moment the church doors opened, and people spilled out into the open talking and laughing like they usually did. Chas jumped up, and after giving Julia a quick hug, she ran to her mother and Lala.

“Where have you been?” her mother asked. “You just disappeared all of a sudden.”

“I’m sorry Mother. I felt ill and needed to get fresh air.”

“I knew something was wrong,” Vivienne said. “Maybe you should come with me to the infirmary.”

“No, I’m all right now, Mom. I’m just tired, that’s all.”

“Tired?”

“She’s been working hard, lately. Volunteering and all that,” Lala said.

“Has she?” Vivienne’s eyebrows roused. “In that case, be sure to get a proper night’s sleep, Chasity, and don’t overdo it. Your schoolwork is more important.”

“I will, Mom.”

“Promise me,” Vivienne insisted, and Chas duly promised, though she hardly heard a word her mother was saying.

“Who was the girl that helped you?” Lala asked.

“Her name is Julia. She’s with the army.”

“I’d like to meet her and say thank you,” Lala replied.

“Oh, she’s right here, Lala,” Chas said, turning to point out Julia, but her new friend was gone.

“Maybe next time,” Lala said. “For now, why don’t you go play with your friends? You have the afternoon off, after all.”

“Okay, Lala. See you later,” Chas said, rushing off to find her group. As she walked away, she suddenly realized something. The guilt that have been crushing the life out of her all along…was gone.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




That night Chas and her friends snuck out of the dorms once more to break into major Brown’s personal stash. This time, they took Emily with them, and afterward, they all sat on the roof of the kitchens and watched the sun come up in the distance.

It was a beautiful sight, the sky painted in all the rich colors of the sunrise against the backdrop of the magnificent Red Rock mountains, and Chas relished the chance to admire such beauty undisturbed.

More than that, she felt good, much more like her old self now that Julia had helped her resolve her guilt. It was still there, hovering in the background. One conversation couldn’t completely erase it, but now it was manageable. She could control it.

It also felt right that their group was back together again. A stickler for the rules or not, Emily was part of their pack, and she’d jumped at the chance to shove it to Major Brown. Now, she lounged with the coke in her hand and her glasses perched on the tip of her nose like she was the Queen of England.

“I wonder how the rest of the world is doing?” Chas mused, now that the Queen of England had popped up in her head.

“Same as us, I’d guess,” Dean said. “Maybe worse in some places.”

“You’re probably right.”

“People are tough,” Vanessa added. “We’re like cockroaches.”

“We’re nothing like cockroaches,” Emily said. “For one thing, we could never survive a nuclear holocaust or a⏤”

Vanessa groaned. “Em! Not now.”

Emily paused. “Sorry.”

Chas took the opportunity to voice a thought. “I’ve been thinking that maybe it’s time we took things into our own hands.”

“What do you mean?” Vanessa asked.

“First of all, we need to get rid of Major Brown. That man is dangerous, and he’ll be the end of this camp if we’re not careful,” Chas said.

Emily whistled. “That’s a tall order, Chas. Are you sure you want to take that course of action? Because once we start, there’s no going back.”

“It’s not just that, Em. I’m also tired of being treated like a baby. Aren’t you? Don’t you think it’s time we find out what’s going on out there? If Grumps is still alive? Dean’s parents?”

“How do we do that?” Emily asked. “You’re talking about leaving, aren’t you?”

“Not leaving, just…exploring.”

“Don’t be stupid. You’d die out there,” Emily said.

Chas shrugged. “I’m tired of being stuck inside this place and feeling useless all the time while Major Brown uses me as a punching bag.”

“I get it,” Emily said. “I do, but it’s too dangerous. If you go out there, you’re on your own. This is what we have now, and if we’re patient, things will work out.”

“Yeah? How’s that?”

“Major Brown will go too far one day, and they’ll get rid of him themselves. Already the soldiers are unhappy with his leadership. Give him enough rope, and he’ll hang himself.”

“At what cost? The camp? The survivors?” Chas pointed out.

“I don’t know, Chas. I don’t have all the answers, but going out there is just stupid.” Emily shifted in her seat. “For one thing, this might all blow over soon. The infection could die out, and things would go back to normal. Or, it might not, and we’ll be stuck here forever, but we’ll grow up, and we’ll be in charge of our own destinies. Dean could be a soldier, I could be a doctor, who knows?”

Chas looked down at her folded hands. It was obvious to her that Emily would not go along with her plans to leave the camp and find Grumps. Not that I can blame her. It is very dangerous…and stupid, but I can’t help it. I want to go.

“There is another way, you know. One that wouldn’t be quite so dangerous,” Vanessa said.

Chas raised her head. “Yeah?”

“There’s convoys going out every day, looking for supplies and clearing the infected. You could hitch a ride, scout around, see what’s out there.”

“They’d never allow that,” Chas protested. 

“They don’t have to know, do they?” Vanessa pointed out. “Just stay hidden.”

Chas frowned. “Is that even possible?”

“Yeah, you can hide in the supply truck. They’d never know you’re there,” Dean said. “In fact, I’ll go with you.”

“So will I,” Vanessa said. “We’d leave in the morning and be back before dark. The grown-ups will never know. We can just tell them we volunteered for some crappy job that will take the whole day.”

Chas smiled. “I like that idea. A lot.”

Emily jumped to her feet. “Well, I don’t. It’s a dumb plan, and you can count me out.” She stomped to the fire escape where she paused. “I won’t try to stop you, and I won’t split on you either, but think about the danger. You could all die out there.”

With those parting words, she left the roof, and Chas sighed. The pack was broken up once more. “I was hoping she’d stick with us.”

“Me too,” Vanessa said. “I’m still going, though.”

“So am I,” Chas said, her mind made up.

“I’ll find us a convoy to hitch a ride with. Maybe tomorrow or so,” Dean said.

“Sounds good,” Chas said, standing up and dusting off her pants. “Guess we’d better get back before they miss us.”

“Yup, let’s go,” Vanessa said.

As Chas climbed down the ladder, she felt both sad and happy. Sad about Emily, and happy that she’d finally be doing something. It’s about time too.
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The next day dawned bright and hot. After a quick shower, Chas tidied her bunk and gathered her school satchel with her notebooks and stationary. It wasn’t much; their schoolbooks were left at the office block designated for their use, and each kid had only a few things to carry.

At breakfast, Vivienne joined them which was unusual. She greeted Chas with a warm kiss. “Good morning, Chasity. What’s on the agenda today?”

Chas shrugged. “School as usual, and there’s talk of starting a hockey team among the younger female soldiers.”

“That sounds nice. Are you joining?”

“Maybe, if they’ll have us,” Chas said.

“How’s my mom doing?” Vanessa asked. “I was there last night, but I might not see her today. Depends how much chores I’ve got.”

“She’s responding well to the antibiotics we’ve given her. I’m hopeful for a quick recovery, and I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

“Tell her I love her too, and will visit as soon as I can,” Vanessa added.

“Will do,” Vivienne said.

After oatmeal and coffee for breakfast, they trooped over to the school building. It was a simple affair: Two offices next to each other that served as schoolrooms, a janitor’s closet, and a single bathroom. Outside was a small patch of grass, a couple of trees, and a few playthings including a jungle gym and a swing. These were new additions, hastily acquired by a squad of well-meaning soldiers on a supply run.

Chas and her friends were the oldest and took their lessons with Mr. Barnett, Emily’s dad, in the first office. The other, younger kids of which there were six, attended school in the second office under June, the other lady who shared Chas’ dorm.

The lessons themselves were limited to what textbooks they could get their hands on that was age appropriate. Still, Mr. Barnett did his best, and from time to time, other adults pitched in if they had specialized knowledge to impart. They reckoned if things ever returned to normal, the children wouldn’t be so far behind they couldn’t catch up, and if things did not return to normal, well…

“At least, they won’t be entirely clueless,” Lala had said, much to the other’s dismay, especially the Barnetts who had high hopes for Emily.

“Relax,” Lala had said. “She can still become a doctor or something. There are enough at the infirmary to teach her.”

That had mollified Richard and Amelia somewhat, but they still badgered the supply teams for more and more books, and there were plans in place for laptops with teaching software, though sadly, the internet was down.

Chas stifled a yawn behind one hand while trying to focus on what Emily’s dad was saying, but it was hard. Math had never been her forte, and her eyes kept straying to the windows. What went on outside was a lot more interesting than what went on inside.

The CDC and their army escort were preparing to leave, and Chas wondered where they were going. She spotted Julia among them and hoped they weren’t leaving forever. She liked the young soldier and wanted to get to know her better.

The convoy left, however, and Chas was forced to turn her attention back to the blackboard and Mr. Barnett’s lessons. It felt like forever before the day was finally over and they were able to leave. Even then there was no rest to be had. They’d been assigned to kitchen duty for the week and spent the rest of the afternoon washing dishes and chopping vegetables under Lala’s supervision. Dean was no better off. He had to work in the vegetable gardens watering the plants and pulling up weeds in the hot sun.

As the day progressed, Chas wondered if their plans of sneaking out in a convoy would ever come true. It seemed impossible when they were always being watched by someone. She still hoped that Dean would be able to come up with a miracle, though, and resigned herself to another boring evening spent doing homework after supper. 

That’s exactly what happened, and Chas spent the night tossing and turning in her bed until Vanessa woke her in the early morning around six.

“Time to get up, sleepyhead,” she teased.

Chas groaned. “Ugh, I didn’t sleep at all.”

“Nightmares again?”

“No, not that. Just restless, I guess.”

“Well, let’s grab a hot shower, and you’ll feel better.”

Vanessa was right. The warm water was exactly what Chas needed to revive her senses. Following their usual routine, she grabbed her bag and followed Emily and Vanessa outside where they met an excited looking Dean.

“I’ve got great news, guys.” 

“What is it?” Chas asked.

“We’re getting our chance this afternoon.”

“Chance at what?” Emily asked, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not still thinking of going outside the fence, are you?”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Dean said.

“Well, count me out,” Emily said with a huff. “You’re all being just plain stupid.” Without looking back, she stomped ahead, leaving her friends behind.

“Don’t worry,” Vanessa said. “She’ll come around.”

“I hope so,” Chas said, before turning to Dean. “Fill us in.”

“The guys inside my dorm have been talking. It seems the group that went out with the CDC have run into trouble, and they need rescuing,” Dean said.

“What kind of trouble?” Chas asked, worry for Julia quickening in her breast.

“I don’t know. It looks like they ran into a swarm of zombies, and now they’re stuck.”

“Are they sending someone out to help them?” Vanessa asked, her fidgeting hands expressing her own suppressed eagerness.

“Yes, they’re leaving around two in the afternoon. We’d best be on that supply truck before they go,” Dean said. “This is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.”

“Why are they leaving so late?”

“The other raiding parties are still out there, and they need to return first or the safe zone will be shorthanded.”

“So, we can attend school, but what about after?” Chas asked. “What do we tell everybody about where we are?”

“Easy peasy,” Dean said. “We go to school as normal, then tell everybody we volunteered to help out at the hydro station. It’s a stiff walk from here, too far for our people to randomly check up on us, and we can tell them we want to learn how the water system operates.”

“It could work,” Chas said. “The adults are all for us learning new stuff all the time.”

“That’s true,” Vanessa said. “All right, let’s tell Lala we’re all going there after school. My mom is still sick, so I don’t have to worry about her, and the Barnetts aren’t bothered about us. Only Emily.”

“Let’s just hope Emily doesn’t rat us out,” Dean said.

“She wouldn’t,” Chas said. “She said so herself.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough. See you after school,” Dean said before jogging away.

Chas and Vanessa looked for Lala, and after telling her their hastily concocted lie, they rushed to school. As bad as Chas felt for lying to her grandmother again, she also couldn’t wait to get out of the safe zone. Now I can find out what’s really going on. No more vague assurances from Major Brown, and who knows? I might even find Grumps.
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After school, Chas convened with Dean and Vanessa on the outskirts of the parking lot, huddling inside a sheltered corner. The rescue convoy was set to leave in about thirty minutes, and nervous butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought of what was to come.

She looked around. The place was a hive of activity. The raiding parties had returned, and soldiers were offloading supplies into the warehouses while fresh ones got ready to leave on their mission to save the CDC group.

The smell of gasoline filled her nostrils, and the constant roar of trucks and forklifts filled her ears. She thought about Julia who’d gone out with the CDC and hoped she was still okay. Please, don’t let anything happen to her. She’s such a nice person.

“So, are we doing this?” Dean asked.

“I’m ready,” Chas said, though her stomach disagreed.

“What about our bags?” Vanessa asked.

“I think we should put all our books into one and hide it somewhere around here. The other two we can take with us and fill up while we’re hiding inside the supply truck,” Chas said. “I’ve thought about it all day, and we don’t know what might happen out there. Having portable supplies might save our lives if something bad happens and we need to make a run for it.”

“Good thinking,” Vanessa said, proceeding to empty her bag and stuffing her things into Dean’s. Chas did the same, and Dean scampered off to find a suitable hiding spot for their stuff. 

When he returned, he pointed out their destination, a large supply truck, the entire back covered in thick brown canvas. “That’s where we need to be.”

Moving like ghosts, Chas and Vanessa followed after Dean, scooting between the parked vehicles. At one point, Dean held up his hand and they froze, their backs pressed against the side of the nearest car. Boots announced the arrival of someone, and Chas’ heart nearly stopped beating when she recognized Major Brown’s voice.

“Is everything in place for the rescue mission?” Major Brown asked.

“Yes, Sir. We’re all set.”

Chas recognized the second voice as belonging to Alvarez.

“Do we know what happened?” Major Brown asked.

“It’s hard to say. Communication is broken and sporadic. They appear to be holed up inside an office block and are trapped, but the details are sketchy.”

“How many infected?” Major Brown’s voice drew closer until he was right around the corner where Chas hid. She sucked her breath into her lungs and prayed he wouldn’t see her. She dropped lower to the ground and peered under the truck. His boots were right there. One more step, and…

“I’m not sure, Sir, but I think we must prepare ourselves for the worst,” Alvarez said. “If you look over here, you’ll see I’ve chosen only the best of my men to…”

Alvarez’s voice faded away as he and Major Brown drifted off, and Chas was able to breathe again. “Wow, that was close.”

“You can say that again,” a pale Vanessa said.

“Let’s go before anyone else comes along,” Dean said.

They crossed the remaining distance in a quick run while staying hunched over until they reached the supply truck. It had been loaded and the canvas flap secured, so it took some doing to open a space big enough for them to squeeze through. 

Chas kept watch, her eyes flicking from side to side as she nervously chewed on a thumbnail. This was the worst part, and she hoped they didn’t get caught now. The last one to climb in, she pushed down her nerves and crawled inside. She was doing this for Grumps, after all. Grumps and Julia.

Once inside, Dean tied the flap shut again, and they carefully felt their way through the stacks of supplies and crates until they reached the back. Hiding behind a stack of ammunition boxes, they settled in.

“Let’s wait until we get going before we fill up the bags,” Chas whispered.

Vanessa and Dean nodded, and they waited in absolute silence until the truck rumbled to life with a roar. After a few minutes of idling, the vehicle lurched forward before smoothing out into a slow trundle.

Chas waited until she was certain they were out the gates and on the road before fishing a flashlight from her pocket. It was the same one she’d gotten from the little shop at the zoo, stashed away all this time.

The feeble light flickered to life, and the sight of the yellow plastic brought back a thousand memories. Andrew’s strained features, grief for his sister Macy hovering just below the surface. Emily, clever Emily staring with frozen fear through the window to the monstrosity waiting outside. The infected gorilla smashing through the window, and Vanessa’s frightened cries as she lay pinned beneath a shelf.

It’d been a night of terror, but also one of triumph, Chas realized. While they’d lost a lot, they’d gained so much more. Not one of them was quite the same after that, and they each now possessed more fighting spirit and confidence than most. We can do this. We really can.

Dean moved first, and it wasn’t long before he found a crate filled with bottled water. He removed four bottles and distributed them between their two bags. Vanessa jumped in too while Chas directed the flashlight’s yellow beam and found a portable first-aid kit. 

“Gotcha,” she whispered.

A box filled with canned food and another full of protein bars provided food, while Chas was ecstatic to stumble across a better quality flashlight with fresh batteries. They each took one, clipping the lights to their belts, and Dean tucked a box of matches into his pocket.

“What about weapons?” Vanessa asked in a low voice. 

Neither she nor Dean was armed, and Chas only had her knife.

“See if you can find something,” Chas whispered back. 

They came across crates of ammunition, but no guns. In another chest, they found kitchen supplies, and Vanessa and Dean were each able to grab a steak knife which they tucked into their boots. It wasn’t enough, though, and they kept looking while making sure to keep the noise down.

It was a difficult task, rooting about in the gloom with only their flashlights for light while the truck shook and rumbled over the rough roads, now marred with potholes. More than once, Chas lost her balance and nearly fell over, clinging to the canvas for dear life.

Finally, Dean found a box of tools and was able to retrieve a small ax, a hammer, and a crowbar. “Here. This will have to do.”

Chas took the ax and pushed it through her belt so it hung securely by her side. Giving the truck a final once over, she stumbled across a case of cool drink tucked in next to several cans of fuel, and a box filled with more tools and duct tape. Grabbing a roll of tape, she made her way to Vanessa and Dean.

“Here. Let’s wrap up our forearms and wrists. Our collars around our necks too. It should help against wandering teeth.”

With the tough tape wrapped around their most vulnerable parts, they were a little more prepared for what awaited them outside, though Chas giggled when she saw Vanessa and Dean. “You look like aliens in tinfoil!”

Vanessa shot her a sour look. “So do you.”

They moved back to their former spots and hunkered down, sharing a bottled of water. In silence, they sat as the convoy drove. They had no way to tell how far they’d gone or the distance they still had left to travel. All they knew was darkness.

At certain points, the truck would come to a stop, and Chas assumed they’d reached a block in the road or some other obstacle that caused them to stop. A few times they turned, and the three of them would sway to the side. At others they weaved through traffic, their vehicle moving in a zig-zag pattern.

Only once did they hear anything beyond the roar of the engine, and that was when the driver had a shouting match with someone in a neighboring truck. Chas sighed as she tried to get comfortable. It’s gonna be a long trip.
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Roughly an hour had passed since they’d left the base, and Chas was beginning to feel the boredom caused by the enforced inactivity. She shifted from side to side, but her butt had gone numb, and no amount of wiggling was going to fix that.

Vanessa sighed. “Jeez, how much longer?”

As if the universe had heard her, the truck jerked to a sudden stop causing all three of their heads to smash into the cabin behind them. Chas muffled the cry of pain that sprang to her lips and perked her ears for any strange sound. She didn’t have to wait long.

Shrill screams and feral shrieks rose around them in a cacophony of chaos, broken by the rough bark of several guns as the soldiers let loose. The zombies closed in, milling around the supply truck and smashing into the canvas. They bounced off the tough material and streamed around it, their shadows dancing on the wall like ghostly bypassers.

Chas huddled next to Vanessa and Dean, praying the infected wouldn’t find them. She doubted the tied-down flap would be much of a deterrent to a determined zombie. After a few seconds, the fighting moved away from their spot and Dean tugged at their arms. 

“Come on. Let’s check it out,” he said. When Chas hesitated her frowned. “This is what we came for, right?”

She swallowed and scraped together her courage. He was right . This was what they’d snuck out of the safe zone for, and she’d be stupid not to have a look. “I’m coming.”

Vanessa said nothing, but she followed them without hesitation. Together, they unlaced and lifted up a corner of the flap. Not too much, just enough to get an eyeful of the scene playing out in the street. 

Chas gasped. It was a shocking sight, and far worse than she had thought possible. The convoy had pulled up in a parking lot in front of a red-brick building that looked like an office block. It had only one entrance: a set of metal double doors at the top of several wide steps. Small, high windows ran in rows along the sides of the building, and Chas counted four stories. The CDC and Army vehicles were there too, parked off to the side and abandoned.

Chas swallowed when she spotted dark smears of blood on the white paint of the CDC vehicle with more of the stuff pooled on the tarmac. Something bad had happened here, and it was pretty obvious what had caused it. 

Zombies.

Bodies littered the ground. The corpses of those who’d attacked the CDC party. Many more ran around like ants, however, screeching their hunger and snapping their teeth like piranhas. Their fingers were like claws, their movements erratic and jerky, almost as if their muscles were spasming.

It was exactly like the night of the fair, and Chas was transported back there in an instant. The sight of innocent people changing into monsters, the sound of the screams issuing from countless throats, and the smell of cotton candy, buttered popcorn, and blood. Lots of blood.

It was just a memory, though, without the power of her earlier visions, and Chas managed to shake it off. She looked around for a familiar face and spotted Sanchez not far away on top of a car roof. She was on one knee, her elbow supported by her thigh as she sighted on one infected after the other. Her accuracy was quite astonishing, and she hardly missed a single shot. Whenever she got one, her teeth flashed pearly white against her smooth mocha skin, and her laughter could be heard over it all.

“She’s insane,” Dean said.

“I think she’s awesome,” Vanessa said, her admiration shining through.

Chas grinned. “Me too.” 

The other soldiers were likewise giving a good account of themselves, but Chas wondered if it would be enough. There were hundreds of zombies streaming in from all sides, and the noise was alerting the rest of the town as well. 

A bloodied face suddenly appeared in front of Chas’ face, and she yelped as the infected tried to shove its way inside the supply truck. It snapped at her, its crooked fingers reaching for her arms as it wiggled through the gap.

Dean punched the middle-aged zombie in the face, but it ignored him, honing in on Chas with single-minded hunger. She fumbled for her knife, and her hand closed over the handle. Taking a deep breath, she jabbed the blade into its eye, turning her head away. Fluid squirted out, and the zombie became as stiff as a board before falling away.

“Ugh,” Chas said, searching for a cloth. She found one and wiped her face, hand, and blade clean with it. “That’s gross.”

“Tell me about it,” Vanessa said. “The smell alone is enough to kill a person.”

Cautiously, they stuck their heads out once more to look. The soldiers had lost ground. The bodies were piling up, with gaps opening in the National Guard’s ranks. A few had tried to breach the door to the office block, but they remained shut tight. Soon, they’d be overrun by the undead.

“This is bad,” Chas whispered. “There’s too many of them.”

“I know. We have to help them,” Vanessa added.

“Impossible. What can we do? We’re not even armed properly,” Dean said with a vehement shake of his head.

“Maybe we can cause a distraction,” Chas suggested.

“But how?”

“We haven’t got anything, and I don’t think we should go out there. It’s suicide,” Dean said. Even as he spoke, another zombie attacked the truck, growling as it tried to claw its way inside. More bodies slammed into the canvas sides, and the truck shook from side to side.

Vanessa slammed her hammer down on the zombie’s head. It sounded weird. Like a dull hollow pop, but the undead woman fell away, and Dean slammed the flap shut, tying it in place once more.

Chas turned on him. “We have to help the soldiers. We can’t do nothing and sit here while they all die.”

“I know that, but we need a plan. We can’t just run out there willy-nilly,” Dean said.

“He’s right, Chas. If we go out there with nothing we’re as good as dead too,” Vanessa said.

Chas sagged with despair. They were right, much as she hated to admit it. “Okay. A plan. Make a plan. Let’s find something we can use create a distraction. Something that will draw the zombies off. Maybe we can set fire to something.”

For the second time that day, they rummaged through the supplies in the truck, discarding one object after the other. Suddenly, Chas bumped against the fuel cans. The liquid inside sloshed around, and she paused as an idea occurred to her. “There’s gas here. We could stuff a cloth into the necks and toss them out to burn.”

“A fire might distract a few zombies, but will it be enough?” Dean asked.

“What about gasoline bombs?” Vanessa suggested. “We can toss as many as we like, set fire to the infected, draw others away. We could even set off a box of ammunition. Now, that would cause a distraction.”

“I like your thinking,” Chas said eyeing the nearest ammo case. It was a small one, filled with 9mm bullets. “What do we use for the bombs?”

“These,” Vanessa said, hoisting a glass cool drink bottle in the air, “and this.” She waved a few bandages from the first aid kit.

“That’s perfect. Let’s get to it,” Chas said, grabbing a roll of bandages, and a few beers before settling down with the canister of fuel. “Dean, keep a look-out for zombies, will you?”

“Sure,” he agreed.

“This will take a few minutes,” Chas said, popping a drink open and pouring it out through a small gap between the side of the truck and the canvas.

Vanessa did the same, and soon the back was filled with gas fumes as their nimble fingers moved as fast as possible to create the much needed bombs. As they worked, Chas prayed their idea would work, but even more…that they could pull it off in time.
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“Are you ready?” Chas asked, holding a gasoline bomb in each hand.

“I’m ready,” a grim-looking Vanessa answered.

Dean untied the flap to the outside and peeked out. “It’s clear for the moment. The zombies are all focussed on the soldiers. We’ve got a very small window of opportunity here.”

“Then let’s go for it,” Chas said, trying to sound brave despite the quaver in her voice.

Dean held up the matches he’d found and lit one. “Are you guys sure about this?”

“There’s no going back now. If the soldiers fall, we’re all dead. It’s only a matter of time until the zombies find us.”

He lit the ends of the porous material hanging out of each bottle until it burned brightly and nodded. “Go for it.”

Dean lifted up the flap, and Chas threw herself feet-first out of the opening, not allowing herself a chance to think about what she was doing. It had to be done. As simple as that. Even if she died in the process. 

She landed on the other side, lost her balance, and staggered a few steps. She stopped abruptly when her back hit the bullbar of another vehicle.

An infected man stood barely three feet away, and his face turned toward her. He growled, and she reacted on instinct, tossing one bomb at him. It missed but landed at his feet and exploded into a ball of flame as the gasoline inside the fragile glass bottle caught fire. Chas cowered away from the burst of heat, raising her hands to protect her face.

The zombie howled in rage, but his eyes never left hers as his hands reached out to grab her. Even when on fire, he still wanted to kill her, scarcely seeming to feel the flames licking at his flesh.

Chas screamed as she scooted backward, her gaze fixed on his burning visage. Vanessa came roaring through the opening, knocking him away with her booted feet, and he fell over, his head hitting the tar with a dull thud. Twitching a few times, he tried to get up but failed, the fire eating away at his tendons and flesh.

“It’s working,” Chas cried. 

Vanessa grinned and helped Chas to her feet. “What are you waiting for? Let’s get them!”

With the fire forming a halo around her head, Vanessa looked a lot like an avenging angel, and Chas drew comfort from that. She found herself yelling like a banshee as she stormed the zombie hordes, tossing her remaining bomb into their midst.

The infected were enveloped in flames, their limbs contorting as the heat burned away their flesh. They hissed in frustrated anger as their ability to feed and infect was hampered. Vanessa followed up with her bombs, and they disappeared into a wall of fire. 

The next moment, Dean was there, lugging a backpack filled with more gasoline bombs. He tossed a lit one into the crowd before handing them each another one.

“Hold on,” he cried as he lit the ends of the bandages with his matches. His hands shook, though, and more than once the flimsy matches broke in his fingers. 

While struggling to light the stuff, three zombies closed in on them. Chas was about to drop her bomb and pull out her ax when someone shot the attackers, dropping them like dominoes.

She looked up, and Sanchez threw her a salute and a grin which Chas returned with pleasure. “Thanks!”

“No problem,” Sanchez shouting to be heard above the din.

Once Dean got the next batch of bombs lit, Chas and Vanessa ran around and tossed them where ever the undead congregated the thickest. The glass shattered, spreading hot shards of fiery rain over the tarmac. The zombies burned easily, like wood left too long in the sun, their clothes disintegrating into ash.

The soldiers had pulled back into a loose circle, using their trucks as cover, and they were now surrounded by a wall of flames and burning bodies. Alvarez bellowed out commands, organizing a barrage of withering gunfire into the closest ranks of zombies.

Meanwhile, Dean wrestled with the small crate containing the live ammo, tearing off the lid. He doused it in gasoline, picked it up, and threw them each a look. “Cover me, guys.”

Chas had thrown her last bomb, so she grabbed the hatchet still hanging from her belt and ran after him. Vanessa followed them with her hammer, and together they protected Dean from attack while he made a bee-line for a cluster of metal dumpsters standing at the edge of the parking lot. 

A snarling teen raced toward Chas, and she slashed at the girl’s neck with her blade. The ax buried itself deep into the neck vertebrae, and she had to wrench it free with a kick to the zombie girl’s stomach.

Another met with the business end of Vanessa’s hammer when it tried to grab Dean by the collar of his shirt. She slammed the blunt end into its temple, and the bone crunched audibly. It fell to the ground with a dull thud.

Dean had reached his destination, and the girls closed up around him with their weapons ready. The smell of rotting garbage filled their nostrils, and roaches scurried across the damp concrete beneath the containers. 

He opened the lid of the nearest dumpster and tossed in the box of bullets. Already wet with gasoline, he struck a match, and the box lit on fire. With a resounding crash, he slammed the lid shut again. “Run, guys. She’s gonna blow!”

Chas sprinted away with all the speed she could muster, weaving between both the zombies and the abandoned vehicles in her way. She had to duck a few times, and once she banged into the corner of a stationary car, bruising her hip.

“Ow,” Chas muttered, her sprint reduced to a limping jog as pain shot down her leg.

Vanessa appeared next to her, ready to help should Chas need it, but the next moment, the ammo box exploded. The burning gasoline had done its job, and the bullets popped one after the other. Contained inside the dumpster, the live ammo pinged off its metal sides creating an almighty racket. It sounded almost like popcorn being made, only the kernels were made of solid steel.

As one, the zombies turned toward the sound, their growling features seeking out the source of the terrible noise. They honed in on the dumpster and made their way over at various rates of speed: Shuffling, crawling, shambling, and running. There were old ones who looked a bit worn out, fresh ones who seemed too human for comfort, and they came in all shapes and sizes, ages and ethnicities. The virus wasn’t picky. Not picky at all.

Chas fell to the ground, covering her ears with her hands. She looked around and shouted at Vanessa and Dean, “Over there.”

Together, the trio crawled underneath a nearby camper van, hiding from the numerous feet heading their way. The infected streamed past as they held their breath and Chas prayed no crawlers would spot them. Pebbles dug into her flesh, and the smell of rotting flesh caused her to gag, but she didn’t dare move.

The soldiers stopped firing as the infected leached away, using their knives to finish off those that were the nearest. Alvarez took the opportunity to regroup his men and draw them back into formation. “Fall back. Fall back into formation. Remember your training, damn it!”

The noise carried on and on until she thought her eardrums would burst, and her head rang nonstop. Finally, the pops tapered off as the last of the bullets exploded, and billows of smoke curled from the dumpster’s lid as the contents caught fire. The poor rubbish bin looked a bit worse for wear, the metal sides indented, and the top half was blown off its hinges.

Chas saw only a little of this from her vantage point under the camper, but she heard Alvarez shouting out his orders. “Sanchez, stop up those gaps, Williams try to get a hold of the CDC group on your radio. Smith, Davis, Johnson, Murray, and Keene, get up top and pick off the infected. Thin the crowd, and use your silencers. We cannot afford any more attention.”

The soldiers shouted their agreement, and Chas decided it was time to move. “We need to get back to that supply truck, guys.”

“Good idea. Let’s move,” Vanessa said. 

Together, they scooted out from underneath the camper and headed toward their hiding place in a low run, trying to avoid both stray zombies and the soldiers. Chas still had the vague hope that Alvarez didn’t know they were there, and they could sneak a ride back into the safe zone. It all happened so fast…maybe they missed us. Yeah, right.

She should’ve known better, of course.

The brooding face of Alvarez appeared in their path, his scowl every bit as intimidating as she remembered. “There you are. I knew it was you the moment those bombs went off. Nobody else could be so stupid…or brave.”

Chas swallowed hard on the knot in her throat. “I can explain.”

He raised a hand to forestall her. “Save it for Major Brown and your mother. I don’t know which one is worse, but I’d bet it’s your mom. To be honest, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

“Yes, Sir,” Chas whispered, her shoulders drooping to the floor.

“Now, get behind the lines before the next attack comes,” he added. “Vivienne will kill me if I let you get eaten.”

Chas, Vanessa, and Dean duly obeyed him while the snipers picked off the zombies from a distance, thinning the crowd. The stupid things were still thronging around the smoking dumpster, but the ones on the edges were catching on fast. 

One by one, their heads turned, and their sinister gazes fixed on the soldiers before their bodies follow suit. Like something from a horror movie, Chas watched as they advanced, and suddenly, she missed the supply truck and its cloak of anonymity. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.
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With the horde of zombies once more on the attack, Alvarez paced up and down like a caged lion. The soldiers were managing to keep the horde at bay for the moment since they’d had a chance to regroup and reload. 

“Smith, where are they? We need to go now!”

Smith who still on the radio, cried out. “I’ve got them on the air, Sir. They’re coming out.” 

“Finally. Tell them to hurry up, we haven’t got all day,” Alvarez shouted.

A minute later, the front doors of the office building burst open, and a group of people spilled onto the steps. Front and center were Julia and another soldier half-carrying, half-dragging a man in a white lab coat. 

Chas’ heart leaped at the sight of Julia, glad to see her friend was safe, but the man she was carrying didn’t look so good. Blood stained his coat and his head hung down like it was too much of an effort to lift it. “Who are they?”

Alvarez glanced at her. “None of your business, little one.”

Chas bristled. “I’m not a child. Not anymore anyway, and besides, you owe us one.”

“Owe you?” Alvarez asked with a raised eyebrow.

“If it wasn’t for our help, you’d be dead by now. Or pretty close, anyway,” Chas said, folding her arms and lifting her chin. 

Alvarez sighed. “Fine. That’s Dr. Nathan Jones, leader of the CDC group sent here to investigate the virus. The man carrying him is Sergeant William Holt, in charge of the Army Unit sent to accompany the doctor, and that’s Julia Paige, I think. A private.” 

“I don’t think the doctor will be doing much investigating anymore,” Vanessa said.

Alvarez shook his head and pointed at the approaching infected. “This is a disaster. We need him, people like him…or you and me, all of us, this will be our new reality.”

Chas shuddered. What would it be like to live like this forever? Hiding, scrounging for scraps, always afraid you’re next on the menu, or stuck in a boring safe zone. She couldn’t imagine a world without airplanes, cars, television, or movies.

Alvarez pointed to a nearby truck. “Get in, kids. We’re leaving now.” Chas opened her mouth, but he shot her down. “Get in. Now. I will talk to you later.”

With no other option left, Chas and her friends climbed into the back and watched as the rest of the party retreated into their vehicles. Dr. Nathan Jones was loaded into the back of one truck on a stretcher, accompanied by Sergeant William Holt, but Julia jumped in with Chas. 

“Hey, Chas. Nice to see you again, but what on earth are you doing here?” Julia asked, a smear of blood, probably the Dr’s, marring her cheek.

Alvarez climbed into the passenger side, and the driver started the engine. With a roar and shaky start, they were off, leading the convoy away from what was now a dead zone.

Chas ducked her head. “I, erm, we snuck into the supply truck when no one was looking.”

“What?” Julia said. For a moment, she seemed stunned, then she began to laugh. “I knew you had moxie, but wow. You and your friends must have a real thirst for adventure.”

Chas grinned, but her happiness was soon squashed by Alvarez.

“Adventure, my ass. More like trouble.” He shot Chas a dark look. “You know you can never pull such a stunt again, right?” When Chas didn’t answer, he frowned. “At least not on my watch. I’ve got enough on my plate without babysitting a bunch of kids.”

“We’re not kids,” Chas burst out. “Why can’t you see that? Not only did we save you back there with the gasoline bombs, but we did just fine the night of the outbreak, surviving on our own, killing zombies. We even got away from a zombie gorilla.”

“Bombs? Zombie gorilla?” Julia cried. “That I’ve got to hear about.”

“Enough,” Alvarez said. “I appreciate that you’re tough and brave and that you can take care of yourselves, but your still children. Barely even teenagers.”

“Hey, I’m sixteen already,” Dean protested.

“Then you, especially, should know better,” Alvarez answered.

“Are you really going to tell Major Brown?” Chas asked, suddenly deflating as all her courage left her. “You know what he’ll do to me. To us.”

Alvarez sighed. “I don’t see how I can avoid it, Chas. I’m sorry. It’ll be my job if I don’t.”

Chas sagged into her seat. “I guess so.”

Julia looked at Chas. “What does Major Brown do? Is he ugly to you?”

“Ugly is an understatement. He hates us, and he goes out of his way to make our lives miserable,” Chas said.

“Is that true?” Julia asked Alvarez.

“Sadly, yes. The man seems to have a vendetta against little Chas here,” Alvarez said.

“He even made us clean up dead bodies at the fence the other day,” Vanessa said.

Julia gasped. “That’s not right. I’ll have to speak to Sergeant William. He supersedes the National Guard.”

“Do you think he’ll listen?” Chas asked as a kernel of hope blossomed within her chest.

“I wouldn’t bank on it,” Alvarez said. “Holt might supersede him, but right now, they have more problems than they can deal with, and Chas here ranks pretty low on the totem pole.”

“I can try,” Julia said, her mouth set.

“That you can,” Alvarez said, “or…”

“Or what?”

“You can work behind the scenes to prepare them for the outside. Teach them how to fight, how to think, how to handle themselves out here. None of us know what might happen in the future, and the best we can do is teach them what we know.”

Julia was silent after that until they were within sight of the safe zone’s gates, before saying, “All right, Alvarez. I’ll teach these kids what I know, but only if you’ll help me. I’ll need space, equipment, and look-outs. No one can know.”

“Done, done, and done,” Alvarez said. He twisted around in his seat and offered her his hand. “It’s a deal.” 

“Deal,” Julia said, looking at Chas. “I’ll arrange with you guys for a time and place as soon as I can. That’s a promise.”

“Thank you,” Chas said, exchanging excited looks with Vanessa and Dean. While it wouldn’t lessen the trouble they were in, it gave them something to look forward to.

“Look lively,” Alvarez said, as they drove through the gates to park. “I do believe you have a welcoming party waiting for you.”

Chas’ heart sank into her boots when she saw the crowd of people gathered together, and she climbed out of the truck with supreme reluctance. Vanessa and Dean followed her, both looking as nervous as hell.

Lala, Vivienne, and Major Brown stood at the front with Richard, Amelia, and Emily close behind. Sarah was there too, looking pale and sickly in a wheelchair, while young Sergeant Brown hovered in the background with a big smile on his face, his double-chin quivering with excitement.

Around them, the rest of the convoy parked, unloaded, and dispersed with the injured carried away on stretchers. Within minutes, it was just them and the usual activity of the base.

“Lala, Mom, I can explain,” Chas began, but much like with Alvarez, she was cut short.

“Keep quiet, Chas. You can explain yourself later. For now, I just want to know if you’re all in one piece,” Vivienne said, her sharp eyes running over the trio of friends.

“We’re fine, Mom.”

“You’re limping.”

“It’s just a bruise, nothing serious, I promise,” Chas said, her palms growing sweaty under the scrutiny of so many people. 

Major Brown looked at Alvarez. “Did you know anything about this? Did anyone under your command know or assist these children?”

“No, Sir. They stowed away in the supply truck. We only found out about them during an attack by a horde of zombies.”

Sarah gasped, and she began to cry weakly into a tissue. Vanessa reached out a hand. “I’m sorry, Mom, I didn’t mean to worry you.”

Sarah shook her head and sobbed harder.

Major Brown looked at Alvarez. “The mission was a success?”

“We rescued the party, Sir, but there have been losses, and Dr. Nathan Jones is severely injured, perhaps infected and dying.”

“In that case, you are dismissed. I will debrief you later in length, and we will notify the CDC and Army base in Washington,” Major Brown said with a curt nod. “Please ensure that any injured persons including the doctor are properly quarantined. We cannot afford an outbreak.”

“Yes, Sir,” Alvarez said, but as he prepared to leave, he hesitated. “Permission to speak, Sir.”

“Go ahead,” Major Brown said with a wave of his hand.

“These children did wrong today, Sir, no question about it. But they also saved my life and the lives of my men.” Alvarez continued to give a brief description of the fight and what Chas, Vanessa, and Dean had done.

Major Brown looked like he’d swallowed a lemon. “I don’t have time for stories, especially fantastical ones. You are dismissed, Sergeant.” 

“Yes, Sir,” Alvarez said, and this time he walked away, his back stiff.

“With all due respect, Major, what Sergeant Alvarez told you is the truth. The absolute truth. You can ask any soldier who was there, and they will tell you,” Julia intervened.

Major Brown’s face turned purple. “If I wanted your input, I would ask for it, Private Paige. This matter doesn’t concern you, or the army.”

“Actually, it does, since these children’s actions saved my life, as well as the lives of my group,” Julia said, unfazed by the Major’s scathing attack.

“You’re absolutely certain of your facts?” Vivienne asked, ignoring the stuttering Major Brown.

“Yes, ma’am,” Julia said. “I’m not one to lie.”

“Thank you. It’s good to know of these extenuating circumstances,” Vivienne said. “It might lighten their punishment…somewhat.”

“Just glad I could help, ma’am,” Julia said with a sweet smile before departing.

Major Brown ground on his teeth, clearly not happy with the direction things were going. “Shall we convene in the school room to discuss the situation?”

“Yes, let’s do that,” Vivienne replied.

Chas, Vanessa, and Dean hung back as far as they could, their feet dragging. They knew that it didn’t matter what they’d done for Alvarez and his men. Major Brown would find a way to make them pay, and pay, and pay. It was good to know they had allies, though, true friends like Alvarez and Julia.
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Once they arrived at the school, Chas and her friends were made to stand in front of the blackboard like naughty children while the adults took their seats. The only upside was the fact that Sergeant Brown didn’t join them. The Major had sent him off on an errand the moment they arrived, and Chas was happy to see him go. 

Now, she shifted from side to side while trying to avoid her mother’s angry stare. Despite their earlier heroics, Vivienne had not forgiven them for their antics, and Chas was certain a severe punishment awaited them.

“So, tell us exactly what you did,” Vivienne commanded.

In a faltering voice, Chas told everyone what had happened during their trip, leaving nothing out and including the bomb story. Vanessa and Dean added a few details here and there, ending with their return to base.

Major Brown didn’t bother to hide his derision. Throughout the story, he snorted, rolled his eyes, and even laughed a few times. “You’re not taking this stuff seriously, are you? They’re lying. They’re just trying to get out of being punished.”

“We’re not lying,” Chas said, her fingers itching to punch the smirk off his face. 

“How would I know? You don’t exactly have the best track record,” he said.

Chas gritted her teeth together as anger flooded her veins. She was pretty close to physically attacking him if he didn’t back off, but her mother’s gaze warned her to keep her mouth shut.

“That’s enough, Major,” Vivienne said, her fingers drumming on the tabletop. “Both Sergeant Alvarez and Private Paige testified to the truth of their story, and neither of them would have any reason to lie. It would be too easy to catch them out by asking the other soldiers who were also there.”

“Maybe,” Major Brown grumbled. “It still doesn’t change the fact that they snuck out of the base in one of my supply trucks, placing their lives in danger and worrying all of you. They must be punished.”

“I agree. As proud as I am of you three for saving the day, what you did was still wrong,” Vivienne said. After a moment of consideration, she added, “I’m putting you three on clean-up duty at the infirmary for a month. Every day after school, you’ll report to me for duty. Once you’re done, you’ll report to Lala, do your homework, eat supper, and go to bed. No more sneaking around. Understood?”

Chas gaped at her mom, unable to believe she could be so cruel. Clean-up duty at the infirmary was the worst. It included emptying bedpans, washing sheets covered in blood and other stuff, cleaning up vomit…the list went on. “Mom! A whole month?”

“You heard me,” Vivienne said, her tone brooking no argument.

“Lala, please,” Chas begged.

“I’m sorry, hun, but this is what it’s come to,” Chas’ grandmother replied, shaking her head sadly.

Richard and Amelia nodded sagely, Emily looked stunned, while Sarah sniffed into her tissue. At least, she’s no longer sobbing like a baby.

Major Brown laughed and stood up, preparing to leave. “It’s a fitting punishment, I suppose, and maybe it will teach Chas a lesson about honesty.”

“How many times are you still going to throw that in my face?” Chas asked. “I did what I thought was right.”

“Yeah, and a lot of good men and women died that night because of you,” Major Brown replied. “So don’t play the innocent with me.”

Tears formed in Chas’ eyes, his callous remark bringing back the pain she’d fought so hard to forget. At the same time, she wanted to fight back. Thanks to Julia, she no longer allowed the guilt ruled her. “That’s not fair. You know I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.”

“But they did, and it’s too late to take it back now,” he said. “Did you even think about those poor soldiers while you were concocting your lies?”

“All right, that’s it,” Vivienne said, rising from her chair. “I’ve had just about enough of you, Major Brown.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, his mouth hanging open. “Are you talking to me?”

“You heard me,” Vivienne said, her eyebrows forming a harsh scowl. “I’ve watched you bully my daughter for weeks now over a minor infraction, unable to complain because of our dependence on you. Don’t think for a second I don’t know about the ‘special chores’ you’ve had these kids perform, namely clearing away infected corpses.”

Major Brown’s face grew pale. “I didn’t.”

“Oh, yes, you did.”

“You had my Emily clear away infected corpses?” Amelia interrupted before grabbing her daughter by the shoulder. “Is that true, hun?”

Emily nodded. “Yes, it’s true.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

Emily stared at Major Brown. “Because he threatened to kick us all out of the safe zone.”

Richard Barnett’s face puffed up like a bullfrog’s. “He did what? I’ll kill him! Nobody threatens my family.”

Vivienne raised a hand. “That won’t be necessary, Richard. Because from now on, things will be different, won’t they, Major Brown?”

“You can’t blackmail me,” he blustered. 

“Oh, I can. I have contacts, both here and in Washington, and I’ll make certain they hear about your poor treatment of both the civilians under your care and the supplies you hoard for yourself.”

“You wouldn’t!” Major Brown said.

“Look at me,” Vivienne said with a grim smile. “You know I would.”

Major Brown swallowed hard. “What do you want?”

“First of all, I want you to leave Chas and her friends alone. They are not your concern any longer. Secondly, you are not to harass either Alvarez or Julia Paige simply because they came up for the kids earlier”

Major Brown gave a reluctant nod, his face pulled into a sour expression. “Fine.”

“Thirdly, if Chas hadn’t lied, both I and a lot of other people would be dead today. Is that what you’d prefer?”

“I…er…no, of course not,” Major Brown stuttered. The atmosphere in the room had dropped, and his eyes flitted from one frowning face to the other.

“Then let me make myself clear. If you mention Chas’ infraction one more time, I’ll drag you over my knee and spank you in front of all your men. Got that?”

Major Brown stared at her without saying a word, but his hatred shone through as clear as the midday sun.

“Do you understand?” she repeated.

“Yes, I do.”

“Then we have an accord.” Vivienne stuck her hand out, and they shook on it after which the Major left in a hurry.

Lala walked over, pushing Sarah in her wheelchair. “You’ve made an enemy there. We all have.”

“He was an enemy all along. I was just waiting for the right moment to do something about it,” Vivienne said.

“How did you know, Mother?” Chas asked, amazed at the way things had turned out. While their punishment still sucked, it was almost worth the look on the Major’s face.

“I’m neither blind nor stupid,” Vivienne said. “Plus, I have my sources.”

“Okay, Mom,” Chas said before retreating into the corner.

“Thank you, Vivienne, for showing us the Major’s true colors,” Richard said, tugging Emily and Amelia behind him.

“It was nothing, Richard,” Vivienne said before taking charge again. “I think it’s time we go back now. I’ll take Sarah to the infirmary, Lala. You get the kids fed and into bed. They have a long day ahead of them.”

Chas groaned at the reminder but gave her mother a farewell kiss before trudging outside behind Lala. Vanessa likewise greeted her mother before following, and soon they were all standing outside their dorms. 

After a quick goodbye, Dean went inside, and Lala ushered the rest of them into the dorm room. “You two had better have a cold shower before bed. You smell of death and gasoline. When you’re done you can eat. I saved something for you even though you missed dinner.”

“What about Dean?” Vanessa asked.

“I’ll take care of him, now off you go,” Lala said, without her usual smile and kind manner. 

Chas hesitated before asking. “Lala, are you all right?”

Lala stared at her for a second. “Do you have any idea how worried I was? How scared I was that I’d lost you too? It was a very selfish thing you did, no matter how brave.”

Chas swallowed. “I’m sorry, Lala.”

Lala sighed and waved her off. “Get cleaned up. You stink.”

Vanessa giggled as they made their way to the bathroom. “Death and gasoline. The new perfume of the apocalypse.”

Chas chuckled but soon sobered when she realized one thing. “You know what’s been bothering me?”

“What?”

“Who told them where we went?” 

Vanessa became serious. “What do you mean? Alvarez knew. They all knew.”

“The soldiers on patrol, yes, but nobody here at camp knew where we were except…” Chas couldn’t say it.

Vanessa stared at her. “She wouldn’t.”

“Are you sure?” Chas asked, even though she hated the thought. 

“It was me. I told them,” a quiet voice from behind confirmed her worst fears, and she turned around to see Emily framed in the doorway. 

“Why?” Chas asked, the sense of betrayal burning through her body like acid.

“I had to. You were going to get yourselves killed,” Emily said. 

“Don’t you think that should be our choice?” Vanessa asked. “Our decision to make?”

Emily shook her head. “Not if you’re making the wrong decision.”

“And you think deciding for us is better? Because you’re so much smarter than us, aren’t you Em?” Vanessa said in a sharp voice.

“It’s not like that,” Emily said. “I had to tell. You can’t go out there, it’s too dangerous.”

“Yeah, well, Emily. Thanks to you, we won’t be going anywhere at all from now on,” Chas said.

“I’m sorry, but I did it for you.”

“No, Emily. You did it for yourself. You think because you’re scared of everything, we should be too. Well, we’re not. I will get out of here, and I will find Grumps.”

“Please, try to understand,” Emily said.

Chas turned her back. “Just go away, Em. Leave us alone.”

After a few seconds, Emily left, and it was just Vanessa and Chas again. It had been like that for a while now except that Dean had joined them, Chas realized. Once again, the pack was broken, this time for good perhaps.








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




After their disastrous return to the base, life quickly settled into a new routine for Chas, Vanessa, and Dean. It was different from before in that it was even worse. A lot worse. From the moment she first opened her eyes in the morning to the time she closed them again to sleep at night, Chas was watched. 

Her every move was monitored by the many sets of eyes that were only too happy to make her life miserable. Vivienne, Lala, Amelia, Richard, Sarah, even June who previously did little but play poker with unsuspecting victims. Sergeant Brown was only too happy to help, as well. Even though his uncle the Major had sworn to leave Chas and her buddies alone, that didn’t mean he couldn’t get her back in other ways.

Worst of all, every day was the same. She’d get up at six, shower and dress, have breakfast at seven, then go to school until one. After that, she had to report to her mom at the infirmary and start her clean-up shift. This lasted until six in the evening after which she was allowed a quick wash, and man did she need it after the stuff she’d had to do all day. This was followed by dinner at seven and bed at eight. The dorm door was now locked at night, and she was escorted everywhere she went. To top it off, she wasn’t allowed to spend time alone with either Vanessa or Dean, and Emily was no longer to be trusted.

The sole exception to this awful routine was Sundays, but that didn’t mean they were much better. After breakfast, she got to sit through a two-hour sermon on the evils of man, followed by lunch under the trees. This was the one time she was allowed to talk to her friends and only under supervision.

On this particular Sunday, Chas was feeling utterly defeated. All her determination and spunk had been drained out of her after two weeks of this new life. Not even the deep shadow of the trees or the cool breeze could revive her. Vanessa and Dean weren’t faring any better either. They were both pale and listless, picking at their sandwiches with little enthusiasm.

Chas knew exactly how they felt. She took a sip of her water before returning to her previous hobby: tearing her food into little bits and feeding it to the ants.

“So, any news, guys?” Dean asked in a forced attempt at cheer. 

Vanessa shot him an empty look. “Yeah, Mrs. Roberts has a new cyst that needs to be drained on Tuesday, and I get to help clean up afterward.”

Dean shuddered, and Chas swallowed hard as nausea threatened to expel the one bite of the sandwich that she’d managed to eat. They all knew Mrs. Roberts and the various bodily ailments she suffered from, all of which were just plain nasty.

“I’m on bedpan duty tomorrow,” Chas said, her voice as numb as her brain.

“Laundry for me,” Dean said, his shoulders slumping once more.

Silence fell as each of them searched for something meaningful or fun to say, but came up short. Chas considered apologizing to Vanessa and Dean again for getting them into this mess. She’d done so many times over the past two weeks, but it didn’t make her feel any better. Not when she saw them suffering every day for a dumb idea she’d had. What’s the point, though? It won’t make a difference. I’ve already said it a thousand times.

Chas put another crumb of bread on the grass, watching as an ant struggled to lift it by itself before toddling off with its prize.

Vivienne looked at Chas and frowned. “Aren’t you eating, Chas?”

“Nope,” Chas said, her lips popping on the p.

“Why not? Aren’t you hungry?”

“Not particularly,” Chas said, tossing another crumb to the ants.

“Well, you should try to eat. You’re so thin already, you’re practically wasting away,” Vivienne admonished.

“Whatever.”

“Don’t sass me, young lady,” Vivienne said in a warning tone.

Ordinarily, that would have had Chas’ heart beating fast as her tongue stumbled across a speedy apology and a tumbling explanation. Today, she couldn’t muster the energy to care and shot her mother a dull look. “Sorry.” 

She turned her back on Vivienne and stared into the distance, her mind drifting on the currents as she sought to escape her current situation. She was distracted when a figure blocked her view, and she blinked up at the face bent over her. 

“Julia, it’s you,” Chas exclaimed, surprise filling her. She hadn’t seen any sign of the private since the day they’d snuck out of the base. “Where have you been?”

“I’ve been terribly busy, sweetie, but I’m back now.” After greeting the others, including Lala and Vivienne, Julia settled down on the grass next to Chas. She folded her arms around her knees, resting her chin on top. “I’ve got some free time this week. Would you like to do something with me?” 

“I can’t, I’ve got chores to do,” Chas said.

“Chores?” Julia asked. “All the time?”

Chas nodded, her eyes downcast. She was afraid if she looked into Julia’s sympathetic gaze, she’d start to cry. 

“Don’t you have any off time at all?” Julia asked, her voice kinder than anything Chas had heard in a while.

It caused a lump to form in her throat, and her voice was hoarse when she answered. “No, not while I’m being punished for sneaking out.”

Julia’s face became serious. “I see. That’s too bad.”

She sat with them a little while longer, tempting half-smiles from their lips with jokes and anecdotes from the army. It was nice to have her there, and Chas appreciated the effort she made to try and cheer them up. 

Finally, Julia got up and dusted herself off with her hands. “I have to go now, but it was nice seeing you again, Chas.”

“You too, Private Paige,” Chas responded with a smile.

“Oh, I thought we were friends?” Julia asked.

Chas nodded. “We are…Julia.”

“That’s more like it.”

Julia walked past the adults but paused before she got very far. She looked at Lala and Vivienne for a few seconds as if thinking something through. At last, she spoke, asking a question. “Not that it’s any of my business, but I take it Chas and her friends are still being punished?”

Vivienne nodded. “Yes, they are.”

Julia hesitated again, clearly afraid to voice her thoughts. Lala intervened, asking in a warm tone. “Is there something bothering you, hun?”

“Actually, yes.”

“What is it? Speak up, we won’t bite,” Lala said.

“I just wanted to say that I’ve never seen a bunch of kids so broken before.” Julia looked at Chas, Vanessa, and Dean, letting her gaze hover over each. “There’s a difference between punishing someone for a wrongdoing and breaking their spirits. Courage is a rare commodity now. It should be nurtured, not crushed, ma’am.”

Throwing both Vivienne and Lala a quick nod, Julia marched away at a fast clip, avoiding their outraged cries. Chas watched Julia depart until she could no longer see her, admiration for the private’s courage filling her breast. For a moment, Chas remembered what it felt like to be brave and selfless, to ignore your fears and push past them. The taste of true freedom.

But the sensation passed quickly, and reality set in. She wasn’t likely to experience that feeling again for a long time. After lunch, as they walked back to the dorms, Chas became aware of Lala’s intense gaze studying her in minute detail. She tried to ignore it at first until it became too obvious. “Is something wrong, Lala?” 

“That’s what I was about to ask you,” Lala replied. “How are you, Chas. Really?”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. Talk to me. We used to talk all the time,” Lala pressed.

A flash of anger filled Chas, and the words burst free from her lips before she could help herself. “What do you want from me, Lala? Aren’t I being punished enough already? Do you expect me to walk around with a smile on my face too now?”

Hurt filled Lala’s eyes. “I don’t want to punish you, hun, but what you kids did was wrong.”

“For the hundredth time, I’m not a kid anymore. I haven’t been one for a long time, and I’m sick and tired of being treated like a baby. It’s the end of the world, Lala. Things have changed. I’ve changed. I’m not your little girl anymore.” 

Chas’ chest heaved with emotion as the words tumbled from her lips, not caring that everyone was looking at her with shocked expressions. Everyone but Vanessa and Dean who came to stand on either side of her, lending their support.

“What do you want then, Chas?” Vivienne asked, moving closer. “You can’t expect us to simply let you waltz out of those gates knowing what’s out there.”

“Train us. Teach us how to fight, how to look after ourselves. Teach us how to survive,” Chas said. “The only thing outside those fences is death, and books won’t help us live a minute longer than it takes for the zombies to eat us.”

“You can’t skip school, young lady,” Richard said. “That’s simply not an option. The only thing that separates us from the zombies is our intelligence.”

“That’s fine, Mr. Barnett, but instead of crushing the life from us with soul-sucking chores, at least let us train after school. We’ll still help out and do our share, but give us something to live for,” Vanessa said, adding her voice to Chas’.

“Yeah, because right now, we don’t have much going for us,” Dean said.

“Who’s going to train you?” Lala asked. “I don’t think Major Brown will allow it.”

“He doesn’t have to. Julia will, and she’s not under his command,” Chas said.

Lala looked at Vivienne who nodded. “All right. I’ll speak to Julia about training you, but I think it would be best if we kept this to ourselves.”

With some reluctance, Richard and Amelia agreed, though it didn’t look like they’d let Emily train with them. It didn’t matter. As much as Chas missed Emily’s friendship, her friend’s betrayal still stung, and she looked forward to training with Julia more. For the first time in two weeks, Chas had a spring in her step. 








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  




Much to Chas’ surprise, her mother kept her word and spoke to Julia. Julia, in turn, spoke to Alvarez, and Alvarez roped in the old team: Williams, Sanchez, Smith, Davis, and Johnson. They all agreed to help and picked an old warehouse on the edge of the base, ensuring it was too far away to warrant a casual visit by either Major Brown or his lazy nephew.

Together, they turned it into a training facility, clearing a space in the middle with a mat for hand to hand combat, and setting up a couple of chairs with a blackboard for lessons in tactics and weaponry. It could all be cleared away within seconds, leaving behind nothing in case the lookout spotted unwelcome company, and an exit at the back provided a quick getaway. 

Around the open space in the middle, the soldiers arranged the shelves and stored supplies into a maze that would be used to teach the teens how to clear a building of infected. Alvarez somehow managed to secure a load of paintball guns and gear for them to use during such an exercise, and he also dipped into the armory for a selection of weapons that wouldn’t be missed. These were locked away in a steel trunk for the time being, and he added to it whenever he could.

Outside, a rough obstacle course was set up, hidden from prying eyes by the rusting hulks of broken-down trucks. The course itself wasn’t obvious, disguised by strategically placed junk such as old drums, sheets of metal, wooden pallets and the like, but it would do the job.

By Wednesday, training was set to commence, but not in the way Chas had envisioned. After school, she was about to grab her stuff and run to the warehouse when Richard Barnett stopped them. “Hold your horses. You’re not quite done here yet.”

“But, aren’t we supposed to start training today?” Chas asked.

“Of course. Right now, starting with an hour of physical training, as per Private Paige’s orders,” he said with a smug smile.

“Physical training?” Chas asked, her mind scrambling to keep up.

“You can’t train if you’re unfit, can you? I’m here to whip those lazy butts into shape,” Richard Barnett said with far too much glee for comfort. “You can start by jogging around the schoolyard until I tell you to stop.”

Chas groaned, as did Vanessa and Dean. This was not what they’d had in mind when they envisioned combat training. They packed their bags and slouched outside, eyeing the hot sun above their heads. Much to their surprise, Mr. Barnett turned to his daughter and said, “You too, Emily.”

Emily’s mouth dropped open. “I’m training too, Dad?”

“Yes, your mother and I discussed it, and we decided it would be good for you,” he said. “From now on, you can all call me Coach.”

Ignoring any further objections, he clapped his hands. “Start running.”

“What if Major Brown sees us?” Chas asked. “Won’t he wonder what we’re doing?”

“I’ll tell him it’s part of your punishment. Now run!”

Chas and the others broke into a jog, doing several circuits before Coach shouted, “Faster. Run faster. My grandma can do better than that, for goodness sake.”

They duly sped up and did a few more rounds before Emily collapsed to the grass, heaving for breath. “Dad, I can’t do anymore.”

Her father pursed his lips. “When you’re training, it’s Coach, not Dad, and you can do more unless you want extra homework.” 

She gasped, “Really?”

Coach snapped his fingers. “Move, Emily.”

She scrambled to her feet amidst snickers from the rest, her face the color of beetroot. She fell in behind them, and once more, they jogged around the yard with their new coach spurring them on.

Finally, when they were utterly exhausted, he had them do jumping jacks, burpees, sit-ups, push-ups, and squats. By the time an hour had passed, Emily had puked, Chas had nearly passed out, and Vanessa looked ready to murder someone with her bare hands. Only Dean looked happy, his broad smile stretching from ear to ear.

Their new coach allowed them to rest for ten minutes, passing out bottles of water and wet towels before they were allowed to leave. As they walked toward the training center using the back alleys Julia had shown them, Chas said. “My legs feel like jelly.”

“So does mine,” Vanessa agreed. “Everything hurts.”

“Chin up, guys. They’ve got a point. We need to be fit if we want to train,” Dean said. “This is what soldiers do.”

“I guess so,” Chas said, thinking back to all the army movies she’d watched in the past. It hadn’t looked so bad on the screen. Now she wondered.

“I never asked to be a soldier,” Emily mumbled, though the rest ignored her flat. She elected to stay in the background after that, not saying another word.

It was strange having her with them again. Her betrayal had broken the group apart, and nobody felt ready to forgive her yet, even though she’d apologized several more times. Chas missed her friendship and intelligence, her bright, sunny nature. They all did. But it was a question of trust, and Chas no longer believed they could trust her. Maybe one day.

Once they arrived at the warehouse, Julia greeted them with a broad smile. “Hi, guys. Today, your training begins, but before we start, I want to lay down a few ground rules. Number one, you do whatever I tell you to do without complaint. Number two, if you feel you can’t do it anymore, you’re free to leave, but don’t come back. Number three, and this is the most important one, you have to work together as a group, no matter how you feel about each other.”

Chas exchanged pointed looks with Vanessa and Dean as they all looked at Emily. “We have to work with her?”

“Exactly. Even if you’re mad at her. From today, she’s a part of your squad, a team member, and we don’t leave anyone behind. Got that?”

“Okay,” Chas mumbled with the rest.

“Good. Then you can begin by climbing that wall. First one to the top wins a protein bar,” Julia said, indicating a wall that had been fitted with rough handholds. A cushioned mat lay at the bottom, but that was it.

Chas tackled the wall, climbing as fast as she could, the prospect of a protein bar too much to resist. Halfway up, she had to give up, her quivering muscles unable to hold her weight any longer. She dropped to the ground where Emily already waited. Seconds later, Vanessa fell too, followed shortly by Dean.

Julia pursed her lips in disappointment. “No winners today, I see. Moving on.”

Next, they were paired up and taught to fight with their hands. With slow precision, Julia showed them where to place a hit, and how to defend against it. One would punch, while the other defended. Chas was just happy to be paired with Vanessa and not Emily, or she might have been tempted to sneak in a real blow. 

After the self-defense class, Julia allowed them to sit and drink water while she showed them tactics on the blackboard. It was a complicated affair, and soon, Chas’ attention wandered. The exes and arrows began to look like squiggly lines to her tired eyes, and she zoned out.

“Chas! What did I just say?” Julia snapped.

“Huh?” Chas said, jerking upright. “I don’t know.”

“Drop down and give me ten push-ups,” Julia said.

“What?” Chas cried.

“You heard me. Drop and give me ten.” Julia’s expression was stern, completely unlike her usual friendly self.

“I’m sorry, I won’t do it again. I’ll pay attention from now on,” Chas said.

Julia frowned. “I told you to give me ten. You didn’t. Now all of you drop and give me ten. Now!”

Amidst a chorus of grumbles, the teens each did ten push-ups, and Chas was very aware that it was her fault. For the rest of the lesson, she made sure to pay attention, and nothing further happened. 

The day’s training ended off with Julia showing them how to hold and handle a gun while laying down the basic rules for firearms. “You won’t be handling any guns yourselves until I’m sure you can be trusted not to hurt either yourself or someone else.”

It was after five in the afternoon before they were done, and Julia said, “That’s it for today. I’ll see you all at the same time tomorrow, and remember, keep this to yourselves. If Major Brown finds out, we’re all in trouble.”

After saying goodbye, Chas dragged her tired limbs home at the pace of a painful shuffle, collecting her schoolbag along the way. Vanessa, Dean, and Emily were in a similar state, their shoulders drooping with exhaustion.

That night, as Chas lay in bed, she realized something, however. As sore and tired as she was, it was different from before. This time, it was her own choice, and she was learning useful skills along the way. This time around, it meant something.

The next day passed much like the first, and soon a week had passed under Julia’s tutelage. Chas learned a few valuable lessons early on, lessons that changed her life inside the safe zone for the better. As long as she and her friends laid low, did their schoolwork and chores, and reported back promptly after their training, they were granted more freedom. Eventually, the eagle eyes that had followed them everywhere eased up, and they could breathe again.

Another thing she realized, was that while Julia was her friend outside of training, she was her teacher during that time and not to be trifled with or disobeyed. The same applied to Alvarez and any of the others who took Julia’s place at times.

The third thing she learned, was that it was better to take a cold shower at night, easing the pain in her muscles and washing away the grime, than taking a hot bath in the early mornings. Plus, volunteering to do chores in the infirmary had unexpected benefits. Perks such as painkillers and band-aids for the various aches and scrapes they accumulated. She’d quickly concluded that she’d rather empty a bedpan and have a pain free evening, than peel potatoes with a sprained wrist.

The last lesson was, in a way, the most frustrating one. The wall couldn’t be beaten, and the protein bar remained out of reach, taunting the teens from its lofty heights.

The situation in the camp had changed too. Now that Dr. Nathan Jones was out of the picture, the CDC had sent another two scientists in his place, but this time they played it safe, going only to zones where the infected’s numbers were manageable. This meant that Major Brown spent a lot of time with his guests and could be avoided most of the time.

At the same time, attacks on the fence line became more frequent, and the alarms situated along the border went off at regular intervals, at least every two days. These skirmishes weren’t too serious, but there was growing concern about the amount of ammunition that was used each time. Speculations ran rife over how long it would take before a breach occurred.

Thus it happened that during their second week of training, Chas was shocked to find both Vivienne and Lala waiting for them inside the warehouse.

“Mom? Lala? What are you doing here?” Chas asked.

Alvarez stepped forward, their teacher for the day as Julia was out on an expedition with the CDC. “They’ve asked to be trained as well, now that a breach by the zombies seems imminent.”

“Oh, okay,” Chas replied, wondering if they would be expected to climb the wall and run the obstacle course as well. 

It soon turned out they weren’t. Vivienne and Lala sat in on the gun and tactics lessons and took part in the self-defense classes. That was deemed to be enough for them. It wasn’t long before they were joined by the Barnetts and June, as well. The only one who never showed up was Sarah. Her health simply didn’t allow for it, and she remained weak and listless, a fact that worried Vanessa a great deal.

All of these things meant that Chas’ life took a turn for the better, but it was during the third week that the biggest change occurred. During their self-defense lesson, Chas was partnered up with Emily for the first time. She knew better than to complain to Julia, though. That would earn her ten push-ups.

Instead, she faced Emily with her eyes narrowed and her fists raised. “Ready?”

Emily nodded, a flash of nervousness crossing her features. “I’m ready.”

Chas started out with a jab which Emily failed to evade, and the hit landed on Emily’s chin. It wasn’t a hard blow, and Emily responded with a roundhouse that grazed Chas’ shoulder. 

Chas sidestepped, her waist rolling as she let loose another quick punch but was caught by surprise when Emily predicted her move and lashed out with her own blow that landed squarely on Chas’ chest, hitting hard enough to cause her to stagger backward.

Anger boiled inside Chas, and she followed up her jab with a flurry of punches that broke through Emily’s defenses. One landed on her shoulder, and the other connected with a solid thud to the nose.

Emily cried out in pain, grabbing her face as blood spurted out from between her fingers. “Ow!”

Chas froze in place, her eyes fixed on the sight of her erstwhile friend’s blood staining her shirt. Remorse filled her, and she reached out. “I’m sorry, Emily. I didn’t mean it. Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay. You broke my nose!”

Julia quickly stepped in and got the nosebleed under control. After a quick examination, she said, “It’s not broken, but it was close. It will be swollen for a while, and you might have two blue eyes tomorrow.”

“Great,” Emily mumbled, her cheeks still stained with tears and dried blood. “Just great.”

“I’m really sorry, Em,” Chas tried again, reaching out.

Emily raised a hand. “Just leave me alone, okay. You should be happy now. You finally got me back, didn’t you?” Without another word, Emily stormed off, leaving a dejected Chas to stare after her.

Julia shook her head. “Chas, I know she told on you, but don’t you think it’s time you worked things out between you? She’s your friend, after all, and that isn’t something you throw away lightly.”

Chas sighed. “I know, and you’re right. I‘ll talk to her.”

“Good, now get back to your training.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur, and as hard as she tried, Chas never got a chance to talk to Emily alone. She was even more riddled with guilt the next day when Emily got up sporting two shiners. Neither of the Barnetts was impressed either, and Chas got the stink eye for the entire school day.

That afternoon, the atmosphere was thick enough to cut with a knife, and Julia eyed the little group with impatience. “Well, isn’t this a merry little band? I’ll tell you what. Since none of you have so far been able to get to the top of the wall to win the prize, I’ll give you a hint. It takes more than one set of hands. Now go!”

Chas frowned, wondering what on earth Julia meant, but by the look on Emily’s face, she knew exactly. Like a bullet shot from a rifle, Emily was off, crawling up the wall like a spider monkey. 

Chas was right behind her, determined to win that protein bar, no matter what. Using her hands and feet, she went up as far as she could until she ran out of handholds. Once again, she stared with frustrated anger at the too-large gap between her and the nearest hold.

That’s when Emily appeared, to her left and slightly higher up. She too was faced with the gap, but this time, she looked at Chas. “We have to work together.”

“Huh?” 

“Don’t you get it? It takes more than one pair of hands,” Emily said.

A lightbulb went off in Chas’ brain, and her eyes grew wide. “Oh, I see.”

“Put your hand beneath my foot and hoist me up,” Emily said. “Then Dean, and then Vanessa. It will take all of us for one to get to the top.”

“What? So you can win the prize? I don’t think so,” Chas said with a snort.

“I’ll share it with you. I promise.”

Chas thought it over, exchanging looks with Vanessa and Dean. She stared at Emily who used to be her best friend and came to a decision. “All right. I’m trusting you. We all are.”

With those words, Chas gave Emily the leverage she needed to get to the next handhold. Dean did the same when she reached the next obstacle, and Vanessa helped her over the last one. Together, the trio dropped to the ground while Emily made the final ascent, grabbing the little red flag at the top. 

She jumped down into Julia’s waiting arms who smiled and cheered. “You did it, Emily. Good job. Here’s your prize.”

Emily stared at the chocolate covered protein bar in her hands, a treat of the kind they hadn’t had in months. She looked at Chas and extended the bar. “Thanks for giving me another chance and for trusting me.”

Chas ignored the bar and pulled Emily into a hug. “I’m just sorry I didn’t do it sooner. I’ve missed you, Em.”

“I’ve missed you too. All of you,” Emily said, starting to cry when Vanessa and Dean joined in as well.

“I don’t care about the chocolate,” Vanessa said. “I’m just glad we’re together again.”

Julia clapped her hands. “Guess what? You don’t have to share. There’s one for each of you. This was never an individual challenge, but a group one, and you all won.”

That night, they sat on the grass outside the dorm after dinner, staring at the stars while eating their treats. It felt good to be together again, and once more, the pack was whole.

Though their training grew tougher with time, it also became more fun with the addition of the obstacle and paintball course. Not only did it teach them how to overcome just about anything and how to clear a building of zombies, but it was also a ton of fun.

They grew closer to Alvarez and his team as well. Each day, one of them played look-out, though Johnson was the most regular. As a sniper, he had excellent eyesight, and nothing got past him.

Sanchez took a few days out of her routine to teach them how to throw a knife, a skill Chas excelled at thanks to her uncle. Davis taught them basic first aid which Vivienne later expanded on, and Williams showed them how to set booby traps and alarms. Even Smith did his share by passing on some of his knowledge about comms. All of these things were useful to know, and not a day passed that Chas didn’t learn something new.

The best time, however, came when Major Brown left the base for the first time in months. Grabbing the opportunity with both hands, Alvarez taught them how to shoot with live rounds. For weeks, they’d been taught to reload, clean, maintain, and handle their guns, but not once had they been able to actually fire them.

During the three days the Major and his nephew was absent, they all acquired reasonable proficiency with a firearm, and on the last day, Alvarez handed them each their own gun. These were to be hidden inside the dorms, of course, but in the event of a breach, they’d be armed and able to defend themselves.

Chas, Vanessa, Dean, and Emily each got a 9mm Parabellum, fully loaded. Lala got her old shotgun back, while Vivienne, June, Richard, and Amelia were all gifted with a Glock 19. It was with a new sense of self-confidence that they faced the next attack on the fences now that they were no longer completely reliant on the soldiers for their safety.

“Thank you, Alvarez,” Vivienne said, admiring her new gun, her stern demeanor softening for once.

“Thank your daughter, ma’am. She’s the reason I did this,” he replied, startling both Vivienne and Chas.

“How so?” 

Alvarez looked at Chas with a crooked smile. “Let’s just say that she reminded me that it’s not only soldiers who get to be heroes. More often than not, it’s the ordinary people who step up when it’s most needed.”

Vivienne smiled, pulling Chas into a deep hug. “Thank you as well, Alvarez.”

“For what, ma’am?”

“For reminding me how proud I am of my daughter and what a rare treasure she is.”

Chas blinked back sudden tears as she was enveloped in her mother’s familiar scent. For the first time in a long time, everything felt right again.
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Chas stared out of the window at the blue sky while Mr. Barnett droned on about the Roman Empire and its various emperors. The history lesson held little interest for her, even though she knew they would be quizzed on it later.

Instead, her thoughts lay with Julia and her training. After five solid weeks of non-stop work, Chas felt like a different person. She was more confident and knew how to defend herself, both with her body and with a knife. She could handle just about any gun, fire it with reasonable accuracy, clean it, and maintain it. Her muscles had strengthened, and she possessed both stamina and agility. Her mind had opened up too. She was now more aware of her environment and what it contained, the possibility of defending an area, and how to use what was around you to survive. She was becoming a soldier, and nothing could make her prouder.

The difference was evident in her friends too. They’d all changed, morphing into better, stronger versions of themselves. As tough as the training had been, Chas was glad they’d stuck with it, and she looked forward to taking it even further and bettering herself. It gave her a purpose, a reason to get up in the mornings.

Another fifteen minutes passed before Mr. Barnett called it a day, and she was out of there in a flash. The required hour of exercise was no longer a harrowing experience, either. Instead, it passed by with ease, her new abilities making it seem like a breeze.

Afterward, they trooped toward the warehouse, and Chas challenged the others. “Let’s make a game of this. The winner gets my desert on Sunday.”

“Yeah, by doing what?” Vanessa asked.

“First one to the warehouse wins, but you can’t let Johnson spot you, or you’re out,” Chas said.

“You’re on,” Dean cried, dashing off immediately followed by the rest.

Emily disappeared into a bunch of bushes, Dean behind a building, Vanessa at a sprint into the distance, and the challenge was on. Knowing the terrain and Johnson’s eagle eyes by now, Chas thought her best option would be to circle around the warehouse and come up behind it.

Running in a loop, she used every available bit of cover she could find along the way, pausing briefly to rub some dirt into her exposed skin. After a few minutes, she’d reached her target, and waited for a few minutes to look for her friends. None of them could be seen, and she decided she’d better move before they beat her to it. 

In a low crouch, she edged around the warehouse from the back, making her way to the front entrance. She’d almost made it when Johnson’s slow drawl froze her in her tracks. “I know you’re there. You might as well show yourself.”

Stamping her foot, Chas stepped into the open. Johnson was facing her way with a crooked smile on his lips, and she was just in time to see Emily slip through the entrance right behind his back.

Her mouth fell open, and a thought occurred to her. “How did you know I was here? Did you see me?”

Johnson shook his head. Actually, no. I heard something over by you and investigated.”

“Heard something? Like what?” 

“A clink. Like a stone hitting metal.”

“I see, and have you seen either Dean or Vanessa?”

“Yup, I saw them. They were trying to sneak in same as you, and now they’re waiting for you inside,” Johnson said. “Is this some sort of game you kids are playing?”

Chas laughed. “You could say that, and Emily won.”

“Emily? But she hasn’t been near here.”

“Actually, she threw a stone or something in my direction and slipped right by you while you were distracted with me,” Chas said.

“Why that sneaky little bird. I can’t believe she got one over on me,” Johnson marveled.

Chas ducked into a warehouse where her friends waited with Julia. “Well, Emily. You did it. You won.”

“Thank you,” Emily said with a huge grin. “Ready to forfeit your Sunday pudding?”

“A deal’s a deal,” Chas said, sticking out her hand.

They shook on it before turning to Julia who waited impatiently. “Sorry, guys, but I just got word that we’re going out again. I won’t be able to train you today. In fact, none of us can.”

“None of you? Why not?” Chas asked.

“Because we’re all going. Alvarez, Sanchez, Davis, me, the lot. By all accounts, this is a big mission, and a big escort is needed. We’re leaving in an hour’s time.”

“Big meaning dangerous,” Chas said.

Julia nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Sudden fear rushed through Chas’ veins. “What if you don’t come back?”

Julia smiled. “Don’t worry about me, Chas. I can handle myself. So can Alvarez and his team. The ones I’m most worried about is you.”

“Me?” Chas asked, feeling confused.

“I meant all of you. The camp as a whole,” Julia replied.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Chas asked.

“With us going on this expedition, the guards here will be short-handed. With the number of attacks we’ve been experiencing lately, I’m worried you might be in danger.”

Chas thought about. The attacks on the camp had been growing over the past few days, and the alarms now went off almost daily. It was if the zombies were being drawn to the safe camp, as if they knew there was fresh food waiting just beyond the fence. “Are the zombies hunting us?”

Julia began pacing up and down, a sure sign of her agitation. “The scientists think the zombies are growing desperate for food. So desperate, that they’re roaming far and wide looking for anything to eat. They’ve already stripped the towns of anything living. The only things still alive out there are feral dogs, cats, and those clever enough to stay out of their way.”

“That sounds pretty bad,” Chas said, “and if a few know we’re here, it’ll draw more of them.”

“That’s right, but it gets worse.”

“Worse?” Emily asked, pushing her glasses up her nose.

“Recent raids have reported that the infected are grouping together and forming hordes. These hordes are big enough to bull-doze over anything in their path, even…”

“Even the safe zone,” Chas added for her.

Julia nodded. “Ammunition for the machine guns are running low, and once it’s gone, it’s game over, I’m afraid.”

Emily sat down on the nearest chair with a thump. “Well, that’s just perfect. What do we do now?”

“Alvarez and I have been discussing this for a while now, and we came up with a plan. The problem is, we’ve only begun implementing it, and now that we have to leave, we can’t finish what we started.” Julia stopped pacing and looked at Chas and her friends. “We’re leaving it up to you now. You’ll have to save the camp.”

“We?” Chas asked. “What about Major Brown? We can’t even breathe with him in the area.”

“Yeah, if you haven’t noticed, the guy loves us about as much as a wet fart,” Dean said, adding his two cents to the pot.

Chas blinked. “A wet fart? Where did that come from?”

Julia exploded into laughter, followed by Vanessa, and soon, all of them joined in, the tension relieved somewhat by Dean’s comical choice of words. The moment was all too brief, however.

Once their laughter died down, Julia was able to answer Chas’ question. “Major Brown is accompanying us. In fact, he insists on being with us in case of a big discovery. His nephew as well.”

Vanessa snorted. “Trust him not to miss out on anything that might mean a promotion.”

“I think there’s more to it than that. I think he’s counting on the base being attacked and overrun while he’s gone,” Julia said. “That’s why he ordered Alvarez and the others to accompany him.”

“Why would he want that?” Chas asked. “He lives here too. This is the safest place for miles.”

“Think about it, Chas,” Emily said. “The Major hates it here. He wants to be closer to the bigwigs of government. As long as we’re here, he has to look after us, but if we’re gone…”

“They’ll recall him back to Washington,” Chas said, understanding dawning on her.

Julia nodded. “That’s what we suspect. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s the one drawing the zombies here.”

Chas shook her head, horrified at the thought of so many people dying for one man’s ambition. “What a monster.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Emily asked. “If we’re to survive what’s coming, you need to tell us what to do.”

“Huddle up and listen closely,” Julia said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

Chas and the rest moved in closer as Julia relayed the plan she and Alvarez had cooked up. Afterward, she pressed a bundle of keys and papers into Chas’ hand. “We had these copied, and each is marked, as you can see.”

Chas tucked the keys into her pocket. “Are you sure this will work?”

“It has to. In the meantime, Alvarez and I will do our best to get the expedition cut short. We’re expected to stay in the field for ten days, maybe more, but we’re aiming to come back within two. Also, Johnson is staying behind on the pretext of being sick. He’ll help as much as he can.”

“How will you get the Major to come back earlier? Especially if he wants the base to fall while you’re gone?” Chas asked.

Julia shrugged, her expression grim. “By any means necessary. I promise you, Chas. If we can come back early, we will. I won’t stand by and let this place fall to the zombies. Neither will Alvarez.”

Chas nodded. “I’ll look out for you.”

“You do that. Two, three days, max.” Julia hugged each of them in turn. “In the meantime, follow the plan and stay strong.”








  
  
  Chapter 16

  
  




Chas and her friends stood by the gates and watched the research convoy leave. It was a much bigger group than usual, bristling with personnel and guns while the supply trucks groaned beneath the weight of their loads.

Sergeant William Holt and the army went first, followed by the CDC and its scientists. Major Brown didn’t deign to look at them as his vehicle drove past, though his nephew waved at them with sick merriment. If everything Julia suspected was true, then he likely knew what was going to happen to the safe zone and everyone in it. What kind of person can be happy over the death of so many innocent people? 

Julia, Alvarez, and his group went last. The grim-looking soldiers saluted them as they passed by, and Chas had to bite on her lower lip to prevent herself from running after them. She feared not only for their lives, but also the camp’s, and it was with hollow regret that she watched them disappear into the distance, a cloud of dust their final goodbye. 

Once they were gone, the gates clanked shut, and the remaining soldiers of the National Guard dispersed along the fence line. To Chas’ eyes, their numbers were pitiful, and the importance of the plan became crystal clear.

“Right, guys. You heard Julia. It’s up to us now,” Chas said, turning to her little group. Looking at each of them, she reflected that she couldn’t ask for better friends, but couldn’t imagine how they were going to pull it all off.

Johnson must’ve caught on to her uncertainty, because he gripped her shoulder and said, “Relax, girl. You can do this. All of you. Besides, you’ve got me so there’s no way you can screw this up.”

Chas laughed. “I guess you’re right. We do have you, the world’s greatest sharpshooter.”

Johnson tipped an imaginary hat at her. “So, have at it. What’s first on the list?”

Chas took a deep breath. “Here goes. Johnson, you’re in charge of defenses. It’s your job to rally the remaining soldiers, rotate them, and equip them. Keep us safe for as long as possible. Ideally, we want to keep the safe zone intact for Alvarez’s return.”

“I’ll need some sort of authorization or the other soldiers won’t follow me,” Johnson said.

“Not a problem,” Chas said, extracting a paper from the bundle Julia had given her. “Here’s the order, signed by Alvarez himself, appointing you as his second-in-command.”

Johnson accepted the paper. “Thanks.”

“We’ll also need you to smooth the way for us with regards to the rest of the plan. Nobody is going to listen to a bunch of teens.”

“What do you need?” Johnson asked.

“Julia and Alvarez’s main idea was for the entire base to fall back to a secondary position on top of the mountain in the event of a disastrous attack. With its guard tower manned by an automated machine gun, sniper towers, and only one narrow entrance, it will be much easier to defend should there be a breach. It means, however, that we’ll have to shift a ton of supplies up there and rig up a barricade.”

“That’s a massive undertaking,” Johnson said. “Do we even have time to do all that?”

“And what about living quarters, water, electricity, and the infirmary? How will everyone live if they have to move up there?” Emily pointed out. “There isn’t much on the mountain. It’s mostly bare rock, and Julia didn’t mention any of that.”

“No, there isn’t much up there,” Chas admitted. “That’s why we all need to work together on this and come up with solutions.”

“What do the plans say?” Emily asked, nodding at the papers in Chas’ hands.

“I haven’t had a chance to look at them yet,” Chas admitted.

“Let me,” Emily said, extending her hand, and Chas handed over the plans Julia and Alvarez had drawn up with a sense of relief.

Emily rifled through them, her eyes scanning the sprawling script at a rapid pace. “Johnson, we need you to arrange a meeting with all the head honchos as soon as possible. If we’re going to do this, we need to work together, and according to Julia, they’ve already spoken to most of these people anyway.”

“Who do I need to talk to?” Johnson asked.

“The supply master, head engineer, head mechanic, and cook for a start,” Emily said. “We can meet with them at the infirmary at five this afternoon. Apparently, your mom’s in on this, Chas. She’ll arrange with the Head Surgeon and set aside space for us to talk in private.”

“What do I tell them?” Johnson asked.

“The truth. You can also give them this. It’s a letter from Alvarez for each of them,” Emily said, handing the letters to Johnson. “If you can think of anybody else, invite them too.”

Chas checked her watch, a recent addition to her wardrobe. “That’s in an hour’s time. We’ll need to hurry.”

“Right, I’m off. See you at the meeting,” Johnson said, before hurrying away.

“What about us?” Dean asked.

Emily shrugged. “There isn’t much we can do until the meeting.”

“Not true. We can inspect the base and the mountain to see what we’re working with,” Chas said. 

“Good idea,” Dean said. “We can make a workout of it too and do it at a jog.”

“I like the sound of that,” Chas said. “Ready?”

“Ready!” everyone cried.

“Then let’s go.” “Chas set off at a steady jog, leading her group down the fence line and around the entire base.

It was a good thing they did because it made them aware of exactly how many miles of borderline they had to defend with only a handful of soldiers. It became even more obvious to Chas that the Major had planned it on purpose. He knew what he was doing when he took Alvarez with three-quarters of the remaining soldiers with him, leaving only a few to guard the base. 

“I can’t believe he left us all to die,” Chas mumbled while rage bubbled through her veins. “I really hope the zombies get him.”

After covering the fence, they jogged through the base itself, running past the dorms, the schoolroom, the kitchen and mess hall, the parking lot, and warehouses. After that, they headed to the infirmary, circled around it and investigated the mountain pass. 

It was a narrow, winding pass that led up to the top, broad enough for one truck at a time. The rocky walls spread downward in a rough v-shape that housed the infirmary on one point and they hydro-station on the other which abutted to the river. Between these two buildings lay another warehouse and open space.

They paused to rest for a few minutes, and Chas looked at her watch again. “We still have twenty minutes left. Fancy a look at the top?”

“Sure,” Dean said.

“Why not?” Vanessa added.

“Might as well,” Emily said, her face sweaty but determined.

She led the way up the mountain, pushing her legs hard to keep up the pace until the steep, narrow passageway flattened out into a big flat area dotted with bushes, stunted trees, and clumps of grass. On either side, it fell away to rocky cliff faces impassible to zombies. Two guard towers stood sentinel over the single passageway, one of which housed a couple of snipers and the other an automatic machine gun. Two long low buildings occupied one corner of the space, but that was about it.

“Well, we’ve seen it all. Ready for the meeting?” Chas asked.

The others agreed, and they made their way back to the infirmary where Vivienne waited impatiently. “The other people are already here. Where have you been?”

“We took a tour of the safe zone, Mom. Sorry, we’re late,” Chas said.

Vivienne’s eyes traveled from one to the other. “You couldn’t even be bothered to wash up before you came here? Shame on you lot! Come with me.”

Clucking like a mother hen, she led them to the bathroom where they washed away the worst of the sweat and dirt. After that, they entered a small room occupied by a single long table with chairs, a water cooler with cups, and a whiteboard on the wall with colored pens in a tray.

A bunch of people were already seated at the table and heads now turned toward the group of teens who barged in liked they owned the place. Frowns adorned the sea of faces, and Chas decided that a confident but polite manner would be best.

She slowed down and nodded at each person before pouring herself a glass of water at the cooler. Taking a seat, she waited for her friends to join her. Once they were all seated, she said. “I apologize for being late, but we thought it best to take a tour of the base first to see what we’re working with.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re finally here because I don’t have all day. Some of us have work to do,” one woman said. She was middle-aged, wore a jumpsuit similar to their own streaked with motor oil, and was deeply tanned.

Chas looked at her mother. “Could you introduce us, please?”

“All right,” Vivienne said. “This is Mrs. Galway, head mechanic.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Chas responded.

“This is Dr. Steward, the head surgeon.”

Dr, Steward, an attractive woman with dark hair and eyes nodded in return, her face stern.

“Mr. Lange, head engineer,” Vivienne added, pointing to a bald-headed man with red cheeks. 

“Johnson you already know.”

Johnson smiled at Chas, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and it was a relief to see a friendly face.

“This is Mr. Peters. He’s in charge of the hydro-station, while Mr. Wells over there is head of the electrical department, and Miss White is the head cook.”

Both Peters and Wells were young, maybe late twenties, and didn’t look too bothered by the teens. Each nodded in reply to Chas’ greeting, as did Miss White, a lady in her sixties with a cloud of white hair. Chas knew her quite well, having worked in the kitchens often, and though not overly friendly, the Cook was pleasant enough.

“Finally, this is Lieutenant Steele, the supply-master,” Vivienne concluded.

Steele stared at Chas with narrowed eyes the color of molten steel, lending credence to his name. He didn’t reply to Chas’ greeting, and she wondered if he was going to be a problem. Swallowing, she wondered how to proceed.

Luckily, Johnson stood up. “Listen, you all know why we’re here. You’ve read the letters written by Sergeant Alvarez and some of you have spoken to him already. If you have any reason not to be here, or any objections to the teens being here, you’d better say your piece now.”

Peters raised a hand. “I have no issue being here or with the kids. I know what we’re up against, and I’m here to help.”

“Same here,” Wells said.

“I know exactly what we’re facing,” Lieutenant Steele said. “I just don’t know what they’re doing here. This is a matter for adults.”

“I agree,” Dr. Steward said.

“So it is,” Johnson agreed, “but as you know, we are running low on numbers thanks to that weasel Major Brown. These teens have been training under Sergeant Alvarez and Private Paige for weeks now. They can be relied upon to help if nothing else.”

Chas nodded. “That’s what we’re here for. We simply want to help where we can, and I believe we could be of great use to you.”

Vivienne nodded with approval, a slight smile hovering on her lips. “If we’re to survive what’s coming, we’ll all need to pitch in. Every single one of us including the Red Rock survivors. We’re all in this mess together, aren’t we?”

“Perhaps,” Dr. Steward said.

For a moment, Steele said nothing before giving a curt. “Fine. They can stay and help…for now.”

“Now that’s sorted out, what’s the plan here, so we can get on with it.” Mrs. Galway said, shifting with restless energy. 

At this point, Emily stood up with the papers in her hands and cleared her throat. “The plan is quite simple in some ways and devilishly complicated in others. Sergeant Alvarez and Private Paige believe we will be attacked by a horde of infected soon, drawn here by the easy availability of food. With the CDC convoy’s departure, we’ve lost most of our able-bodied soldiers, whether by accident or design, I hardly think it matters. What matters is what we do about it. In the event of the base being overrun, we need to be able to fall back to a secondary location that can be easily defended.”

“Which is?” Steele asked.

“The mountain,” Emily answered.

“The mountain?” Steele said with a snort of derision. “There’s nothing there.”

“That’s what we’re here for. To fix that.”

“Private Paige assured me they will do everything possible to return early,” Chas added, “but if that doesn’t happen, we need to prepare for the worst.”

“I see,” Steele said. “So, the plan is to magically turn the top of the mountain into a habitable fortress in, let me see, three or four days?” 

“Exactly,” Emily answered with a perfectly straight face.

Chas’ heart nearly burst with pride at the courage her friend displayed in the face of such open derision. She’s a lot tougher than we give her credit for.

“Impossible,” Steele said.

“No, it’s not,” Emily replied. “Besides, do you have a better idea?”

Steele sighed. “No, I do not.”

“Then this argument is a waste of time, and we’d be better served getting to the point,” Emily said, pushing her glasses up her nose when they slipped.

“Fine, go ahead,” Steele said. “Lay it out for us.”

“According to this supply manifest, there’s an entire warehouse filled with army tents and camping supplies, including a marquee tent. We could set up the smaller tents for sleeping quarters equipped with the bunk beds from the dorms and using lockers for personal supplies. The larger tents could be used for storage, a school…just about anything, and the marquee tent can serve as a kitchen and common room,” Emily said. “There’s miles of canvas for flooring available as well. Portable lights, electric leads, wiring, it’s all there.”

Steele nodded. “It’s possible, but you’d have to factor in the wind. It’s bound to be rough up there.”

“I could throw up windbreaks along the sides easily enough,” Lange said, his red cheeks almost seeming to glow in the humidity. “It would only take a day with enough volunteers to help.”

“I can put up the lights and expand the electricity network up there. If we’re no longer powering the lower camp, the turbines alone should be enough, but I can install extra solar systems too,” Wells said.

“What about the infirmary?” Dr. Steward asked. “I cannot house sick patients in a tent. It’s ridiculous.”

“There are two buildings on top of the mountain,” Emily said. “One is a dorm room for the guards stationed there. It can be converted into a clinic. A small one, granted, but it’s better than nothing. There’s also an ablution block. With a strict roster granting each person turns, we could make it work,” Emily said.

“What about water?” Peters said. “You’re proposing that we cut off the main base and retreat to the mountain, but in doing so, we’ll lose the hydro station. Without water, we can’t survive.”

Emily nodded. “That is a factor that Sergeant Alvarez failed to consider. Can any of you think of a solution?”

Silence reigned.

“Another problem,” Emily said, “is blocking off the pass. We lack the materials to do so.”

“No, we don’t,” Mrs. Galway said, standing up. She walked to the whiteboard and picked up a red pen. “Let’s say this is the mountain pass with its walls coming down in a v-shape. If we blow the infirmary, it will create a natural barrier on this side. We can then fill in the gap to the river with steel containers and scrapped vehicles. The river acts as a natural barrier, and the hydro station will be on the inside with us.”

“Do we have enough scrap to create such a large barrier?” Steele asked. 

“We do,” Galway said.

“All right. That sounds reasonable, at least,” Steele said, much to Chas’ relief.

With Wells, Peters, Galway, Steele, and Lange finally on board, the meeting moved along at a much faster pace. It was agreed that Lange would start work on the windbreaks immediately, as well as any other improvements he could make to the mountain top, especially the new infirmary. 

Wells would route more electricity up and install solar systems, while the civilians would set up the tents and living quarters. Steele would start moving their supplies, and Johnson would do his utmost to defend their borders for as long as possible.

“As soon as the new clinic is ready, we’ll start moving the patients,” Dr. Steward said. “Until then, they stay where they are.”

“I’ll work fast,” Lange said.

“I certainly hope so,” Dr. Stewart replied while pursing her lips. Though not thrilled with the new arrangements, she wasn’t fighting them, at least.

“I’ll get started on the barrier,” Galway said.

“What about us?” Chas asked. “How can we help?”

“I’d like you lot to stick with me,” Johnson said. He raised a hand to forestall Vivienne’s objections. “Don’t worry, ma’am. They won’t be in any direct danger. Rather, they’ll be look-outs.”

Vivienne glared at him. “If something happens to any of these kids, I’ll have your head on a platter. Understood?”

Johnson grinned. “Loud and clear, ma’am.”

Vanessa cleared her throat, “One question. Once we’ve blocked off the lower camp, how do we get out?”

Silence reigned.

“We don’t need to. We simply need to last long enough for the CDC convoy to return. With their help, we can re-establish the lower base,” Vivienne said.

“If they return,” Dean said, causing all eyes to turn to him.

“Cheery thought,” Galway said, “but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, young man.”

Vivienne stood up. “All agreed then?”

“Agreed,” a chorus of voices said.
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That night, Chas and her friends slept in one of the watchtowers, taking turns to examine the countryside with night-vision binoculars. It was a novel experience for the teens and a fun one, but it also served a purpose.

Around three in the morning, a group of zombies attacked, but their numbers were small, and they were cut down with ease. Just before dawn, however, a second attack occurred on the farthest corner of the base. It was a scramble for the soldiers to get there in time, and the first of the machine guns ran out of ammo.

“It’s happening,” Chas said, staring at the sunrise over the mountain, streaks of blood-red bathing the sky.

“It is,” Vanessa agreed.

“All this time, I was hoping Julia and Alvarez were wrong.”

“Me too.”

Silence fell, and together they watched the sun dawn on a new day before they were called up as volunteers to help with pitching the tents. It was back-breaking labor and took three days to accomplish while at night they acted as lookouts. During that time, four more attacks occurred, each harder to stop than the previous one. The second and third machine guns ran out of ammo, and an undercurrent of tension ran throughout the camp. Nor was there any sign of the convoy, not even over the radio.

By the end of the third day, Chas admitted out loud her worst fear. “I don’t think they’re coming back. Do you?”

“I don’t know,” Vanessa admitted.

“What if they were caught by a horde?” Chas asked, a knot forming in her throat.

“It’s best not to dwell on it, Chas,” Emily said, taking her hand.

“Yeah, Julia and Alvarez are tough. They’ll be fine, you’ll see,” Dean said, lounging on a chair nearby.

“I hope so,” Chas said, her voice a low whisper.

The next day, Vivienne came looking for them, and they were press-ganged into helping move the infirmary. After a long day spent moving sick people up to the mountain, Chas’ mother insisted they sleep in the dorm for once. 

“I know you enjoy playing soldier, but just indulge your mother for once,” Vivienne said, and Chas had little choice but to obey.

She found it hard to sleep that night, her worry for Julia and the rest of the team growing by the minute. She rolled around until her blanket looked like a pretzel, and when she got up the next morning, exhaustion weighed heavily on her shoulders.

When they convened for breakfast, Chas was forced to admit the truth to herself and the others. “It’s been five days. Julia and Alvarez aren’t coming back. Nobody has heard anything from them over the radio for days now.”

“That’s not true, Chas,” Emily protested, though it was weak at best. “They could still come back. There’s lots of time.”

“Julia promised, Em. If she could keep her promise, she’d be here. I know it,” Chas said, and deep down, she knew it was true. Something was wrong. Very wrong. I might never see them again. Julia, Alvarez, Sanchez, Davis, Smith, and Williams…all gone.

Lala rubbed Chas’ back. “I’m sorry, hun, but we’re still here. Focus on this, today, the here and now.”

Chas blinked back tears as memories of the first time she’d seen Julia surfaced. She’d looked so out of place. Beautiful and tough. A warrior angel among the mortals. And Alvarez, the man who’d saved her mother’s life at the hospital. His team, soldiers who’d given of their time to train a bunch of silly teens. It was hard to imagine she’d never see them again. Just like Grumps.

That day was probably the worst day for Chas since the convoy had left. Not only was she heartsore and tired, but they’d spent the entire afternoon helping to finish the barricade that stretched from the river to the infirmary. All that remained, was to blow up the infirmary once the last person was through. 

A single building outside the barrier but close to it had been designated as a safe house. As such it had been fortified, supplied, and several running, fully fueled trucks were parked next to it. This was supposed to be a way out for a raiding party should they need it once the barricade was complete. The question nobody bothered to voice was how they were supposed to get to the safe house if the base was overrun with the undead.

All the camp’s supplies had been relocated to the top, the windbreaks were in place, the infirmary patients and equipment moved to the new clinic, and most of the ordinary staff and civilians had gone up as well, no longer feeling safe in the exposed lower base. 

Everything was in place for the final evacuation, and finally, Lala decided it was time she, June, and the Barnetts moved to the top with the rest. This meant that Chas’ group had to go as well, abandoning the lower camp to its fate. Lala and Emily’s parents would never consent to the teens staying behind with the soldiers. It was too dangerous.

It was with much sadness that Chas walked away, waving to Johnson and the rest, knowing that this was it. Everything they’d feared had come to pass, and Julia and Alvarez’s contingency plan had become a reality. Plan B was now their only hope.
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Chas woke in the middle of the night to the shrill blaring of the sirens. They wailed through the air and vibrated through the canvas walls and into her skull. She jerked upright, awake in an instant. So was everyone else, and worried cries created an undertone of tension to the alarms.

“We’re being attacked again,” Vanessa said, scrambling out of her bunk to pull her jumpsuit and boots on. “Do you think this is it? The big one?”

“I don’t know,” Chas said, though she felt in her bones that it was.

Chas got dressed too, noting with approval that Lala was not only up but armed with her shotgun. She’d stashed it under her mattress, and with a full box of shells, she was armed and ready.

After pulling her clothes on, Chas scraped her hair back into a bun and zipped her suit up to the chin. She tucked her knife into her pocket, and slipped on her belt and holster, a gift from Johnson who’d decided that everyone in the camp capable of bearing arms, should. After checking the load on her gun, she slipped it into its holster.

With breathless anticipation, she went to stand outside their tent. It was much smaller than their dorm had been, and she shared it with Vanessa, Lala, and Sarah, though the latter was still in the infirmary.

Next to them were Emily and her parents, and she soon joined Chas, followed by Dean who also stayed nearby. With one mind, they began to walk toward the edge of the ridge, scrambling up a few rocks. From there, they had a bird’s eye view of the camp below, though it was hard to see anything in the dark. Chas squinted at her watch in the faint moonlight. It was three in the morning.

The lights along the fence closest to the gates showed movement, and Chas wished she had a pair of night-vision binoculars. Suddenly, Dean produced a pair, much to their delight. 

“Where’d you get these?” Chas asked.

He shrugged. “Don’t ask.”

She raised them to her eyes and focused on the gates. As everything came into focus, she gasped. Zombies. Hundreds of them. Maybe even thousands. They pressed up against the gate, and the metal struts bowed inward under their combined weight. The machine guns sprayed out thousands of bullets per minute, only to cough and die as they ran out of ammo one after the other. 

“What’s happening?” Vanessa asked, gripping Chas’ shoulder.

Chas relayed what she was seeing before relinquishing the binoculars to her friend. Vanessa looked and cried out. “They’re abandoning the watchtowers. They’re pulling back. The soldiers are falling back.”

Dean got the next turn. His lips were pressed together until Vanessa slapped him on the back. “What do you see? Tell us!”

“The gates, they’re going to…no, they are falling. They’re down. The infected are in. They’re inside the base.”

Cries of horror rose from Lala and Amelia’s throats at the news, and June began to cry. Emily jumped up and down, impatiently holding out her hand for the night-vision goggles. “My turn!”

Dean relinquished them, and as Emily looked, a string of explosions rocked the night. “They’ve tripped the explosives buried inside the fence. It’s created a gap, and the soldiers are running for the barrier. They…oh, no. The zombies are too fast. They’re not going to make it!”

Chas didn’t wait to hear any more. Scrambling down from her perch, she ran down the mountain path, heading toward the infirmary. Lala screamed at her to come back, but Chas couldn’t. She had to help. What if Johnson got caught?

Dean, Vanessa, and Emily soon showed up beside her, ignoring the cries of the adults. The path was clearly lit thanks to Wells and his electrical ingenuity, and the way down was easy. Within minutes, they reached the infirmary, breathing hard as they scrambled up the ladder to the roof. The building itself had been blocked, both the doors and windows, and explosives were wired throughout the structure.

On top, they encountered Mathew, the soldier in charge of blowing the charges once the last soldiers were safe. His eyes were wide as he stared at the running figures of his fellow soldiers below fast being outstripped by the ravenous zombies on their tails. Even as they watched, two of them fell with helpless cries.

Chas grabbed Mathew by the arm. “Math, don’t blow the charges yet. We’re going over.”

“What?” he cried, shaking his head. “You can’t.”

“We can, and we will. We’re going to help our friends to safety. Just give us a chance to get back before you blow it.”

“Okay, but hurry,” Mathew cried.

Chas scrambled down the waiting ladder on the other side, pulling her 9mm from its holster. Taking a solid stance, she fired at the closest infected. The area was well-lit, so it wasn’t hard to aim, and the zombie tumbled headfirst to the ground. 

This had been decided from the beginning to give any retreating soldiers good visibility during their retreat. The ground had been smoothed for them, as well. Nobody could afford a broken leg while they were running away, and they wore reflector vests to differentiate them from the zombies.

Unfortunately, smoothing the way for the soldiers had done so for the infected too, and their bobbing orange reflectors made for a nice beacon for the flesh-hungry fiends on their trail.

A couple of soldiers reached the infirmary and took a stand next to Chas and her group. Together, they laid down a withering wall of fire, dropping several zombies and giving more of the soldiers a chance to get to safety. In a steady trickle, they reached the building, some scrambling to the roof while others stood firm, adding their bullets to the constant barrage. 

The entire time, Chas looked for Johnson, hoping against hope that he hadn’t fallen. Then she spotted his tall frame, dragging an injured comrade across the earth as fast as he could, which wasn’t fast enough. He was the last in line and had probably stayed behind to make sure everybody else got out first.

“Hurry up, Johnson,” Chas cried as the last of the soldiers streamed past, hightailing it up the ladder as fast as they could go.

One by one, those who stood with them on the ground also climbed up to the roof until it was only Chas and her group still standing on the ground. From the top of the building, several soldiers began to lay down cover fire for Johnson, adding their cries of encouragement to Chas’.

“Move it, Johnson.”

“Come on, Johnson. Surely, Texan’s can run faster than that.”

With their help, Johnson gained a small lead as many of the zombies fell to the wall of fire coming their way. Emily grabbed Chas by the hand. “Get onto the roof, Chas. Now!”

Chas shook her head. “No! Not until Johnson gets here.”

“He’s going to make it, Chas. Come on,” Vanessa cried.

With reluctance, Chas allowed her friends to coax her to the ladder. Up they went until it was just her. She turned for a last quick look and was gladdened to see Johnson had almost reached them. Lengthening his strides, Johnson dragged his fellow soldier the last few yards, closing the distance. He’ll make it.

She was about to climb the ladder when then unthinkable happened. Johnson’s foot came down on the ground and twisted. Even at that distance, Chas could hear the pop of the bone as his ankle broke. Head over heels, the tall Texan tumbled to the ground, dropping the injured soldier as well. They rolled across the packed earth until they came to a standstill not far from Chas.

“Johnson!” Chas cried, turning around to run to his aid. Strong hands grabbed her by the arms, and she was hauled up onto the roof of the infirmary kicking and screaming every inch of the way. 

An infected howled as it caught up to Johnson and jumped onto his back. Rolling onto his side, Johnson tried to fight off the infected, kicking out with his good foot. He seemed to gain a little ground, but even as Chas watched, another zombie reached him. In front of her horrified eyes, the second infected bit into Johnson’s throat, turning his bellowing voice to a gurgling mumble.

“No,” Chas sobbed, falling to her knees as she watched her friend die mere feet from safety, his struggles becoming weak before he grew still. “No, Johnson.”

The man he’d carried to safety crawled to his knees and tried to make a run for it, chased by three more zombies. His fellow soldiers managed to shoot them down, and he reached the safety of the ladder. As they hauled him up, Chas caught a brief glimpse of messy black hair and frightened blue eyes. He was young, scarcely more than a boy. 

Hands grabbed Chas once more, and she was pulled back off the roof of the infirmary. The rest followed, the howling and screeching of the infected now audible as they reached the barrier formed by the infirmary and bashed their fists against it.

Once they’d reached a safe distance, Chas stopped fighting the pull of her friends and watched with numb horror as Mathew blew the explosives, collapsing the building inward and permanently sealing all the openings. Within seconds, Galway and her crew were there, shoring up the mess with metal containers on forklifts until it formed a solid wall. The lower base was now gone, abandoned, and they were sealed into their new home.

Lala pushed through the crowd until she reached Chas and grabbed her. “Chasity! Are you okay?”

Chas turned a tearstained face toward her and shook her head. “No, Lala. I’m not all right. Johnson is dead. The zombies got him.”

“Oh, hun. I’m so sorry. Come with me. Come away from here,” Lala said.

Lost in her grief, Chas drowned herself in the comforting scent of her grandmother and followed her back to their tent. There she curled up on her bed, sobbing softly while Lala stroked her hair, crooning sweet nothings into her ear.

“It’s okay, hun. You’re safe now. We’re all safe now. Sleep,” Lala said.

But Chas knew the truth. Nothing was safe anymore. Nothing.
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The next morning, Chas woke up to a sense of overwhelming loss. Instantly, the previous night rushed back, and she crumpled into a tiny ball of misery once more, tears leaking from her eyes as she relived Johnson’s death.

For perhaps an hour, Chas mourned the loss of her friend before the urge to move got her going at last. She pushed herself upright on her bed, rubbing her swollen eyes. It didn’t take long to realize she was alone in the tent and peered at her watch. It was past eleven already. 

She stood up, noting that she still wore her jumpsuit and boots, having fallen asleep fully clothed. Stumbling outside, she noted that it seemed like the mountain was a hive of activity with people coming and going all over the show.

She spotted Emily in the distance and hurried over. “Em? What’s going on?”

“Hey, Chas. How are you feeling?”

Chas waved the question away with a frown. “Just answer my question, please.”

“Well, since last night’s attack, the zombies just seem to keep coming,” Emily said.

“What do you mean, they keep coming?” Chas asked.

“Exactly what I said. They’re streaming in for miles. It’s as if they know there’s food here. They’re thronging against the barrier, and Galway is scared it won’t hold.”

“Won’t hold?” Chas said with a gasp, horrified at the thought of the infected breaking in. “We’d be sitting ducks.”

“Exactly, so they’re all busy shoring up our defenses, making the wall both higher and thicker with whatever they can get their hands on. They’re even chiseling boulders out of the mountain.”

“I want to see, Emily,” Chas said. 

“Don’t you want to bath first? You look terrible,” Emily said. “The zombies can wait a few minutes, can’t they?”

“Fine,” Chas grumbled, making her way to the ablution block where she was allowed a two minute cold shower with a tiny sliver of soap and no shampoo. Even so, she felt refreshed.

Back at the tent, she kicked her grimy jumpsuit and boots into the corner with a frown and pulled on her old clothes for the first time in weeks. It felt good to be dressed normally again, and the jeans and sneakers prompted a small smile on her lips.

She still wore her knife and gun, though. Teen, she might be, but she was a fighter too, and nothing would change that. Running her fingers over the holster Johnson had given her, Chas allowed her grief a final moment in the sun. “I’ll miss you, Johnson, and your imaginary hat.”

With a sniff, she pushed the emotions aside and let anger take the place of grief. Anger for the stupid zombies who’d killed so many people. Anger at whoever created the zombies in the first place, and absolute rage at Major Brown who’d abandoned them all to a fate worse than death. It was his fault Johnson was dead.

Stepping out into the bright afternoon sun, Chas strode toward the barricade with a determined step. As she walked, she repeated one sentence over and over again. “Major Brown will pay for what he’s done even if it’s the last thing I do.”

When she reached the wall, Chas was brought up short. “Holy cow!”

Overnight, the barrier had doubled in size and height. She walked along the length of it, looking for a way up. There was none.

Finally, she remembered the watchtower at the bottom of the pass and jogged over. She climbed up, gratified to see it was Mathew on duty. He wouldn’t chase her away. “Hey, Math. Can I have a quick look over the wall, please? Just a peek.”

He hesitated, terror flickering across his face. “Are you sure you want to see it?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I have to.”

“All right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Math said, standing aside.

With slow steps, Chas approached the edge of the tower. Her hands gripped the sides of the railing, her knuckles turning white as her body comprehended the horror long before her mind could.

Spread out like a plague of locusts, was a sea of the undead, undulating like a wave before the wall that stretched from the side of the mountain all the way down to the river. The ones in the front scratched at the wall, banging their fists against it as they moaned and howled their eternal hunger. Those behind them seemed calmer, more content to stand and sway in the breeze that swept the scent of their rotting bodies into Chas’ nostrils.

She gagged and lifted her shirt over her mouth and nose, her eyes watering from the stink. “Where did they all come from?”

Mathew shook his head. “I don’t know. It seems like the whole world is here for us.”

Chas snorted. Hardly the whole world, but certainly more than the population of Red Rock could ever hope to be. 

“We’re trapped, aren’t we?” Mathew continued, his terror shining through the facade he tried to uphold in front of her. 

“Not for long, Math. Not for long.” Chas allowed her eyes to sweep over the thousands of zombies, taking it all in for the last time. 

“What do you mean?” he asked, head tilted to the side.

Chas turned to leave, a new sense of purpose spurring her along. “Don’t worry about it, Math. I’m just saying, not for long. Someone will think of something, won’t they?”

“Uh, okay, if you say so,” Math replied, an uncertain frown twisting his brows.

Chas climbed down the ladder, smiling as she mulled over the idea in her head. “In fact, someone already has.”


The End. 
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Chas paced up and down the length of the barrier, counting each step beneath her breath. Her eyes scanned the terrain, becoming familiar with every tiny variation, both natural and unnatural. Her breath puffed out in little white clouds, a reminder that summer was passing. The sun was rising later now, and a chill lingered this early in the morning though the days were still hot and humid.

Besides the occasional patrol, she was the only one crazy enough to be up before dawn, but she couldn’t sleep. Not when her brain wouldn’t switch off, wouldn’t let her rest. How could it when everything she’d lost played over and over again on a video reel?

Johnson.

Julia.

Alvarez. 

Sanchez, Williams, and Smith. 

But worst of all, Grumps. 

Vivienne too in a sense. Ever since they’d arrived at the so-called safe zone, Chas had seen very little of her mother. She was too busy tending to her patients in the infirmary, people who needed her more than her daughter did. Or so she thought. She’s wrong. I do need her. I’m lost.

It was true. Chas felt rudderless, without purpose. She missed her grandfather, and her army friends. She mourned the loss of Johnson, another friend. More than that, she felt useless. Powerless.

Ever since they’d retreated to the secondary base, Chas and her friends had been forgotten, ignored. Treated like children. Even though they’d been instrumental in getting everyone to safety and setting up the new camp, they were still spoken to in condescending tones and given menial tasks to perform. 

Early mornings and late nights were the only times she could be alone, free from the sympathetic glances thrown her way, and she relished in the freedom. Everyday found her by the barrier, tracing and retracing her steps with endless energy. She knew Vanessa and Emily were worried about her, but she hadn’t been able to talk to them. Not yet. Maybe today was the day she could break through the cocoon around her. Maybe.

After walking along the barrier several times, Chas took a detour to a small clearing tucked away from the general population. Here she ran through a list of vigorous exercises, just like Julia and Alvarez had taught her. Push-ups, sit-ups, squats, lunges, planks, burpees, and shadow-boxing.

It felt good to push herself to the edge, to test her limits until her muscles burned and her lungs ached. It was good to be alive. To feel the rush of hot blood pumping through her veins and sweat cooling on her brow with the zing of accomplishment to spur her on. It took away some of the frustration she felt at their situation, the rage she harbored for Major Brown and his nephew.

Afterward, she made her way to the watchtower. Mathew was there already, due for his day-shift. He frowned when he saw her but didn’t say anything. It was no use; she simply ignored him.

With slow steps, Chas approached the edge of the tower, brushing past the silent Mathew. Her hands gripped the sides of the railing, her fingers turning numb as her body comprehended the horror stretched out before her.

A sea of the undead, undulating like a wave before the wall that was all that stood between them and the camp. The ones in the front scratched at the wall, banging their fists against it as they moaned and howled their eternal hunger. Those behind them seemed calmer, more content to stand and sway in the breeze that swept the scent of their rotting bodies into Chas’ nostrils.

She gagged and lifted her shirt over her mouth and nose, her eyes watering from the stink. No matter how often she smelled it, it never got any better. 

“They haven’t moved at all,” Chas murmured.

Mathew shook his head. “They never do.”

Chas sighed. “I wonder if they’ll stand there like that forever and ever if they could.”

“Probably,” Mathew said, his voice shaking with the fright he tried to keep buried. 

It was a feeling most familiar to Chas. Fear.

Today was the last time she’d come up here. Her grandmother, Lala, had forbidden it, convinced that the sight of so many zombies was driving Chas deeper into her shell of mourning. It wasn’t true. Nor was it making her lose her mind.

What she was doing was facing her fears in an effort to conquer them. For she was afraid, deeply so. She’d seen what the zombies had done to Johnson despite him being such a good fighter and shot. She’d seen what they did to innocents who didn’t deserve to die. The infected didn’t discriminate. They didn’t care about young and old, children or babies. They killed without regard, without caring.

That’s why she had to face them, get used to them. The smell, the way they looked. She wasn’t that kid on the Ferris wheel anymore. Bright-eyed and optimistic despite the odds in front of her. She was older now, wiser, and she knew that terror could freeze you up, could make you hesitate, and when that happened…you died.

Chas stared at the sea of zombies, allowing all the scared, sad, guilty feelings inside to crystallize into a sense of resolve. It did, strengthening her belief that she had to escape, had to go look for help. If she didn’t they were doomed. All of them. I can do it. I know I can. I just need to come up with a plan, and I need my friends. It’s time. Time to talk to them.

As she turned to leave, she smiled at Math. “Don’t worry. I won’t be back.”

He frowned. “You won’t?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve seen all I need to see.”

“Uh, okay,” Math replied, an uncertain look twisting his face. “Are you all right?”

“I’m great.” She looked at him. “Thanks for letting me do this every day. I know I was a burden to you.”

“Um, not really. I was just worried. No one else wants to see them. It’s too scary,” Math said.

“That’s why I had to look. So I don’t get scared anymore,” Chas replied.

“Did it work?” Math asked.

“I guess.”

“I wish it would work on me,” he admitted, shuffling his feet. “But the more I see them, the worse it gets.”

Chas stared at him, hovering on the ladder. “Embrace it, Math. Don’t let it swallow you whole. It’s the only way.”
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Chas sat on her bunk bed with her legs folded, contemplating the cards she’d been dealt with keen eyes. In front of her sat Vanessa, her face a blank canvas as she held her hand close to her chest. On either side, sat Emily and Dean, perched on top of wooden stools, their own cards fanned out between their fingers.

They were all dressed in identical pajamas: a white t-shirt, navy sweatpants, and cotton socks, also dark blue. They’d just had a meager supper of watery vegetable soup followed by a speedy two-minute shower each. Their damp hair gleamed in the low light provided by the single light hanging from the ceiling. Supplies inside the remaining safe zone were being strictly rationed for the time being. Nobody knew how long it would be until help arrived, after all. If it ever did.

Outside, it was as dark as sin. Thick banks of clouds hid the heavens from view and rain drummed a steady beat on the canvas roof above their heads. The small tent could accommodate four people in double bunk beds and this one was assigned to Chas, Lala, Vanessa, and Sarah. Vivienne stayed at the infirmary, and for now, so did Sarah, not having recovered from her illness yet. As such, the kids were playing on the empty bed, trying to take their minds off their miserable circumstances.

Lala, Vivienne, and all the rest were attending a meeting on how to manage the new situation in the safe zone. Not that Chas expected much good to come from it. They’ll probably just bicker some more and vote to wait it out.

Chas sighed and dropped her cards, unable to focus on the game. “I can’t do this, guys. I’m sorry.”

Emily blinked. “Do what?”

“Pretend like nothing’s wrong. Like the adults know what they’re doing. Like somebody is going to rescue us.” She folded her arms. “We all know there’s nobody coming.”

Emily hesitated. “Don’t say that. That’s what the meeting is for tonight.”

“You know it’s true,” Chas insisted. “There’s still no sign of the CDC convoy or Alvarez. Not that they’d be able to do much against the horde that threatens the camp anyway. I’m sure something happened to them.”

Vanessa dropped her cards. “You’re right, but I hope they’re all still alive.”

“Me too,” Chas said, her heart aching at the thought of Julia and Alvarez, dead…or undead. Losing Johnson was bad enough. She couldn’t stand losing another friend. “Except, Major Brown, of course. He can rot in hell for all I care, and so can his idiot nephew.”

Dean snickered. “We’re all hoping for that.”

“Anyway, while the adults bicker over rations and living space, the zombies are going to keep us trapped in here until we turn on each other or starve,” Chas continued.

“The adults will think of something. They’ll send someone out to look for help, I’m sure,” Emily insisted.

“That’s not what I heard,” Dean said. “They’ve decided to stay put until the convoy comes back or a rescue party from Washington arrives. They just need to vote on it tonight, but it’s been pretty much decided already.”

Chas snorted. “Like that’ll ever happen. No, I say we come up with a plan ourselves.”

Emily shook her head. “It’s not that I disagree with you, Chas, and this time, I’ll stick with you guys whatever you decide, but…”

“But?” Chas asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Have you thought it through? Even if we could escape the safe zone, and get past the zombies, what then? Where would we go? What would we do?” Emily reasoned. “Also, could you leave Lala behind? Your mom? Knowing that at any moment the barrier could fail and they’d die while you were out there somewhere?”

Chas nodded. “I have thought about it, Em, and I’d rather be out there, trying to find help, than in here dying with the rest of them if the zombies get in.”

“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Emily asked, surprising everyone.

“You mean…you’re in?” Chas asked.

“Of course, I’m in. Without me, you wouldn’t stand a chance anyway,” Emily said with a smug smile, her glasses glinting in the light.

Chas laughed. “You’re right, of course. So, why don’t you come up with a plan then, smartypants?”

“Actually, I already have.” Taking a notebook from her pocket, Emily proceeded to lay it out for them, step by step. By the time she was done, silence reigned.

Finally, Chas found her voice. “Good plan. Better than anything I could come up with, for sure.”

“This is it, then?” Vanessa asked. “We’re doing this for real?”

“I’m in,” Chas said.

“Me too,” Dean replied.

Emily nodded. 

“I guess we’d better get started first thing in the morning,” Chas said. “It will take a few days to finish all the preparations.”

“The sooner, the better,” Dean agreed which was no surprise. Out of all of them, he had the least reason to stay in the camp, having no family there to worry over.

“I vote we get some sleep,” Emily said. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day, and the adults will be back soon.”

“All right. Off you go, Dean and Emily,” Chas said. “See you in the morning.”

They said their goodbyes before trooping out and Vanessa crawled into her bed, followed by Chas. For a few moments, they lay in silence until Vanessa said. “Do you really think we can do this, Chas?”

Chas stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know, Vanessa. But, I know we have to try. We can’t let these people die, our families die, just because they’re too scared to move.”

“I’m scared too,” Vanessa admitted. “Have you looked over the wall, Chas? It’s like the end of the world.”

“I’ve seen it…and I’m frightened too, but I’m even more afraid of being trapped in here when those things get inside,” Chas said.

“I guess you’re right,” Vanessa said. “Let’s hope the plan works.”

“Yeah, let’s hope so,” Chas agreed, her troubled mind winging back to the moment Johnson died. The day when everything changed for her.

She remembered standing up in the guard tower while a nervous Math tittered behind her, his panic barely held in check: The feel of the wooden railing beneath her palms as she stared over the sea of undead that thronged the plain stretched out below. The sound of their fists beating against the wall. The smell of their rotting flesh washing across her face with the breeze. 

She knew then that survival didn’t depend on how old or how strong you were. The zombies could kill you no matter how good your aim was, or how well you could wield a knife. Those things were just a small part of it. What really mattered was being able to face your fears. To overcome the crippling anxiety that threatened to rob you of reason. If you could do that, you were halfway there already. The rest of it…well, that was just dumb luck. Dumb luck and good friends. The kind who had your back until the very end.
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Chas stood on a patch of open ground away from the hustle and bustle of the base, aiming her knife at a cardboard target she’d set up several feet away. Keeping her body steady and in line with the board, she flicked her arm out. The blade spun through the air before landing with a solid thunk.

“Yes,” she cried, running closer to retrieve her knife. It was slightly off-center, but not by much. 

“Just a little to the left next time,” Emily said, raising her hand to high-five Chas.

“Not bad,” Vanessa said, “but I can do better.”

“Oh, yeah? Let’s see you try,” Chas said with a smug smile. She knew as well as everybody else did that her knife throwing skills were the best thanks to her uncle’s lessons in the past.

Vanessa took her shot, and her knife ended up in the dirt.

Chas laughed. “Better, huh?”

“Ah, gimme a break,” Vanessa said, her eyes sparkling.

“You’re still better at it than me, babe,” Dean said, shaking his head woefully when his blade failed to travel even half the distance.

“That’s true, Dean, but you suck so badly I’m not sure it’s a compliment,” Emily said, her red hair glinting in the warm afternoon sun.

A week had passed since they’d abandoned the lower base to the scourge of the undead, and the situation had not changed for the better. Thousands of the things thronged the wall, now finally high enough and thick enough to withstand them for good. That didn’t cheer anyone up. Not when they had no way of getting in or out. While they had water and electricity, they’d run out of food and medical supplies sooner or later.

Chas and her friend were in good spirits, though. By following Emily’s plan, they were close to escaping the base. They’d finally be able to look for Julia and Alvarez. Failing that, they’d try to find anyone who could save the camp and all the people in it.

Tonight was the night, hence their excess energy and cheer.

They all looked forward to escaping from the atmosphere of doom and gloom inside the base, not helped along by the preacher who kept saying to anyone who’d listen that it was the end of the world, and they were all going to die. As if they didn’t know that already.

“Let’s take a quick break and go over the plans one last time, guys,” Chas said, returning her knife to its sheath.

“Yeah, okay. I could use a break anyway. It’s freaking hot today,” Vanessa said, her dark hair slick with sweat.

They huddled together in the flimsy shade of a twisted tree, and Emily produced her notebook. “So, we’ve got the air mattress hidden at the Hydro Station along with a backpack full of supplies for each of us, right?”

“Right,” Chas nodded. “Plus, I managed to score a waterproof bag to put everything in.”

It hadn’t been easy, sneaking into the stores and looking for such a rare item among all the junk. All while the supply master Steele kept an eagle eye on the place. But, she’d managed, much to her relief. Wet guns were the last thing they needed going out into the Wilds as they’d begun calling the outside world. While the weapons would still fire, they might rust which wasn’t good, and they couldn’t afford their food and medical supplies to get wet either.

“Good,” Emily nodded, ticking the items off the list. “What about the wire cutters, Dean?”

“I got them yesterday plus the extra wire needed to repair the Hydro Station’s fence once we’re through.” While the fence was just a precautionary and not really needed with the strong current of the river sweeping past, they didn’t plan on leaving behind gaps for any infected to sneak into the base.

“What about the guards?” Vanessa asked.

Like the fence, the guards were a mere extra line of defense at the river, but they needed to be dealt with or the teens weren’t going anywhere.

Emily shot them a smug smile, pulling a small bottle of clear liquid from her pocket. “I got hold of some pretty strong medicine for constipation. One of us just needs to make sure it lands in the guard’s food tonight. Chas? Did you volunteer as we discussed?”

“Of course,” Chas said, taking the vial from Emily. “I’m working the line with Cook tonight, so I’ll make sure they get it.”

“Excellent,” Emily said. “That covers most of it. Tonight, at midnight, we’ll all meet up by the lightning tree and take it from there.”

They sat for a while longer, discussing the ins and outs of the plan. It was pretty simple. Since going over the wall was impossible, that left them with the river. Once the guards were occupied with their running stomachs, they’d cut a hole in the fence next to the river in the small gap left open between the Hydro Station and the mountain side. Once through, they’d repair the hole with wire and make their escape.

With all their gear safely tucked away in a waterproof bag, they’d float down the river on the air mattress until they reached a safe spot to land. From there, they’d travel on foot until they could find a vehicle and get to town to look for Alvarez and Julia.

There were a million things that could and probably would go wrong with the plan, but Chas was determined. They had to do something before it was too late. The adults were too scared to move, it seemed. Paralyzed by their constant bickering and the hope of rescue from the outside. Nobody’s coming for us. Nobody. If we want to be rescued, we have to do it ourselves.

“Are you guys ready for this?” Chas asked. “I mean really ready? No regrets?”

One by one, Vanessa, Dean, and Emily nodded their ascent.

“No regrets,” Dean said.

“I’m ready to do whatever it takes,” Vanessa said.

“Me too,” Emily said.

The sun dipped toward the horizon, and the light deepened with the coming of dusk. Chas stood up. “Time for my shift with Cook. See you guys later and much luck to us.”

They all nodded and got up, each with their own list of things to do, not least saying goodbye to loved ones in a way that didn’t tip them off. 

As Chas walked away, she wondered how she was going to do it. How did one say farewell knowing you might never come back or see them again? Especially knowing how much you’d hurt your family in the process. It was not going to be easy.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Working the line with Cook Jenkins was anything but easy. Miss White, the previous head-cook, had fallen ill and was laid up in the infirmary. Jenkins had volunteered to take her place, and it soon became obvious why. The man was a tyrant and a glutton. He possessed both a strong liking for the sound of his own voice and the taste of good food. 

People rarely volunteered to work with him. They had to be forced. Chas had little choice, however. Their plan hinged on her successfully sabotaging the guard’s food that night, or they’d be discovered within seconds of trying to escape.

Chas churned the ladle through the gigantic pot with both hands, her nose wrinkling at the sight of the watery stew. It was little more than scraps of meat and vegetable floating around in a thin broth. Though she understood the need to ration their supplies, Cook was being even stingier than usual tonight.

She dared a furtive look at Alice, her fellow helper for the night. “How’s the rice looking?”

Alice snorted. “Better than that stuff you’re stirring.”

Chas grinned. “No kidding.”

“What did I say about chit-chat in the kitchen?” Cook said in his usual self-important manner. “Chop, chop. Let’s get this food served up. People are waiting.”

Chas grunted as she lifted the heavy pot from the gas stove and carried it toward the serving line, followed by Alice. “Trust me, they’ll be sorry once they taste it.”

Alice giggled. “Let’s hope they’re really hungry tonight.”

“What did I just say?” Cook asked, his voice raising an octave higher.

Chas rolled her eyes but remained silent as she deposited the pot and prepared to dish up. A long line of hungry diners queued for the meager food with a bowl in hand. Alice obliged each one with a scoop of rice while Chas did the same with the stew.

When the guards reached her spot, she carefully added a few drops of the medicine Emily had given her, throwing a furtive look around her. It wasn’t too hard. They were chatting to each other while Cook was busy haranguing Alice for spilling a bit of rice.

She added the stuff to Mathew and Graham’s food as well. They were assigned to the watchtowers, and she needed them out of the way too. Once the deed was done, she breathed a little bit easier. At least, one part of the plan had gone smoothly. Now the guards just needed to eat up and get the squirts.

Chas smiled at the thought while simultaneously worrying whether she’d put enough of the meds into each of their bowls. “Oh, well. Here’s hoping.”

After serving the last person, Chas and Alice carried back the remains and tidied up the kitchen. Luckily, they weren’t expected to wash up after dinner. That was for the clean-up crew in the morning. Chas was expected to serve Cook Jenkins his supper, however, before being allowed to have her own.

“Make sure you warm it up properly,” he ordered with his nose in the air. “And use the good stuff I made earlier.”

Chas shot him a nasty look that went unnoticed, an acid remark lingering on her tongue. She swallowed her words with difficulty, telling herself it was only one more night. Instead, she waved at Alice who was leaving, her work done for the night. “Bye. See you tomorrow.”

It was an empty promise…or so she hoped. By tomorrow, she wanted to be far away from the camp and its inhabitants.

She turned her attention to Cook’s plate, and a wicked smile twisted her lips. “You want the good stuff, huh? I’ll give you the good stuff.”

She heaped his bowl with rice and the special stew he’d prepared for himself. It contained fat chunks of meat and vegetables, all swimming in a rich gravy. The smell alone was enough to drive a person insane, and her stomach growled. She had to force herself not to stuff her mouth, and instead, poured in the last of the medicine…a triple dose.

With a sense of deep satisfaction, she stirred it before handing Cook his food. “Here you go, Sir.”

He grunted, yanking it from her hands. “You are dismissed, and not a word of this to anyone or I’ll have you wash dishes until your hands fall off.”

“Yes, Sir,” Chas replied with a straight face before marching off with a bowl of the not-so-good stuff clutched in her hands. Vanessa, Dean, and Lala were waiting for her at a table, and she joined them with a sigh of relief.

“Where’s Emily?” she asked once seated.

“She went for a walk with her mom and dad. Something about quality time,” Vanessa said with a scoff.

“It’s a good thing Emily is so close to her parents, Vanessa,” Lala said with a stern look. “That’s something both you and Chas could learn from her.”

Vanessa shifted in her seat, a guilty look flitting across her features. “You’re right, Lala. I’ll visit my mom as soon as we’re done here.”

“I’ll join you,” Chas said, realizing her grandmother was right. She needed to mend things with her mother before she left. Their relationship was strained at best, and she might never have the chance again.

Chas picked up her spoon and slurped down the soupy mess in her bowl. It was unappetizing, and once again, anger flared in her breast. How dare Cook Jenkins stuff his face with rich and delicious foods while everyone else had to suffer? It simply wasn’t fair.

“Lala, I need to tell you something,” Chas said.

Dean and Vanessa shot her alarmed looks, no doubt scared she was going to break down and confess their plans, but that was the furthest thing from her mind. No. She needed to tie up a few loose ends before she left, and one of those was Cook.

“What is it, hun?” Lala asked.

“It’s about Cook Jenkins. He’s stealing food, Lala. Hoarding it for himself,” Chas said, pushing her empty plate aside.

“What?” Lala said with a gasp.

Chas nodded. “It wasn’t so bad in the beginning, but now he’s not even trying to hide it. He rations the camp’s food while making himself meals fit for a king.”

“You’ve seen it? You know this for sure?” Lala asked.

“I have. So has Alice and a few others,” Chas said.

“Why haven’t you said something before?” 

“Because he threatens us,” Chas said. “And you know he’s got the ear of Lieutenant Steele. They’re best buds.”

Lala considered this. “I think it’s best we approach this carefully then. I’ll need evidence.”

“Talk to Alice and the other kitchen staff, but don’t let Jenkins catch on. Convince them to stand against him. If anyone can, it’s you, Lala.”

“All right,” Lala said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Chas stood up. “See you later. I need to visit Mom first.”

“Send her my love,” Lala said. “And don’t be late. I worry.”

“Okay.”

With a quick wave, Chas fell into step next to Vanessa. Dean jogged off toward his tent, intent on getting some sleep before their grand escape later that night. That left just the two girls, and for a while, they walked in silence.

Finally, Vanessa said. “I’m scared. What if something goes wrong?”

“Me too,” Chas admitted. “But we don’t have a choice. We can do nothing, or we can do something.”

“I just hope this doesn’t push my mom over the edge. She’s already so ill,” Vanessa said.

“My mom will take good care of her, don’t worry. You know Vivienne,” Chas said with a faint laugh. “None of her patients would dare die on her!”

“True!”

They chuckled as they walked arm in arm toward the infirmary, the night air cool, and silent around them. When they arrived, Vanessa excused herself to visit Sarah while Chas searched for Vivienne. She found her in the cafeteria, huddled over a stale cup of coffee.

“Hey, Mom. Can I sit for a minute?”

Vivienne looked up, her brows twisted into a knot. “Chas, I’m surprised to see you here.”

Guilt stirred in Chas’ chest as she pulled out a chair and sat down. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I should visit more often.”

Vivienne shook her head. “It’s not your fault. I’m the mom. I should be making more of an effort to see my child.”

The admission startled Chas. Her mother rarely if ever had any sentimental moments of weakness. The woman was a rock. She looked closer and noted the purple shadows under her mother’s eyes and the deep lines around her mouth. “Are you okay, Mom? You look tired.”

Vivienne sighed. “I am tired.”

“Did something happen?”

“Other than being stuck on a rock in a sea of zombies caring for hundreds of sick people with ever-dwindling supplies? No, I’m just perfect,” Vivienne replied with a touch of acid.

“Sorry for asking. Jeez,” Chas fired back, her temper flaring at Vivienne’s abrasive attitude.

“Don’t get snarky with me, young lady. I’m still your mother,” Vivienne answered.

“Are you? Really?” Chas said.

Vivienne gasped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, you’re never there. Lala is the one who raised me. Her and Grumps. I hardly ever see you,” Chas said, hurt filling her heart. She stood up. “I don’t even know why I bother to visit. Every time I come here we fight.”

She stormed off, only to swing around when Vivienne gripped her arm. 

“I’m sorry, Chas. I didn’t mean to lash out at you,” Vivienne said, gathering Chas into a fierce hug. “I love you, sweetheart. More than you could ever know.”

Tears burned Chas’ eyelids. “I love you too, Mom.”

Vivienne sniffed. “I’m just overworked, that’s all. I need a vacation.”

“Why don’t you come back with me? You can get a good night’s sleep, at least,” Chas said, her worried gaze taking in the droop in Vivienne’s shoulders.

Vivienne shook her head. “I can’t. Sarah needs me.”

“How is she doing lately?”

“Not good. This whole zombie thing is too much for the poor woman to handle.” Vivienne sniffed. “She needs me.”

“All right, but promise me you’ll get some rest,” Chas said.

“I promise. Now run along. You need your beauty sleep as well, my sweet,” Vivienne said, shooing her daughter away. “I’ll see you tomorrow at dinner.”

“Yes, tomorrow,” Chas said with a sad smile, knowing it was all a lie. Goodbye, Mother. I hope I get to see you again, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




After visiting the infirmary, Chas and Vanessa made their way back to their tent in silence. It was just after eight and people were settling down for the night. Lamps were dimmed and candles blown out as adults and children alike sought their beds. Crickets sang in the background and a carpet of stars twinkled in the heavens.

Chas shoved her hands in her pockets, lost in thought. Saying goodbye to her mother had been harder than she’d thought it be. Not only couldn’t she be honest, but she couldn’t be too blatant either. Her mom was clever and would pick up on unusual behavior. 

“How did it go?” Vanessa asked.

“Okay,” Chas said, gnawing on her bottom lip.

“That good, huh?” Vanessa asked with a sardonic smile.

“Pretty much. You?”

Vanessa’s features fell. “My mom’s not getting any better. She hardly recognized me, Chas. They’ve got her drugged to the eyeballs.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Vanessa shrugged. “I guess it’s better this way. She can’t miss what she can’t remember.”

Chas slung an arm around her friend’s shoulders. “It’ll be okay, I promise. We’ll be back before you know it.”

“Yeah,” Vanessa replied with a dip of her head. “I sure hope so.”

Their tent came into view, and Chas ducked inside. Her grandmother was lying in her cot reading a book. She arched an eyebrow at the two girls. “Back so soon?”

“It’s been a long day,” Chas replied. “I thought I’d catch an early night.”

Lala frowned and sat upright. “Are you feeling okay? I hope you’re not coming down with something, hun!”

“No, nothing like that, Lala,” Chas said, warding off her grandmother’s concerns with a wave of her hands. “I’m tired, that’s all.”

“That’s not like you, dear. Are you sure you’re all right?”

Vanessa shot Chas a pointed look before climbing into her own bed. The kind of look that said, “You’d better think of something fast. She knows something is wrong, and you need to throw her off track.”

Chas sighed and sat down next to her grandmother. “To be honest, I’m feeling stressed out, Lala. This thing with Cook, and the zombies outside…I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Now, don’t you worry about Cook. I’ll take care of him, no matter what that stuck-up Lieutenant Steele might say. Stealing food is wrong. How dare he?”

Lala’s indignant tone made Chas smile, and for a moment, she pitied Jenkins. When Lala got hold of him, he’d be sorry he ever took so much as a crust of bread. Her sympathy for Cook fled the moment her grandmother turned on her, though.

“As for the zombies, I sure hope you haven’t been up in the watchtower again, mooning over the stupid things day and night.”

“Of course not, Lala. I swear,” Chas protested.

Lala wagged a finger at her. “You’d better be telling the truth, missy, because if I find out you’ve been up there, you’ll be washing floors with a toothbrush for a week!”

“I haven’t, I promise,” Chas said.

“Now, I know it’s scary, and I know Johnson’s death shook you up, but I don’t want you going back to those first few days, hun,” Lala said, gripping Chas’ hands with her own. “That’s no way to grieve. Staring at dead people all day looking like you want to die yourself. Your friend wouldn’t have wanted that, would he?”

Chas looked down at her grandmother’s hands, the skin papery and spotted…old, but the fingers still strong, their grip fierce. Her thoughts flew back to the first few days after they were trapped here on the mountain. Days when she mourned the loss of her friend, Johnson. Days spent staring at the sea of undead that separated her from her grandfather, Grumps, and her other friends, Julia and Alvarez. Nights spent hating Major Brown for what he’d done to them all and plotting his demise.

It had taken a stern talking-to from Lala to drag her out of her funk. It was only then she could begin to heal and take a real interest in the camp and its people. That was the moment her vague plans for escape and seeking help solidified into something real. And it was happening tonight. Finally.

“I’m really okay, Lala. I haven’t been mooning up in the watchtowers or wishing I could die, I promise. I miss Johnson and Julia. Alvarez and Grumps. I wish they were here, but I’m fine.”

Lala nodded, raising one hand to cup Chas’ face. “Oh, hun. You’re so young to have lost so much. You all are, and I’m sorry for it.”

“It’s not your fault,” Chas said.

“I know, but that doesn’t mean I wish differently for you.” Lala planted a kiss on Chas’ forehead. “Now, get some sleep. I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning. We’re in this together.”

Chas nodded. “Together, Lala. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, hun. Sleep tight,” Lala said as Chas crawled into bed, pulling the cover to her chin.

Lala blew out the candle, dumping the tent into darkness, and Chas stared ahead as memories of Johnson’s death washed over her, revived by Lala’s words. It was something she tried not to think about. Not anymore, but now she couldn’t help it. Even as she drifted off to sleep, the nightmare sank its claws into her brain, dragging her under.


***


Chas scrambled down the waiting ladder and pulled her 9mm from its holster. Taking a solid stance, she fired at the closest infected. The zombie tumbled headfirst to the ground in a tangle of undead limbs.

 Spotlights lit the area in a bright yellow glow, rendering the night surreal, and shouts echoed all around her. Soldiers ran toward her, chased by a horde of flesh-eating monsters that were gaining on them with each second that passed.

Chas took down as many as she could, joined by her friends. A couple of soldiers reached the infirmary and also took a stand next to Chas and her group. Together, they laid down a withering wall of fire, dropping several zombies and giving more of the fleeing soldiers a chance to get to safety. In a steady trickle, they reached the building, some scrambling to the roof while others stood firm, adding their bullets to the constant barrage. 

The entire time, Chas looked for Johnson, hoping against hope that he hadn’t fallen. Then she spotted his tall frame, dragging an injured comrade across the open field as fast as he could, which wasn’t fast enough. He was the last in line and had probably stayed behind to make sure everybody else got out first.

“Hurry up, Johnson,” Chas cried as the last of the soldiers streamed past, hightailing it up the ladder as fast as they could go.

One by one, those who stood with them on the ground also climbed up to the roof until it was only Chas and her group still standing on the ground. From the top of the building, several soldiers began to lay down cover fire for Johnson, adding their cries of encouragement to Chas’.

“Move it, Johnson.”

“Come on, Johnson. Surely, Texans can run faster than that.”

With their help, Johnson gained a small lead as many of the zombies fell to the wall of bullets coming their way. Emily grabbed Chas by the hand. “Get onto the roof, Chas. Now!”

Chas shook her head. “No! Not until Johnson gets here.”

“He’s going to make it, Chas. Come on,” Vanessa cried.

With reluctance, Chas allowed her friends to coax her to the ladder. Up they went until it was just her. She turned for a last quick look and was gladdened to see Johnson had almost reached them. Lengthening his strides, Johnson dragged his fellow soldier the last few yards, closing the distance. He’ll make it.

She was about to climb the ladder when the unthinkable happened. Johnson’s foot came down on the ground and twisted. Even at that distance, Chas could hear the pop of the bone as his ankle broke. Head over heels, the tall Texan tumbled to the ground, dropping the injured soldier as well. They rolled across the packed earth until they came to a standstill not far from Chas.

“Johnson!” Chas cried, turning around to run to his aid. Strong hands grabbed her by the arms, and she was hauled up onto the roof of the infirmary kicking and screaming every inch of the way. 

An infected howled as it caught up to Johnson and jumped onto his back. Rolling onto his side, Johnson tried to fight off the infected, kicking out with his good foot. He seemed to gain a little ground, but even as Chas watched, another zombie reached him. In front of her horrified eyes, the second infected bit into Johnson’s throat, turning his bellowing voice into a gurgling mumble.

“No,” Chas sobbed, falling to her knees as she watched her friend die mere feet from safety, his struggles becoming weak before he grew still. “No, Johnson.”

Why? Why him?

The man he’d carried to safety crawled to his knees and tried to make a run for it, chased by three more zombies. His fellow soldiers managed to shoot them down, and he reached the safety of the ladder. As they hauled him up, Chas caught a brief glimpse of messy black hair and frightened blue eyes. He was young, scarcely more than a boy. 

Hands grabbed Chas once more, and she was pulled back off the roof of the infirmary. The rest followed, the howling and screeching of the infected now audible as they reached the barrier formed by the infirmary and bashed their fists against the walls.

Once they’d reached a safe distance, Chas stopped fighting the pull of her friends and watched with numb horror as Mathews blew the explosives, collapsing the building inward and permanently sealing all the doorways and windows. Within seconds, Galway and her crew were there, shoring up the mess with metal containers on forklifts until it formed a solid wall. The lower base was now gone, abandoned, and they were sealed into their new home.

Their new home?

Or a tomb?
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A soft hand woke Chas from her slumber, and she sat upright with a gasp. For a few seconds, she didn’t know where she was, surrounded by darkness and the remnants of the nightmare that was slow to release its hold on her.

“Shh, Chas, be quiet. Don’t wake, Lala.” Vanessa’s low whisper penetrated the fog around her, and Chas froze in place with a hand pressed to her lips.

After a few seconds, she heard soft snores coming from Lala’s bunk and relaxed. Phew. “That was close.”

“I know,” Vanessa said. “Come on. It’s time to go.”

Chas quickly but silently slid off her bunk, navigating by the faint moonlight to find her way. She slipped into a pair of clean sports underwear, jeans, cotton socks, hiking boots, a vest, long-sleeved shirt, and a utility jacket. Around her hips went her belt, complete with her knife in its sheath. All while keeping a careful eye on Lala.

She braided her hair until the long tail streamed down her back and washed her face and hands with a damp cloth. With deft moves, she plumped her cushions up underneath the duvet until it resembled her sleeping figure before turning to Vanessa. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Together, they slipped outside into the cool night air and paused. Around them, the camp rested in hushed silence, an occasional muffled groan or snore the only sounds besides the rustle of nocturnal animals and birds. 

On silent feet, they crossed the distance to a nearby clump of bushes, the leaves thick and covered in spiny thorns. With care, Chas extracted their backpacks, packed and hidden there the day before already. They were soon joined by Emily and Dean as each escaped from the confines of their own tents, and Chas appraised them in the silver moonlight. “Hey, guys. Glad you could make it.”

“Hi,” Emily said, looking alert and ready for an outdoors adventure with her hair tied into a ponytail, a rubber band holding her glasses in place, and a practical canvas jacket covering her torso over a pair of tights and boots.

“Howdy,” Dean whispered, tipping an imaginary hat at them. He looked rough but ready, his hair a mess but his jaws clean shaven and his clothes practical and sturdy. Jeans, boots, long-sleeved shirt, and a quilted gilet that zipped to the chin.

Chas handed them their backpacks before throwing a sideways look at Vanessa. She was dressed in a similar fashion as Chas, and she’d gelled her short bob back into a slick style that suited her full lips and high cheekbones. With her tall, slender figure encased in tight jeans and a leather jacket, she made quite the impression, and Chas couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy that shot through her. Damn. It’s the apocalypse, and she still looks like a model. A poster child for good genes and a fast metabolism.

Vanessa flashed her a grin, almost as if she could read Chas’ thoughts. “Looking good, Chas.”

“Thanks,” Chas mumbled, feeling bad for her moment of jealousy.

“Yeah, you girls look tough. Like Lara Croft style. Glad you’re on my side,” Dean quipped with a dimpled smile.

Emily rolled her eyes. “Come on, Romeo. Time to find out if the laxatives did their job.”

With their backpacks in place, the four picked their way off the mountain until they reached the first watchtower. There they paused behind a clump of boulders, and Chas pulled a pair of night-vision goggles from her pack.

It had been almost impossible to steal the pair, and she nearly got caught by Lieutenant Steele, but she knew they’d be invaluable…and they were. She could easily make out the figure of Mathews up in the tower, leaning over the handrail.

“What’s he doing?” Vanessa asked. 

“I don’t know. He’s leaning forward,” Chas replied. In the silence that followed, a loud groan drifted across the distance. “Is that…Mathews?”

She looked at him again, and now he was hurrying down the steps of the tower clutching his stomach. More groans came their way, louder and louder until Mathews exploded into the night and dove for the nearest bushes.

“I think that’s our signal,” Emily whispered.

As one, the little group ran past the tower until they reached the second. That one was empty already, the guard off emptying his bowels somewhere. With care, they snuck past and jogged along the barrier separating them from the zombies outside. 

It was eerie.

No…more than eerie.

Terrifying. 

Nervous tremors wracked Chas as she ran beside the piled containers and earth that was all that kept the undead at bay. In the dark of night, each groan and moan, every shuffle of clumsy feet carried in the cool air, melding into a symphony of longing for flesh. The single-minded need to eat and consume flesh. The fresher, the better.

When she closed her eyes, she could still picture them. A sea of gray. Gray skin, gray hair, gray eyes, and gray clothes. All melding into one being as death consumed them, leaching the color from their bodies while the sun and rain did the rest.

Chas wondered if the whole world looked like that now. An ocean of gray, color forever banished from the world, existing only in pockets until the dead eradicated that too. 

And the smell. 

Would she ever live to see a time when that stench didn’t haunt her every dream? That peculiar mixture of blood, old and new, urine and feces, rotting flesh and slimy innards, bile and vomit.

Even over the height of the wall it clogged her nose and filled her mouth until she could taste the rot. Not even the camp was free from it, not when the wind blew in that direction. It wasn’t unheard of for people to collapse, unable to handle the assault on their senses. Perfumed handkerchiefs and pots of camphor became all the rage, handed out to those most afflicted. 

Gritting her teeth to prevent herself from gagging, Chas focused on the water plant, its squat silhouette looming in the distance. As they drew near, they slowed until they reached their next goal: A pile of debris lying against the wall.

Dean fell to his knees, and after scrabbling in the dirt, he produced a carefully wrapped package. It contained the air mattress that would form their raft, a waterproof bag for their equipment, a length of parachute cord, wire-cutters, and extra wire.

“This is it,” Dean said.

“Good. Let’s look for the guards. They have to be around here somewhere, and we’d best not run into them,” Chas said.

“Cool,” Dean said, shouldering the extra burden with ease. 

With careful steps, they moved closer to the building, their eyes peeled for trouble. With the night-vision goggles, Chas swept across the grounds until she found them squatting in the grass. “Over there.”

She pointed at a low row of hedges. “They’re both…uh…busy…I think. Now’s our chance. We sneak past, get through the fence, and voila! We’re out.”

“That easy, huh?” Emily said. “Something tells me it won’t go quite so smoothly.”

Vanessa punched her on the arm. “Don’t jinx us.”

“There’s no such thing,” Emily insisted. “That’s just a superstition.”

“What do you know?” Vanessa retaliated.

“Oh, come on, guys,” Chas cried. “This is not the time. Move.”

“Fine,” Emily grumbled, shooting Vanessa a sour look that was returned in full measure. 

Hunched low to the ground, the four snuck past the hedge on careful feet. As they went, the two guards could be heard complaining loudly to each other.

“What the hell, man! This isn’t cool.”

“Must be that stew. I told you it tasted funny.”

“I’m gonna kill Jenkins if I get hold of him.”

“Uh, huh. I’ll strangle him with my bare hands.”

Any further conversation came to an end as the two men were attacked with fresh cramps, their loud groans filling the air. 

“Ow!”

“Uh!”

Other sounds soon followed, much to Chas’ horror. She sped up, moving as fast as she dared until they were all well out of earshot. “Finally. That was nasty.”

Emily’s eyes were wide, Vanessa suppressed a grin, but Dean giggled like a schoolgirl. “Did you hear that, guys? Did you hear them fart and squirt…”

“Ugh, stop it, Dean,” Emily said. “I hate toilet humor.”

“Oh, come on,” Dean said, laughing harder until Vanessa smothered his lips with her hand to muffle the sound.

“It’s not funny,” Emily insisted in a furious whisper, her cheeks a vibrant red.

“It was kinda funny,” Vanessa said, her giggles adding to Dean’s. 

Soon, Chas was smiling as well, then chuckling, then laughing so hard behind her hands even Emily gave up the struggle and joined in. Together, the four laughed into their palms until the spasms stopped and they could breathe again, tears streaming down their cheeks.

At least, it got rid of the nervous tension that had filled them all to the brim, and Dean tackled the fence with fresh energy. The wire-clippers made short work of the barrier, and they soon slipped through the hole created.

Once through, Dean and Vanessa worked to repair the gap with the extra wire Dean had brought until it was as strong as before. They did not want to leave any weaknesses behind for possible zombies to exploit.

The entire time, Chas and Emily stood guard, pacing the small stretch of grass next to the river with impatient strides while their hands hovered over their knives. It was the only weapons they carried on them. Their guns were stashed inside their backpacks for now.

“Hurry, guys. The guards will be back any minute,” Chas said, glancing back the way they came.

“Almost there,” Dean said. “You know, you could get the raft out and ready while you’re waiting for us.” 

“Good point,” Chas conceded, feeling the teeniest bit stupid.

He handed her the package, and she pulled out the air mattress. Taking turns, she and Emily blew it up until tears ran down their cheeks and their lungs burned. They’d barely finished when Dean and Vanessa announced the fence as good as new and joined them.

They slipped their backpacks into the waterproof bag along with most of their clothes, stripping down to their undies. Afterward, they sealed the bag, tied it to the mattress with the parachute chord, and prepared to launch. The only things they kept on them was their belts with their knives for protection, a single waterproof flashlight, and a small sealed bag containing cotton wool soaked in paraffin and a lighter.

“Remember what we spoke about earlier,” Emily said. “This river is deep and strong. The water will be cold. Especially with last week’s rains. We need to get out and warmed up as soon as possible.”

Chas stared at the fast-moving water, the river as black as sin. Her skin pebbled in the cool air, and her toes curled into the grass. Now that the moment had come, the whole idea seemed insane. “You guys ready for this?”

“No, are you?” Emily said, her face pale. The worst swimmer among them, Chas knew how scared she must be despite putting a brave face on it.

Neither Vanessa nor Dean looked thrilled at the idea either. 

It’s up to me to motivate them. Face your fears and conquer them. Taking a deep breath, Chas moved down the bank toward the water. She dragged the mattress behind her. “Come on, guys. We can do this.”

Reluctantly, the other three followed, slithering down the steep side toward the edge. Chas stepped down the last patch of grass, and her legs plunged into the water. It was icy, and a thousand needles stabbed her skin. She gasped aloud. “Holy cow, that’s freezing.”

“Told you,” Emily said rather unnecessarily, and Chas shot her a nasty look.

The current grabbed her legs and dragged the rest of her body in as well until she was left clutching the mattress with desperate fingers. “Hurry, I’m slipping!”

Taking the plunge, Dean pushed the make-shift raft off the bank while the other two girls followed, clinging onto the sides. With a huge splash, they all landed in the water, their shocked cries attesting to the extreme cold.

The river took control, sucking the mattress with its four occupants deep into its maw. As they were swept downstream, Chas looked back for a brief moment, in time to catch a glimpse of the two guards as they returned to their stations, their lights bobbing up and down in the dark. Thankfully, they didn’t spot Chas or the group, and soon, they were out of sight as the water carried the four friends further and further away. 
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Chas sucked in a deep breath as the cold leeched into her flesh, and she quickly wedged her hands into the cord binding their stuff to the raft. “Guys, you’d better get a good grip. In this cold, our fingers will go numb soon.”

“That’s right,” Emily agreed. “We can’t stay in the water too long, Chas. Or we’ll die of hypothermia.”

“I know, but it’s just until we’re clear of the zombies,” Chas replied, her teeth chattering like mad.

“Speaking of which, here they come. Quiet, everyone,” Vanessa said. “Not a sound.”

The four clung to the mattress as the river swept them past the barrier that stretched in a long line right up to the steep embankment. On the other side, horror awaited. Thousands upon thousands of the undead, their bodies undulating beneath the light of the moon like stalks of wheat waving in the breeze. A field of black, and gray, and silver.

A field of death.

In absolute silence, Chas stared at them, her gaze fixed on their hideous forms. Even in the poor light, certain aspects were revealed, their unnatural forms no longer human. She clenched her teeth together to keep them from making a noise. The last thing they needed was for the zombies to spot them.

Could they swim? Float? Would they even try to go into the river after food? Chas didn’t know, but she wasn’t planning on finding out either. Instead, she focussed on her breathing and keeping her head above water while not making a sound. Soon. It will be over soon.

The river kept up its breakneck pace, sweeping them past the infected until they began to thin out. As their ranks dwindled, Chas breathed easier. Now that the undead threat was fading, her attention fixed itself on their other problems. For one, she could no longer feel her fingers or much of her legs. Her entire body shook with the cold, and her jaws ached from the effort of keeping her teeth together.

“How…how m…much longer do we have, Emily?” she managed to whisper in a shaking voice.

“F…five, maybe ten minutes tops. T…too late, after that,” Emily replied.

“D…damn.”

Chas glanced back at the zombies. There was still too many. They could never land safely on that bank. That left the other side. She turned to look for a way out of the water at the same time that Emily sneezed, loud and clear. Not once, not twice, but three times in rapid succession.

Chas froze, horror flooding her brain. Her head turned of its own volition, and she saw the first infected walk into the water after them. It had heard Emily, and the dinner bell was struck.

The infected simply fell into the raging torrent, its hands reaching for them while it moaned. More followed, splashes ringing out up and down the embankment as the zombies swarmed the river. The water seized them, dragging them into its embrace and pushing them downriver toward Chas and her group.

For several seconds, Chas could do nothing but watch, her brain stuttering in terror even as the cold slowed down her faculties. What to do? What to do?

“C..Chas? They’re coming!” Emily cried. “I’m s…so sorry! I couldn’t help it.”

Chas shook her head, more to clear it than anything else. She looked behind her. The zombies were being swept into the middle of the current, same as they’d been. The stupid things weren’t hampered by a blow-up mattress loaded with supplies either so they were fast. Too fast.

“Move, guys. Kick!” Chas screamed as panic set in. “I know it’s cold, but we’ve gotta move quicker. Aim for the opposite bank!”

Three sets of wide eyes acknowledged her as the little group began to wiggle their frozen legs, swimming across the river. Their make-shift raft sped up, and soon they were moving faster than before as their muscles warmed up with the exercise.

Chas kept shouting encouragements, egging her friends on to move, move, move. They had to. Each look over her shoulders showed her an ugly picture. The zombies were getting closer, swept along like leaves on the wind. Now up, now down, rolling and twisting. It didn’t matter to them. They didn’t need to breathe.

She dared a look at the opposite bank and hope flared in her chest. They were almost there. A turn to the left was coming up. If they could make it before the bend, they’d be pushed ashore by the current.

And what then? What about the zombies that land with you? They won’t be cold…frozen. They’ll be only too eager to latch on.

Chas evaluated the group with lightning speed. Emily was too far gone, her petite frame no defense against the cold. Vanessa wasn’t doing much better with her slim build either. That left Chas, her stockier build a decided asset now, and Dean. He was the best off of them all. “Dean!”

He turned his head. “What?”

“Start working your fingers. When we land, we’ll have to fight,” Chas shouted above the chaos of the roaring water.

He glanced over his shoulder, and his mouth dropped open. “They’re almost on us.”

“I know. Get ready!”

Chas pulled her hands free from underneath the cords where she’d wedged them, gasping when pain shot through each digit. Taking turns, she held onto the raft with one hand while flexing the fingers on the other. All while kicking like a mad thing for the opposite bank and shouting, “Go, go, go!”

Dean copied her, working the life back into his limbs while keeping an eye on the zombies behind them. Chas didn’t look anymore. She was too afraid of what she’d see. 

As they neared the bend in the river, the current changed, and the raft began to spin. Round and round it twisted while Chas and the others tried to keep it on course. Impossible. The zombies in the water were now mere feet away, and Emily screamed as the spinning mattress swept her right past the nearest one.

It gurgled its delight, reaching for her pale flesh with eager fingers. “Chas, help me!”

Chas felt for her knife, unclipping the flap and gripping the handle. When the spinning raft brought here within reach of the infected, she slashed it across the face, the blade biting deep.

Then she was plucked out of reach as the bobbing raft hit an air pocket, and it was Dean’s turn to fight. Her cut had blinded the zombie but little else, and it was still on the attack. Dean ended its struggles with a lucky stab through the eye socket, the metal grating on the bone with a nerve-wracking screech.

The corpse bobbed past them on the water, but the next infected was coming toward them with the speed of a freight train. Suddenly, Chas’ feet hit gravel, followed by her legs and bum as the river dumped her onto the shore. For a second, she couldn’t believe their luck. They’d made it to the other side.

There was no time to celebrate, though. They’d made it, but so had several other zombies. These were rapidly heading their way while the rest were swept past and around the bend. A small mercy that just might save their lives.

Chas scrambled to her feet and stumbled around the mattress on unsteady legs. Water dripped down her face, and the cold cut to the bone while her knees wobbled like jello. Dean was also up, holding his knife in front of him. Chas could hardly feel the handle of her weapon, and she flexed her fingers in a desperate attempt to get the blood flowing again.

The first zombie washed onshore with a guttural growl, its milky eyes fixed on her exposed legs with hungry determination. It lurched forward on its hand and knees in a crabwalk that was both awkward and scary.

Chas gripped her knife with both hands and half-fell, half-stabbed down at its head. Her knees gave way at the last moment, and she plunged to the ground. A lucky move for the weight and momentum drove the point of her blade into the infected’s skull and speared its brain. It twitched once before lying still. 

Breathing hard, Chas got up, freeing her weapon with a hard pull. Dean was on the move, hacking at the next zombie with fierce intensity until its head flopped around on its mostly severed neck.

It stumbled into the third infected, and both went down with a loud splash. Like fish out of water, they thrashed around in a tangle of limbs until Dean killed them both with a large rock, smashing their heads to a pulp.

Exhausted, Chas looked for more enemies to fight. There was only one left, milling about in the murky darkness with rasping groans. She headed toward it, but Vanessa beat her to the punch, beating its skull in with a branch she’d picked up on the shore.

Chas shot her a grateful look and slumped forward with her hands on her knees. “Thanks.”

Vanessa gave a weary nod. “Sure thing.”

“Where’s Emily?”

Vanessa pointed with a shaking finger. “Over there.”

Chas turned in that direction and gasped. Emily lay in a heap, unmoving. Her lips were purple, and she didn’t respond even when Chas slapped her on the cheeks. “She’s freezing, guys. We need to get her warmed up now.”

“We all do,” Vanessa said. “We look like death, and I feel like it too.”

Chas glanced from Emily to her and Dean, noting the pallor of their skin, the bluish tints around their mouths and the involuntary shaking that had each of them looking like a victim of palsy. The only thing that had kept them going so far was adrenalin. Once that ran out, they were in real trouble.

“We’d better hurry before we’re so far gone it’s too late,” Chas said through chattering teeth.

“It’s not safe here,” Dean warned as he helped Vanessa back onto dry land, hauling the mattress up at the same time. “More zombies could come at any moment.”

“Let’s get out of sight,” Chas agreed, looking around until she spotted a clump of trees and bushes growing next to an outcropping of rocks. “How about that?”

“Could work,” Dean grunted. “I’ll move our stuff and check it out.”

“I’ll carry Emily. Vanessa, watch our backs, please,” Chas ordered.

With Vanessa standing guard, Chas heaved the semi-conscious Emily to her feet and carried the mumbling girl toward the shelter of the trees. Dean was already there, scoping the place out.

The trees and brush formed a circle around a tiny clearing with a jumble of rocks making a wall on one side. It was empty, well-lit by the moon, and there was plenty of firewood lying around.

“Is it safe?” Chas asked, pausing with Emily in her arms.

“Looks okay,” Dean said. “There’s an overhang here where we can take shelter. No snakes or zombies so far.”

“That’ll have to do, I guess,” Chas said, dragging Emily to where the rocks formed a little cave. “Right. Let’s get moving while we still can, guys.”
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The cave was barely more than a tiny hollow, but the floor was hard-packed and dry, plus it was free of any wildlife or insects. Working as fast as her freezing limbs would allow, Chas set Emily down on the ground with her back leaning against the rock.

Dean had put the mattress down, and together they untied the bundle and grabbed their dry clothes and backpacks. Chas pulled out the towel she’d packed and dried herself with vigorous movements before pulling on her clothes.

She immediately felt warmer and set about doing the same for Emily, rubbing her skin hard with the towel to get her blood flowing once more. Vanessa jumped in to help, and together, they got the poor girl dressed and bundled up in a spare blanket. She was starting to come around, and Chas was glad to see her lips were turning rosy once more. A good sign, she hoped.

Dean had started work on a fire, collecting twigs and kindling. With the cotton wool soaked in paraffin and the lighter they’d kept sealed in a bag, he was able to get a quick blaze going. The flickering flames cast a golden glow about the small clearing, its warmth both comforting and cheery.

“Let’s get the mattress into the hollow with the fire in front of us. We can keep each other warm that way,” Vanessa suggested.

“Good idea,” Chas said, wrestling the oversized airbed into the tiny space. 

Vanessa crawled in first before dragging Emily after her and snuggling close to the shivering girl. “One of us needs to keep watch, though.”

“I’ll go first,” Dean said, shaking his arms and legs next to the fire. “I’m feeling okay now.”

“Are you sure?” Chas asked.

“Positive,” he replied, patting the knife at his side before pulling his secondary weapon from his backpack, a deadly-looking machete. “I won’t let anything hurt you guys, I promise.”

“You should set up an alarm system,” the shaky voice of Emily interrupted. Her eyes were open, though she still looked groggy.

“Alarm?” Chas asked.

Emily nodded slowly. “Yeah, put twigs and dried leaves around. We’ll hear anything coming first.”

“Smart,” Chas agreed as she put Emily’s plan into motion. It didn’t take long, and soon she was weaving branches into a screen for the cave as well. It would reflect the fire’s heat back at them and hide the yellow glow from prying eyes. “How’s that?”

“Cosy,” came Vanessa’s muffled reply. She and Emily were tucked away beneath a blanket with only their noses sticking out.

Before joining them, Chas pulled a bottle of water from her pack and passed it around. “We need to stay hydrated.”

“Thanks,” Dean said. “Now, get some rest. There’s not a lot of the night left as it is. I’ll wake you in a while to take my place.”

“Perfect,” Chas replied, crawling into the nook with Vanessa and Emily. 

The mattress made for a comfy if somewhat unstable bed, and the other two girls had already warmed the space. Along with the fire, it was as comfortable as it was possible to be, and she soon drifted off into a deep sleep.

What felt like hours later, Dean woke her up. “Hey, sleepyhead. Your turn to take the watch.”

Chas yawned. “What time is it?”

“Around four. I’ll catch an hour or two, and then we can get going,” he said. “No use in hanging around here.”

Chas agreed. There was no point waking either Vanessa or Emily to stand guard. They were sleeping like babies and needed the rest. She eased out of her warm cocoon and watched with amusement as Dean squirmed into the tiny space. With most of his legs sticking out, he made for a funny sight. He soon fell asleep, though, faint snores fluttering from his lips.

After walking around the clearing three times, Chas decided to go through their supplies and sort everything out for the coming day. She grabbed her backpack first. She’d packed and hidden it two days before, and it contained everything she’d been able to scrounge up or steal from the stores: Spare underwear and socks, a towel, a bar of soap, toothbrush and paste, hairbrush and ties, gloves and scarf, a raincoat, a first-aid kit, protein bars, bottled water, a hatchet, a screwdriver, a 9mm handgun with a full magazine in a holster, and the night-vision goggles. Tied to the bottom of the pack was a thin blanket, now being used by the others while they slept.

In her jacket pocket, she also carried matches, gum, tissues, waterless hand cleaner, a flashlight, extra batteries, and a swiss army knife with all the gadgets. All of that along with her knife meant she was as prepared as she could possibly be. Or so she hoped.

She began by arming herself with the gun, sliding the holster onto her belt next to her knife. On the other side, she secured the hatchet and screwdriver, both as tools and back-up weapons. 

The wire cutters, waterproof bag, and parachute cord all went into her pack. Who knew when they might need it in the future. She didn’t know about the mattress, however. They’d probably have to leave that behind.

The other three’s packs were much the same as hers with slight variations in food only. Dean carried a few cans and an opener as extras, Vanessa had managed to snag a few candy bars, while Emily had somehow gotten her hands on a few packets of dried fruit and nuts.

Even so, Chas hoped they could scavenge for more food soon, maybe even find decent shelter to sleep in. Their most pressing concern was a vehicle and fuel, however. If they hoped to find out what had happened to Alvarez and the convoy, they’d need transport.

She set out a row of water bottles and protein bars for breakfast. Once the others were awake, they’d need to move quickly. The sooner they found help, they sooner they could save the camp. She decided to lay out their weapons too where they could quickly grab them if need be. They should’ve done it earlier, but the threat of hypothermia had taken precedence. Even so, it was a mistake not to be fully armed at all times.

Once she was done sorting through their stuff, Chas made another round of the clearing. It was quiet, but that didn’t mean there was nothing out there. The undead had a tendency to sneak up on a person, and a few more might have reached their side of the river and be wandering around. She glanced over her shoulder. At least the fire wasn’t visible through the screen she’d erected, and the coals only emitted a faint glow. 

Deciding it was safe enough for the moment, Chas sat down on a stump and stretched out her legs. It was peaceful. Far on the horizon, the sky began to lighten with the coming of dawn while pigeons cooed in a tree.

She sat like that for about half an hour when a rustle in the underbrush alerted her. She shot to her feet, unsheathing her knife while searching for the source of the noise. It sounded again, louder this time. Twisting from side to side, she spotted a set of glowing eyes low to the ground.

The eyes stared at her, unwavering in their intensity. Fear set in, and Chas swallowed hard as the saliva in her mouth dried up. The eyes blinked once before scurrying to the left. She whirled, trying to keep track. Suddenly, a low howl shivered through the air. It was followed by yips and yowls from behind her, and she realized they were surrounded by coyotes. Even worse. The howls sounded different. 

Crazed. Vicious. Hungry.

Memories of the zoo surfaced, and Chas was transported back to that night, facing off against an undead gorilla and a pack of zombie wolves. “This is bad.”

Chas transferred the knife to her left hand, shucking her handgun with the right. At the same time, she began to move back toward the fire. She lifted each foot slowly and with care, trying not to trigger a reaction from the coyotes. 

The bushes in front of her stirred, and she froze. When nothing happened, she kept at it. A rustle to her left had her heart jumping with fright. Another to the right almost undid her fragile composure. The eyes from before returned, but now there were more. 

Chas could feel the tension building as the pack of coyotes circled the clearing. Their growls made it clear they were infected, and she wondered why they didn’t attack. Some leftover fear of humans or fire? If so, it couldn’t last long. The spell would break, and they’d be swarmed by undead animals.

Chas sped up, knowing the clock was ticking. Once she could feel the heat from the coals on her back, she dared a quick look over her shoulder. “Dean!”

He stirred. “Mm?”

“Dean, wake up!”

“Wha…what?” he asked, his eyelids fluttering.

“Zombie coyotes.”

His eyes flared wide open. Before he could move, she whispered in urgent tones. “Move slowly. They’re circling us, but they haven’t attacked yet. Don’t set them off.”

He stared at her. “What do I do?”

Chas jerked her head toward the spot where she’d laid out everyone’s weapons. “Arm yourself, then wake the others.”

Dean nodded, slowly shifting his weight off the mattress and onto the ground. He reached for his machete with one hand and his gun with the other. Barely had his fingers closed over the handles when a chorus of howls froze them both to the spot.

Emily and Vanessa stirred, their sleepy voices and confusion adding to the chaos. “What’s going on?”

“Sh,” Dean whispered. “You need to get up very slowly. We’re under attack.”

Vanessa gasped and shot upright. “Attack?”

“No,” Dean cried. “Don’t move too fast!”

Too late.

The coyotes attacked.
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A furry body launched itself at Chas, flying through the air. With a hoarse cry, she swung her arm at it. Her elbow connected with a solid blow and the coyote crashed into the dirt with a yelp. She followed up the hit by stamping on its head as hard as she could. The animal squirmed beneath her boot until its skull caved in with a nauseating squishing sound.

Before she could step back, another blur of tawny brown charged in, and sharp teeth latched onto her leg. Chas yelped with pain as the coyote shook its head from side to side, tearing into her jeans. Panic set in as the thought of catching the zombie virus flooded her mind. 

Without thinking, she pointed her gun at the coyote and pulled the trigger. Its head exploded in a shower of blood and bone, and she jumped backward with a cry of disgust. 

Whirling from side to side, she looked for more attackers, her breath sawing in and out of her lungs. Dean had managed to get to his feet, machete in hand, and two coyotes lay by his feet. Dead.

Emily cowered in the corner of the overhang while Vanessa stood in front of her with the mattress held up as a shield. Three coyotes tore at the canvas with razor sharp teeth, intent on getting to the two girls, and air whistled out of the numerous rips and tears.

Moving fast, Chas ran closer and shot one in the back of the head. She didn’t dare aim at the others though for fear of hitting either Vanessa or Emily. As one, the remaining two coyotes turned around with menacing growls, slaver dripping from their canines.

Chas blinked as everything slowed down to a crawl, each second feeling like an eternity. The coyotes advanced, and for the first time, she had time to take in their undead appearance. 

Their fur was falling out in patches as their bodies rotted from within. Bone showed through in places, especially along the ribs, and their gums were blackened and diseased. Her nostrils picked up the stench of dead flesh growing stronger as they attacked.

Overwhelmed, Chas stumbled backward. A stone rolled beneath her foot, and she fell with a despairing cry. Hitting the ground hard, both the gun and knife flew from her hands. Acting on instinct, Chas rolled into a ball, covering her exposed head and face with her canvas jacket.

The coyotes tore into her upper body, their teeth ripping and tugging as they sought to find her flesh. With a sob, Chas squeezed her eyes shut, every second a struggle to keep them from freeing the jacket she gripped with desperate fingers.

The sound of the canvas material being ripped apart sent her into a panic, and she tensed against the pain that was sure to follow. But…nothing happened as the weight of both animals disappeared along with their vicious growls.

Chas dared to raise her head and look, peering through her fingers at Dean who was stomping one of the coyotes into the dirt. Emily had rallied and hacked away at the other with a machete. Its head rolled free from its body, the lips still writhing and frothing until she speared it through the head with a fierce war cry.

Chas remained huddled in the same position until soft hands tugged at her arms. It was Vanessa, her face twisted with concern as she helped a shocked Chas to her feet. “Chas? Chas are you all right?”

Chas looked down at her hands. They were shaking, the skin mottled with drops of blood and smears of dirt. “I…I don’t know. I think, maybe, one of them got me.”

“Got you?” Vanessa’s face paled. “You don’t mean…you can’t. It’s impossible. What are you saying?”

Within seconds, Emily appeared by their sides, her freckles even more pronounced than usual. She ran her hands over Chas’ body, lingering on the spots where the jacket had torn. “Let me see.”

She ripped the garment from Chas, tossing it onto the ground. Together, she and Vanessa searched for wounds, any place where the coyotes’ teeth might have penetrated. 

“There’s nothing there,” Vanessa pronounced. “They didn’t get through your jacket. We got to them in time. You’re fine, Chas.”

“Yeah,” Emily added. “You’ll probably be sore and bruised for a while, but there’s no broken skin. No blood.”

With numbness setting into the core of her heart, Chas pointed at her lower leg. A crimson stain was rapidly spreading across the material of the jeans she wore. Pain lanced through her shin and up her leg, growing worse by the second as the adrenalin rush wore off. “Not on top. There. It got me on the leg.”

Both Vanessa and Emily stared at the rusty stain with horror, their faces as pale as bleached bone. Dean looked as well, his broad shoulders slumping when realization set in. “One of them bit you? You’re infected?”

Chas nodded as tears welled up, spilling down her cheeks. “Yes. I am.”

“No, it can’t be,” Emily cried out, her expression becoming fierce. “I don’t believe it. Let me have a look.”

As she moved to examine Chas’ leg, a chorus of howls rose in the distance. Everybody froze, and Chas’ mind whirled as she tried to figure out how close the animals were. They didn’t sound like they were right there at the clearing, and she realized one thing. “We’re in no shape to fight off more of those things, guys. I say we run.”

Dean nodded. “We have time. Those howls were a distance off still.”

“Run where?” Emily protested. “You’re hurt.”

“That’ll have to wait, Em,” Chas said, hobbling toward their packs. Rummaging inside hers, she produced a bandage from the first-aid kit and wound it around her leg. Tight enough to stop the bleeding and to provide a bit of support to the injured limb.

Dean handed out the weapons she’d set out earlier while Chas rolled the blankets and tied them to their backpacks. The mattress was ripped to shreds and would have to stay behind. It had done its job anyway.

Once everybody was armed, they slung their packs onto their shoulders and each grabbed a water bottle and protein bar. 

“Ready?” Chas asked as more howling shivered through the pre-dawn air. The coyotes were getting closer, and she itched to move.

“Are you sure you can walk?” Emily asked, hesitating.

“I’d better. Those things are coming, and I’ve had enough fighting for one day,” Chas said, setting off at a brisk pace.

Pain shot through her leg with each step she took, but the thought of facing more undead coyotes kept her moving. As she made her way through the trees, she munched on the protein bar and sipped from the bottle of water. All while fighting to keep desperate tears at bay.

She couldn’t afford to break down, no matter how scared she was of becoming a zombie. They had to get as far away from the coyotes and anything else that might’ve been drawn to the gunshots as possible. Her friends needed her. She had to be strong.

Besides, maybe she wasn’t infected. Maybe she was okay. Maybe her denim was still whole, untorn. Chas bit her lip. What were the chances? She wouldn’t be bleeding like that if the coyote’s teeth hadn’t penetrated. 

Disguising her fears, she stepped up the pace. “Come on, guys. Let’s move it.”

Silently, her friends followed, each lost in their own miserable thoughts. It seemed their mission was over before it had even begun.
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Chas walked as fast as she could, moving in the opposite direction of the howls. Vanessa and Emily stuck close to her side, neither saying a word, but the worried looks they shot her every few seconds spoke volumes of their true feelings.

Emily briefly called for a stop once the sounds from the coyotes had receded a bit. She pulled disinfectant and wipes from her bag, insisting that they all clean the blood and gore from their clothes, weapons, and skin. “We can’t risk infection, guys.”

Chas agreed, except that she believed it was too late for her already. “Thanks, Em. You think of everything.”

After the quick wash, they carried on. The sun rose over the treetops, painting the sky in streaks of pastel pinks and yellows. Birds sang in the branches above their heads, and tiny insects scurried through the undergrowth. It was turning out to be a lovely day. Mild and pleasant. Except for the zombies, of course.

Around noon, they stopped for a short while to rest, and Emily consulted her map. She pointed first at their old camp and the river then a spot further down. “I estimate we landed around here somewhere, and if I’m correct, we should be about here by now.”

“Is there any civilization nearby?” Chas asked. “Houses or roads, maybe?”

Emily looked at her map and compass. “If we keep going that way, we’ll hit a road soon. It leads to a bridge, and from there, we can make our way back to Red Rock. I don’t know if there are any houses out here. Farms, perhaps?”

“Well, let’s rest for a few minutes then push on,” Chas said. “Maybe we’re lucky enough to find a house. I’m sure we could all use a vehicle.”

Dean grunted his assent as he slung his backpack to the ground. “Walking sucks.”

Emily produced a few packets of dried fruits and nuts from her supplies and doled them out. “This should keep us going until tonight, at least.”

“Thanks,” Chas said, munching on dried apricots and macadamia nuts. Dean handed out water, and she gratefully accepted a bottle along with two painkillers from Emily.

“Will you let me take a look at your leg now?” Emily asked.

Chas shook her head. “We’re not out of danger yet, and it feels okay for now. I can still keep going.”

Emily bit her lip. “If you’re sure.”

“I’ll let you know if I start to feel funny,” Chas said. “Or dangerous.”

Emily lifted her chin in a stubborn gesture. “I still don’t believe it. You’re not infected. You can’t be.”

Chas shrugged, unwilling to argue over something she didn’t want to believe either. “We’ll see.”

After the brief stop, the four friends carried on, trudging onward throughout the long hours of the afternoon. They soon stumbled upon a road which made the going a bit easier, and their pace quickened.

It was around four when Dean’s shout brought them to a halt. “Hey, guys. Look at that.”

It was a faded sign, the lettering almost gone. Even so, Emily read it out loud after examining the thing up close, “Green hills farm, or something like that. It points that way.”

Chas’ eyes followed her friend’s finger, and she could just make out a rough, narrow track that wound up the side of a hill before disappearing over the top. A tall fence surrounded the property, and a sturdy gate barred the way inside. It was locked with a padlock and chains, both shiny and dirt-free.

“Do you think we should check it out?” Dean asked. 

“It’ll be dark soon. We need shelter for the night,” Vanessa said.

“What if we get mistaken for zombies and shot?” he answered.

Emily snorted. “Don’t walk like one, that’s all, dummy.”

“Don’t call him a dummy,” Vanessa replied with a frown.

“It was a dumb question,” Emily protested.

Chas sighed. This is why I’m the leader. Because I’m the only one who can keep the peace between these two hotheads, and Dean is too nice to do it. “That’s enough, you two. Besides, he has a point. We might not get mistaken for zombies, but that doesn’t mean the owner is friendly.”

“If there is one,” Emily said, folding her arms with a huff.

Chas pointed at the padlock. “Those chains are brand new. Someone’s home, all right.”

“Oh,” Emily said, taken aback. “I didn’t notice that.”

Vanessa looked like she was about to say something nasty, so Chas interrupted. “Either way, I say we take a look. If we keep our hands up and make it clear we’re friendly, we should be okay.”

“Why not just keep going? If there’s one farm, there must be more,” Emily said. “Places that aren’t occupied.”

“To be honest, my leg hurts, I’m tired, and at least this place looks safe enough to spend the night,” Chas said, finally admitting that she wasn’t feeling so hot.

Concern washed across the three faces in front of her. 

“What’s wrong?” Emily asked.

“I don’t know. I’m light-headed, and I’m starting to sweat. I think…I think the infection is setting in.”

“In that case, let’s have a look at the house,” Emily said. “I’ll go first. I’m the smallest and least threatening. Vanessa, stick behind me. No weapons. Dean, you should wait here.”

“That’s smart,” Vanessa said in a lighter tone, indicating she was ready to make peace.

Chas nodded. “I’ll wait here with Dean. Whoever’s up there might shoot first and ask questions later if they see I’m injured.”

“I’ll…explain the situation if I can,” Emily said, her eyes shadowed.

“Good luck,” Chas said before slumping to the ground as her two best friends scaled the gate and made their way uphill. “And don’t get shot!”

“I’ll try!”

Dean wandered over and sat down next to her, picking at the dry grass that grew all around them in clumps of gold. He chewed on a stalk, his eyes flitting from her leg to the sky and back again.

“I know you’ve got something on your mind. Spit it out,” Chas ordered.

“It’s nothing. I just…I can’t believe it. That we might be losing you so soon,” Dean admitted, a flash of grief crossing his features. “I don’t want to believe it.”

Chas looked at the bandage wound around her calf, the blotchy blood stains a deep rust-red in color. “Me neither. I thought…I really thought we’d find Grumps and Alvarez and Julia. I thought we’d put together a plan to save the camp, and everyone would be happy and safe. Together again. A family, you know?”

“I know, and we’ll still do it. We’ll find everyone, including my parents. We’ll unite, and we’ll save the camp. I promise. That’s the one thing I can do for you, Chas,” Dean said. “The only thing, perhaps.”

“Thanks, Dean. You’re a really good guy, you know?” Chas said as tears dripped from her eyes. “Look after Vanessa and Emily for me too, please. And Lala.”

Dean’s cheeks flushed, and he looked away. “I’ll do my best.”

“There’s one other thing,” Chas said before leaning back against the fence.

“What’s that?”

“When the time comes, make sure I don’t turn into one of those things. I don’t want to live like that, be like that.”

Dean sighed, and his shoulders sagged. “I get that.”

“Promise me,” Chas insisted. She needed him to say yes. To agree. She couldn’t do it herself, and she didn’t want the burden to fall on either Emily or Vanessa. “I know it’s not fair to ask that of you, but please.”

He nodded. “All right. I promise. As long as you promise not to give up too soon. There might still be hope. A cure. Something.”

Chas nodded her head, agreeing to his terms even though she knew the chances were slim to none. There was no going back for her, but it was what he needed to hear, and so, she said it. “Okay. I won’t give up.”

“Good. You’re a fighter, Chas, and people trust you. That’s why I’ve never tried to take your place. Vanessa is tough, but she’s impulsive, and Emily is clever, but…” Dean said.

“She can be a know-it-all at times,” Chas said with a giggle. “Not that I’m perfect either. I’ve got my flaws.”

“You said it, not me,” Dean said, raising his hands in self-defense. “But, you’re our leader, and I respect you for it.”

Chas chuckled weakly. “Aw, shucks, Dean. You’re making me blush.”

He grinned. “Don’t get all big-headed on me now!”

“I’ll try,” she said, plucking a strand of grass from the ground. A ladybug crawled along its length, and she recited the nursery rhyme of old. “Ladybug, ladybug fly away home. Your house is on fire, and your children are gone.” The little insect flew away with a whirr of its wings, and Chas smiled. “Silly little bug.”

“I’m just glad they can’t turn into zombies,” Dean said with an exaggerated shudder. “Just imagine zombie cockroaches!”

“Ugh. Now there’s a nasty thought. Or flies. Or spiders,” Chas added with a laugh. It was fun to joke, but she couldn’t shake the hollow feeling inside. Was she turning into a zombie even as they spoke? Is that what the burning sensation in the bite wound and the tingly feeling in her body meant? Once again, she had to fight back the tears as a simple realization hit her. I don’t want to die.
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Chas and Dean waited at the bottom of the hill for about twenty minutes before Emily and Vanessa came back. They scrambled over the gate again, their cheeks flushed with either exertion, excitement, or a combination of both.

Chas climbed to her feet with a pained grunt and leaned against a post. “And?”

“We found the house,” Emily said. “And the owner. It’s an old lady. A widow.”

“Yeah, she almost shot us,” Vanessa added. “It took a lot of sweet talking to get her to listen to what we have to say.”

“But, we explained everything, and she agreed to let us stay the night,” Emily concluded.

“Does she know I’m infected?” Chas asked, her eyes flitting from one to the other. “You didn’t leave that part out, did you?”

Emily hesitated, and she and Vanessa exchanged nervous looks. “Well, I said you fell and hurt your leg.”

“Darn it, Emily. I’m infected, therefore dangerous. You of all people should know that. If she lets me into her house, I put her at risk, and she deserves to know the truth,” Chas said as frustrated anger stirred in her chest.

“I’m not convinced you’re infected, or a danger,” Emily cried, her hands curling into fists. “We need to look at this logically. Examine the wound first.”

Chas sighed. “Emily, I am looking at this logically. You’re the one who isn’t.”

Emily stamped her foot. “I’m not letting you give up, Chas. I won’t.”

Chas looked at Emily, and the years fell away. They’d been friends since kindergarten. Emily the bright one that read too many books and Chas the anti-bully who protected her friend from harm. Thousands of memories, some good, some bad, bound them together. The time they snuck out to a party and got caught, the time they watched a horror movie and had nightmares for days. Sleepovers, birthdays, exams, and homework, all forming a tapestry of undying friendship. She knew what Emily was feeling. Knew why she wouldn’t listen. Because it was exactly the way Chas would’ve felt.

“All right, Em. Let’s meet this old lady and see what she’s like. Deal?” Chas asked.

Emily stared at her from narrowed eyes. “Really? You’re not fooling with me?”

“Really,” Chas agreed. “Let’s go.”

Together, they made their way up the hill with Emily supporting Chas while Dean and Vanessa carried their stuff. The ground curved up and away in a steep bend before leveling out into a large clearing. In the middle sat a quaint two-story house surrounded by green grass and tall trees. It immediately reminded Chas of her grandparents’ home.

Longing stirred in her heart, and she had to blink sudden tears away. How she missed both Lala, Vivienne, and Grumps. They’d spent peaceful evenings sitting on the porch drinking sweet tea while waiting for Vivienne to return from a late shift. She’d return in a cloud of disinfectant, and gratefully accept a cup of tea at the kitchen table while Chas rubbed her swollen feet. It hadn’t been much, nothing rich or fancy, but it was home…and it was her family. Now it was all gone.

An old lady stood on the porch wearing a flowered dress and men’s boots. A stained apron covered the front of her skirt, and her white hair was pulled back into a messy bun. Twinkling blue eyes surveyed them from a wrinkled face with a button nose. She looked nice. Like anybody’s grandma. The cookie baking type.

There was nothing friendly about the shotgun in her hands, though, or the gigantic dog that stood by her side, its lips pulled back in a warning snarl. To top it off, the barrel of the gun was pointing straight at Chas. “Hold up, young ones. Don’t come any closer.”

Chas and the others stumbled to a stop. Emily spoke up in a wounded voice. “But…I thought you said we could stay the night.”

“That I did, and I’ll hold to it if you tell me what really happened to your friend. That was no fall that did that,” the old lady said in stern, uncompromising tones as she pointed at Chas’ leg.

Chas looked at her friends before stepping forward. “I’ll tell you what happened, ma’am. I’m no liar, and I believe you should know the truth.”

“Did you get bitten by a zombie?”

“Kinda,” Chas replied.

“What do you mean, kinda? You either did or you didn’t.”

“It was a coyote, ma’am.”

“A coyote? Since when do they attack humans?” the lady asked.

“Since they’re the undead kind, ma’am. They attacked us, and I got bitten by one of them. I’m not feeling too good either, so I guess I’m infected,” Chas added in subdued tones, fully expecting to be either shot or chased away on the spot.

“Well, why didn’t you just say so? Come on in. I’ll get some hot water and towels, hun. We’ll get you fixed up in no time at all,” the lady replied, stepping aside and waving a hand at the front door. “I’m Sandy, by the way. Sandy Dennis. The dog’s name is Henri. Don’t mind him, he won’t bite. Welcome to my home.”

Chas stared at the woman, wondering if she’d heard right. “Um, are you sure, ma’am? I mean, I’m infected with the zombie virus. I’m dangerous.”

“You’re infected all right, but not with that zombie sickness. I saw it all on the television before it cut off,” Sandy explained as she hustled the little group into her home. Locking both the screen and the wooden doors, she sat them down around a table and poured each of them a glass of sweet tea. “Poor dears. You must be starving. Let me fix you all a sandwich before we take a look at that leg. If it’s gotten you this far, it can wait a few more minutes.”

“Uh, thanks,” Chas said, staring at the glass of tea in her hands. It was cold. Taking a cautious sip, she almost groaned with pleasure. It tasted just like Lala’s. She still didn’t know what was going on, but she needn’t have worried as Emily immediately began quizzing Sandy.

“Why did you say she doesn’t have the zombie virus, ma’am?” Emily asked.

“Because according to that man on the television, you know, the one from the CDC, you can’t contract the virus from animals,” Sandy replied.

Emily frowned. “You can’t?”

“No, it carries over from human to human or animal to animal. Either one can contract it from contaminated meat as well,” Sandy said.

“Huh?” Dean said with a confused frown.

“It means that you can get the infection from bad meat and so can your dog,” Emily explained, “but you can’t infect your dog and your dog can’t infect you.”

“Why not?” Dean asked.

“I guess that once infected, the virus adapts to the host, making it impossible to cross over to different species,” Emily said. “It makes sense, actually.”

“To you, maybe. It’s all Greek to me,” Dean said with a snort. “But, as long as Chas is going to be okay, I’m happy.”

Vanessa smiled and reached for his hand. “She’s good, babes.”

“Actually, your friend is not doing so well,” Sandy said, placing a plate full of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on the table. “She might not be turning into a zombie, but she does have an infection.”

Dean and Vanessa sobered, their smiles falling away, while Emily nodded. “I thought so. She’s got the symptoms of a bacterial infection. Fever, pain, trouble walking on the leg. I’d bet the wound is all red and swollen too.”

“You’re clever friend here is correct. Animal bites carry a high risk of infection. If you add in the rotting flesh from the coyote’s mouth your chances are tripled,” Sandy said.

Chas felt ill just thinking about the rotting flesh part and stared at her leg. It was throbbing and painful, had been for a while now. Even though she was happy to hear she wasn’t going to turn into a zombie, worry of a different kind now consumed her. “What do we do now?”

“You’ll need antibiotics,” Emily said. “Strong ones. The kind we don’t have.”

“This is bad,” Vanessa said. “Where do we get that? The hospital? I seriously don’t want to go back there.”

Chas shuddered. “Neither do I. A clinic or drug store, maybe?”

“Luckily for you kids, I have everything you need right here,” Sandy declared. “Now, eat up. The sooner you’re done, the sooner I can treat your wound, hun.”

“How?” Chas asked, confused yet again.

“I used to be a nurse before I retired, and I still have a fully stocked kit in the cupboard,” Sandy said. “It’s the one thing I always made sure was up to date.”

“I guess I’m a lucky girl then, coming across you,” Chas said, relief flooding her veins.

“You have no idea, hun. Without treatment, it’s unlikely you’d have made it very far,” Sandy replied, patting Chas on her head. “Are you done eating yet?”

Chas hurriedly swallowed the last of her sandwich with her tea and nodded. “I’m done.”

“Follow me,” Sandy said, leading the way to a small bedroom with floral wallpaper and bedding. She indicated the bed. “Sit.”

Chas obeyed, and Sandy propped up her leg on a cushion before leaving to fetch hot water, towels, and her medical kit. Emily was put to work removing the bandage and helping Chas out of her boots and jeans. Dean and Vanessa were told to wash the dishes, mop the kitchen floor, and chop wood, much to Chas’ amusement.

“It’s more to keep them out of the way than anything else,” Sandy whispered with a smile. “Besides, I’m an old woman and could use the help.”

With a sponge dipped in hot water, she bathed the dried blood from Chas’ leg until the wound was properly exposed. It looked as bad as it felt. Four puncture wounds and a tear decorated the shin while the flesh was bruised and swollen. It had stopped bleeding but now started leaking again as Sandy continued to cleanse the area.

Chas bit on her lip as Sandy dug in deep, flushing out the holes and the cut with disinfectant until her whole leg was on fire. Once satisfied, Sandy put a fresh dressing on and bandaged it.

“It’ll leave a scar,” Sandy said as she worked, her hands quick and practical.

Chas didn’t mind and quipped, “Better than being a zombie.”

After a tetanus and antibiotic shot each, Sandy handed Chas a few painkillers with a glass of water. “There. That should do it, hun. Now close your eyes, and get some sleep. You’ll be right as rain in no time at all,” Sandy commanded, and Chas, exhausted after everything, could do nothing but obey, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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When Chas woke up, she was all sweaty, and no wonder when she was covered in several blankets despite it being summer. Tossing the covers off, she drank in the cool night air, her gaze taking in the faint moonlight streaming through the beige curtains. Faint snores emitted from a bulky figure sleeping in a chair next to the bed. She tried to push herself upright, but a wave of dizziness hit her, and she fell back down with a cry.

The snores stopped abruptly, and a questing hand lit a lamp on the bedside table. It was Sandy. “What’s wrong, hun? You feeling all right?”

“My leg,” Chas whispered, clutching the sheets as her eyes swiveled around the small bedroom. “It burns.”

“Well, let me have a look.” Sandy unwrapped the bandage covering the injured limb. The flesh was all black and blue while the holes oozed a foul-smelling liquid. “Well, I told you yesterday, this is to be expected. Coyotes pack a nasty bite full of terrible bacteria, especially the zombie kind. I’ll just clean this up and give you another shot of antibiotics, okay?”

Chas nodded. “Thanks, ma’am.”

Sandy cleaned the wounds once more and wrapped the leg with a fresh bandage. Afterward, she gave Chas another injection of antibiotics and painkillers. “Can I get you anything else, hun?”

“Can I have some water, please?” Chas asked, her mouth feeling like sandpaper.

“Of course.”

Sandy handed Chas a glass and helped her upright to drink it, her manner warm and motherly.

As Chas lay back down, she looked at Sandy and asked. “Do you have any kids?”

“I do, hun, but they’re all grown up and gone now, living their lives like God intended.”

“You’re all alone? What about the zombies?”

“Oh, they don’t bother me. Nobody even knows I’m up here, and I make sure the fence is strong and the gate locked. Besides, I’ve got protection. That’s what old Bessie is for.”

“The dog?” 

“That’s Henri, my dear. He couldn’t hurt a fly with his arthritis. No, I’m referring to my shotgun, Bessie. Had her for years,” Sandy replied with a smile.

“Why didn’t you go to the safe zone with the army?” Chas asked, genuinely curious. 

“What for? I’m just an old woman with bad knees and a grouchy dog. What use would I be to anyone? Besides, this is my home, and I’ve got everything I need right here.”

“I get it. I wish I was home right now,” Chas said as a sudden fit of shudders wracked her body.

“Here, let me tuck you in, hun. You’ve got a ways to go still, and you need to keep warm until the fever breaks. How do you feel otherwise?” Sandy asked.

“Okay, I guess,” Chas replied, though her stomach was churning where she lay. In an effort to distract herself, she asked, “Where did you get the bread for the sandwiches? And how come your tea was cold?”

“I live off the grid, hun. Have done for all my life. Never believed in paying the government for something I could do myself,” Sandy said as she settled back into her chair.

“But how?” Chas asked, curious.

“My electricity comes from solar panels and batteries. It’s enough to power the refrigerator and the borehole pump. I’ve got a solar geyser and a wood-burning oven outside as well. For light, I use candles and lamps. My garden yields fresh fruit and vegetables while the chickens give me meat and eggs.”

“Wow, I never even thought of all that stuff. What if you run out of something?” Chas asked.

“I’ll pop on over to the neighbors’ houses. They won’t mind sharing with me now that they’re mostly dead or gone,” Sandy said. “Besides, I’m well-stocked. I’ve got enough of most things to last a few years.”

“And you’re gonna do this forever?” Chas asked.

“Until I either die or my kids come home,” Sandy replied with a nod. “Now, you’d better get some rest. You need your sleep, hun.”

“Okay,” Chas said, preparing to settle down but a wave of nausea had her bolting upright again.

She doubled over and vomited a stream of bile just as Sandy shoved a bucket beneath her head. Chas kept convulsing until her stomach was empty, then fell back onto the mattress gasping for breath.

“Better now?” Sandy asked.

“A little.”

“Try to rest, dear. You’ll feel better soon.”

Chas tried, but as the night progressed, she got sicker and sicker. She’d sweat and throw off the blankets then shiver and cry from the cold. Finally, at dawn, she slipped into a restless sleep.

A gentle nudge pulled her from slumber, and she opened her eyes to the sight of a worried looking Vanessa. “Hey.”

“Hi, Vanessa.” Chas’ voice sounded croaky to her ears, and she swallowed hard on the lump in her throat.

“Would you like some water?”

“Please.”

Vanessa helped Chas drink a glass before studying her with a frown. “How are you feeling?”

“Better than last night,” Chas said with a wince as she pushed herself upright. “My leg’s not on fire anymore. That has to be a good sign.”

“Unless it’s fallen off, or is about to fall off,” Vanessa teased.

Chas chuckled. “You always know just what to say to make me feel better.”

“Me or the voices in my head?” Vanessa asked.

“Whoever it is, they sure have a sense of humor,” Chas said.

“They say thank you for the compliment.” Vanessa held up a bowl. “Breakfast?”

Chas grabbed the food. “I’m starving.”

She spooned the warm oatmeal into her mouth, savoring the sensation of fullness as her stomach eased up on its constant cramping. It was a little bland, but she reckoned that was better with her stomach being so sensitive.

Vanessa poured her some more water before pulling a chair closer to the bed. “Sandy is taking a walk. Says she needs the fresh air.”

“She’s a strange one, living all alone like this,” Chas replied. “But brave too. I don’t think I could do it.”

Vanessa shuddered. “No way. Not alone.”

“What are the rest up to?” Chas asked.

“Chores,” Vanessa said. “Sandy’s got us busy all day and night.”

Chas finished her porridge and set the bowl on the bedside table with a satisfied grunt. “Cheap labor.”

“Tell me about it,” Vanessa said before standing up again. “You rest some more now. Maybe you could even join us for supper tonight.”

“I’ll try, I have to. The sooner we can get going the better,” Chas said.

“Worried about the camp?” Vanessa asked.

“Of course. Aren’t you?” Chas asked. “I feel so useless lying here in bed. It wasn’t supposed to go like this.”

Vanessa studied her with her bright blue eyes. “Yes, I’m worried about the camp, and my foster mom. I hate sitting here when we should be out there doing something. I’m used to fighting.”

“Fighting?” Chas asked.

“My entire life has been a battle. A fight against the system, the authorities, my biological parents, the foster ones who weren’t right for me, the social workers and endless rules and restrictions.”

“It must’ve have been hard for you.”

“It was, and it was all for nothing.”

“What do you mean?” Chas asked.

“The apocalypse still happened. The dead walk the earth, and there’s nothing I can do about it. My mom is sick, my dad is dead, and the world has gone to hell, and nothing I did could’ve changed that.”

“Maybe, but we can still save the camp,” Chas said. 

“I know, but if you force yourself out of bed too soon, you’ll die out there, and so will we trying to protect you. For once, we need to wait, I think. Not rush things too much.”

“But it doesn’t bother you? Doing nothing?” Chas asked. 

“Of course it does, but I tell myself to be patient. That things will work out as they should,” Vanessa said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Chas eyed Vanessa with raised eyebrows. “And how’s that working out for you?”

Vanessa hesitated then grinned. “It works…most of the time.”

“And the rest of the time?”

“I drive Emily and Dean nuts, of course.”

Chas laughed. “That’s my girl. For a minute there, I thought you’d gone all yogi on me.”

Vanessa grinned. “Not quite, but don’t let it stress you out too much. Focus on healing first.”

“I’ll try,” Chas said. “I promise.”

“See you later.”

“Later.”

The door closed behind Vanessa, and Chas was left alone with her thoughts. It was an unsettling experience, lying all alone in the small room with its dated decor. In a way, it was comforting, the flowery quilt reminding her of Lala and Grumps’ house.

But it also felt lonely. She hadn’t been truly, properly alone since the apocalypse began. Ever since, every day had been spent surrounded by either her friends, family, or other survivors. Privacy was a luxury, and even showers lasted only a minute or two and was often shared.

She fidgeted, scratching at the quilt with her fingernails. At last, she got out of bed and walked around the limited space until she grew tired. “Don’t stress, she says. Easier said than done.”

She thought of how much Vanessa, rash, insecure, rebellious, Vanessa had changed. Not only had she grown tougher, but she’d also become calmer, surer of herself and her place in the world though she retained her independent streak. 

Dean and Emily too. They were stronger, more adult and growing into their new roles. Dean’s childish sense of fun was giving way to the kind of goofball humor that kept everyone relaxed, that cut through the tensions threatening to undo their sanity.

Emily’s tone was gradually shifting from condescending to informative, her sermons growing less severe. Chas could see her taking on the role of doctor or teacher, a kind person who saw the bigger picture but also the value in life. All life.

They’d all changed, Chas realized. For the better, so far. “I can only hope we keep doing that, and that we don’t end up losing it all somewhere along the way like Major Brown and his nephew. We’re not one of the dead, and we should never act it.”
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It took another three days before Chas’ leg had healed enough for her to walk, and even then it was only with the aid of crutches gifted to her by Sandy.

“Go on. Take them, hun. I’ve got another spare set I can use when my knees act up,” Sandy said, her face as calm and benign as ever. “You’re not getting far without them.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Chas said, gingerly testing out the set of crutches with their worn handles. They were comfortable enough and would be a great help. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for us.”

“Oh, it was nothing. Your friends repaid me with the fruits of their labor. I’ve got enough firewood to last the winter now, and my vegetable garden is in excellent shape,” Sandy said, patting her dog Henri on the head.

Chas looked out over the land below them, the view from Sandy’s porch second to none. They had a long way to go, and she hoped they could scavenge a working vehicle. At least the weather was good, the sky a clear blue and the heat from the sun comforting rather than blistering. It was a good day for a walk.

About time too, Chas thought. Despite all Vanessa’s talk of patience, it had been a rough few days spent twiddling her thumbs in bed while worry over the camp and Lala consumed her. She looked around at her friends. They looked just as eager as she was, dressed for the outdoors with their backpacks fully loaded with water, food, and other supplies. 

Sandy had been generous, providing them with freshly baked bread, homemade apricot jam, and preserved peaches. A veritable feast.

“Ready, guys?” Chas asked as impatience overwhelmed her.

“Ready,” they chorused.

As one, they prepared to leave, saying their goodbyes to Sandy and giving old Henri a last pat on the head. He stared at them with his usual droopy expression, but Chas was certain he was sad to see them go. Though old and a bit cranky, his presence in the house had been a comfort to them all.

As they trooped down the driveway toward the gate, Chas looked back for the last time. Sandy was still waving at them, her expression sad but determined. She was a tough old lady, and Chas hoped she’d be okay on her own.

“I’m going to miss her,” Emily said, her eyes suspiciously bright. “She had a lot of books, and she knew stuff. I liked talking to her.”

“Me too,” Chas said.

“I’ll miss her cooking,” Dean admitted. “She could make a mean stew.

“I bet you won’t miss the ax, though,” Vanessa joked.

He groaned, patting the machete that hung from his side. “Nope. Not at all!”

They’d reached the gates, and after making sure no zombies were around, they climbed over with Dean and Vanessa helping Chas. With their eyes and ears open, they set off down the road. 

The crutches were a bother at first, and Chas stumbled a few times over the uneven terrain, but eventually, she found her groove, and their progress was steady. Still, it was tiring, swinging her legs back and forth, and she soon worked up a sweat.

As the sun rose higher in the sky, and the breeze disappeared, she began to wish more and more for a car. Any car. Even one filled with zombies.

Noticing her discomfort, Dean volunteered to carry her bag which was a great help but also made her feel guilty. She didn’t have much of a choice, though. Not when the crutches dug into her armpits until she wanted to scream out loud. Every step she took ended in a tiny grunt of pain.

“Are you okay, Chas? Do you need to take a break?” Emily asked, her brow furrowed with concern.

Chas dearly wanted to say yes but didn’t want to hold the group back. Not when they’d barely gone more than a few miles. Biting her lip, she said, “No, I’m fine. Carry on.”

With reluctance, Emily turned away, and they kept going. An hour passed. Then another. Each one was more excruciating than the last. Finally, Emily called a halt. “That’s it. We’re stopping. You look like you’re about to fall over, Chas.”

“We don’t have to stop just for me,” Chas protested.

“Yes, we do, and it’s not just for you. It’s past noon, and we’re all tired and thirsty, I’m sure,” Emily said, dropping her backpack to the ground. “We can use a break.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Chas said in a dry voice, somewhat taken aback by the bossy side of Emily. She was secretly grateful, however, and her legs shook as she lowered herself to the grass in the shade of a small tree. Dean settled down next to her along with Vanessa and handed over her bag. Rummaging through it, she removed a bottle of water and a sandwich slathered with jam. The food was simple but good, and she relished every bite. 

Afterward, she leaned back with her eyes closed and her legs stretched out. The throbbing pain in her leg receded to a manageable level, helped along by a couple of aspirin. Sucking in a deep breath, she sighed as the tension leached out of her muscles and into the ground below her. “Man, I could fall asleep like this in a heartbeat.”

“Me too,” Dean said, one arm looped around Vanessa’s shoulders.

“Yeah, well, you’d better not,” Emily said, her tone sharp. “We’ve got company.”

Immediately, Chas sat bolt upright. “Where?”

“Over there. Top of the hill.”

Chas squinted in that direction, and sure enough, a shuffling figure was making its way down a grassy slope toward them. The thing, Chas didn’t want to think of it as a person, was slow and stumbling. It had probably been badly injured, either before or after death and didn’t represent much of a threat.

“Is that a house behind it?” Vanessa asked. “If it is, there might be a car too.”

“Let’s go check it out,” Chas said but stopped when Emily glared at her.

“You’re staying put. We’ll deal with the problem first,” Emily said. “We can’t have you hopping along with that thing out there, no matter how slow it is.”

Chas had to stop herself from saluting and settled for a nod instead. “Okay, fine. I’ll wait here.”

“I’ll babysit her,” Vanessa said.

Rolling her eyes, Chas settled down again, waiting. She watched as Emily and Dean walked up the hill, their machetes in their hands. The zombie sped up when it got closer, eager for the kill, and its jerky movements reminded Chas of a marionette on a string. “I can’t believe these things have taken over the world.”

“Yeah, it’s hard to swallow that dead people can walk around like that, even look and see…eat. I wonder if they still think. If they’re still in there somewhere,” Vanessa said.

Chas shuddered. “I hope not. That would suck.” She tensed as the distance between her friends and the zombie shrank, worry causing her to stiffen. “Careful.”

“They’ll be fine. It’s an easy—” The rest of the sentence remained unsaid, devolving into a horrified shriek instead as the zombie lost its footing and went tumbling downhill, straight into Emily and Dean. Together the three of them rolled further down in a tangle of limbs and screams.

Before Chas could even think about it, she was up and hobbling along on her crutches. In a blur of speed, Vanessa outpaced her, sprinting uphill with the effortless grace of a gazelle. She reached the ball of humanity first, her foot lashing out like a pro-footballer which sent the zombie falling backward, teeth spraying from its mouth. 

Jerking her machete from her belt, Vanessa chopped at the undead monster’s head, her movements furious. Angry shouts burst from her lips with every blow, and she didn’t stop until the zombie’s head was in pieces.

Dean and Emily had untangled themselves and stood breathing hard, their eyes wide and frightened. Chas finally reached them and called out to Vanessa who still paced up and down, her cheeks flushed with angry blood. “Vanessa, calm down. It’s dead.”

Vanessa kicked the zombie corpse in the ribs. “Not dead enough, it isn’t. Attacking my friends like that. My boyfriend.”

Dean blinked, and a slow grin spread across his face. “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about me, babes.”

Vanessa stared at him with a frown. “Of course I do, stupid. You’re my guy.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet,” he replied.

“Could you two stop schmoozing for a second?” an exasperated Emily cried out. “We need to check for bite marks, duh. And if you haven’t noticed yet, you’re bleeding, Dean.”

“What?” Vanessa and Dean cried in unison.

“Where?” Chas asked as dread settled into her bones.

“There,” Emily said, pointing at Dean’s forearm.

Chas looked at the limb and blanched. A deep cut ran along the bone, and the flesh gaped open in an obscene display of fat and muscle. Rich, red blood ran down the gash and dripped from his fingers to the ground.

Bile rose in Chas’ throat. “Oh, that’s bad.”

“What happened?” Vanessa whispered, reaching out to Dean.

Emily stepped between the two and held out her hands. “Stay away from him. You’re covered in zombie muck and could infect him. Go fetch our bags. I need to fix that cut right away. Meet us on top of the hill.”

Vanessa nodded, her cheeks pale. She ran down again to collect their things while Emily stripped off her belt and tied it onto Dean’s upper arm as a tourniquet. The flow of blood slowed immediately, and she helped him walk the rest of the way until they reached a flat spot on top of the rise. Chas hobbled along behind them, feeling utterly useless. Thank goodness we’ve got Emily.

When Vanessa arrived with the bags, Emily handed her a bottle each of disinfectant, soap, water, and a washcloth. “You’d better get cleaned up. Let Chas help you while I take care of Dean.”

“Okay.”

Together, Vanessa and Chas cleaned the zombie blood and gunk from her skin, hair, and clothes, spraying it all with disinfectant afterward. The machetes too.

Emily, meanwhile, had rinsed out the gash in Dean’s arm with disinfectant causing him to scream loudly before stitching him up. The black thread looked like ants crawling up his arm, and each stitch tore a hoarse cry from his lips until he was pale and sweaty.

Once she was cleaned up herself, Vanessa steadied him, holding his shoulders firm and murmuring comforting words in his ear. It helped a bit, and Emily was able to finish closing up the wound before disinfecting it once more and wrapping it with a bandage.

With the arm slung across his chest in a sling, Emily set about examining the rest of both him and herself. After a few minutes, she nodded. “I think we’re clean. No bites. That cut on Dean’s arm was likely caused by his own machete during the fall. We should wash up anyway, just to be on the safe side.”

While they got cleaned up, Chas wandered around on top of the hill. A short distance away stood an old farmhouse and next to it was a truck. It was old and rusted, but it had wheels and hope rose in her chest. She glanced at the fallen zombie, noting the faded jeans and boots. “Must be the owner. A farmer, maybe.”

After a minute or two, Emily joined her. “What is it?”

Chas shrugged. “A ride, I hope. We’ll need it now. Dean’s not walking anywhere.”

“Not today, he isn’t,” Emily agreed.

“I’ll go check it out,” Chas said.

“I think from now on we stick together,” Emily said walking alongside Chas as they moved to explore the house and its contents. A weak-looking Dean followed while being supported by Vanessa. 

“Yeah, maybe you’re right. We should stick together,” Chas said. “We’re stronger that way. Let’s just hope we find what we need up there.”

Emily smiled. “We will. I’m sure of it.”

“How come?” Chas asked.

“Because, after all the bad luck we’ve had, we’re overdue for some of the good stuff,” Emily declared, raising her chin as if daring the world to tell her she was wrong.

With a shake of her head, Chas walked along, buoyed by Emily’s confidence. “You’re not wrong, Em. We are due for some of the good stuff. Let’s go fetch it.”

“Let’s,” Emily agreed, forging ahead with a determined stride. 
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Chas circled the truck on her crutches. It was an old model, rusted in spots and faded blue in color. She was glad to notice it was clean on the inside, however. The leather seats gleamed from recent oiling, and the interior was immaculate. To her, it meant the owner had looked after it. “Should be in running condition. We need to find the keys.”

Emily nodded. “It’s either in his pockets,” she said, pointing at the recently deceased owner’s corpse, “or it’s in the house.”

Chas grimaced. “You check his pockets. I’ll check the house.”

Emily flashed her a look. “I’ll check him, but you’re not going in there alone.”

“Why not? He’s dead,” Chas protested. 

“Yeah, and who turned him?” Emily asked with cold logic.

The hair on the back of Chas’ neck rose as she turned toward the house. Her eyes traveled up the wooden porch toward the screen door. It was slightly ajar and covered on the inside with a white lace curtain. Similar curtains adorned the windows on either side, and her mouth dried up at the thought of what they might be hiding. “Um, okay, Emily. Check him first. I’d rather not go in there if I don’t have to.”

“Roger that,” Emily said, jogging back to the old farmer’s corpse. Vanessa and Dean shuffled closer to Chas and the truck, using it as support.

Chas studied Dean. He looked pale and sweaty. Likely from the pain. He needed time to rest and for the painkillers to kick in. The last thing he needed now was a zombie fight. Speaking of which…her eyes swiveled back to the porch, and she almost jumped out of her skin.

A corner of the curtains twitched. Chas stared at it, wondering if it was her imagination. The material twitched again before being swept aside by a little hand. A pair of dark brown eyes stared at her through the window. 

Chas gasped.

It was a little boy, his hair cut short above the navy collar of his shirt, and he was no longer human. His lips peeled back, and he growled at her through the glass, his stubby fingers scrabbling at the barrier between them. 

“Emily! You’d better hurry up,” Chas cried, fumbling for the hatchet at her waist.

The boy coughed up a spatter of black blood, his hands smearing the putrid liquid across the window. Chas backed away on trembling legs, her horrified gaze fixed to the boy’s face. This was a nightmare come true. Coming face to face with a zombie child.

Vanessa took one look at the boy before hurrying Dean around the truck to the other side. She propped him up against the door before drawing her machete and joining Chas. Together, they stared at the child trying to claw its way to them.

“Do you think he can break through the glass?” Chas asked.

“It’s hard to say. He seems too small,” Vanessa answered. “Maybe three…four years old?”

“Sounds about right,” Chas agreed with a sad shake of her head. “So young.”

“I know. It’s awful,” Vanessa agreed. “Emily? Did you find the keys yet? I really don’t want to go into that house.”

Emily straightened up from her search of the body and hurried over. “Sorry, guys. No such luck.”

“That sucks,” Chas muttered, tightening her hold on her hatchet. “Guess we’re going in. Hey! Where’d he go?”

The boy was gone, and she tensed up in readiness as her eyes swung to the door. Every nerve in her body screamed with fear. Just the thought of having to face such a small child infected with the virus was enough to send shivers down her spine. The seconds ticked past, and nothing happened. Chas slowly relaxed from her fighting stance.

“Do you think he’s coming out?” Vanessa whispered, lowering her machete.

“I don’t know. They’re not very smart,” Emily said. “He probably missed the open door altogether.”

“Yeah, but where’d he disappear to like that? It’s creepy,” Vanessa said with a shudder.

“I don’t know. Either way, we still need the keys,” Emily said.

“There could be more people inside. His mother?” Chas mused. 

“Oh, please, no. We really don’t need anymore zombies,” Emily said.

Just then screen door burst open, and a howling woman charged onto the porch. The boy followed close on her heels, and both sprinted down the steps toward Chas and her group. Vanessa yelled in fright, her machete raising into the air on autopilot. Emily screamed before readying her weapon, her face as colorless as bone.

Chas nearly dropped her hatchet as she fumbled to get rid of her crutches. Liquid terror poured through her veins as the two zombies charged, their howls and screeches enough to burst an eardrum. 

Vanessa jumped at the woman, swinging her machete with swift precision. The blade hacked into the woman’s neck, and blood spurted from the wound in thick globs. It didn’t slow her down, however, and she raked at Vanessa’s arms with clawed fingernails. Emily joined the fray, cutting at the woman’s knee to cripple her. 

Chas had a split second to take it all in before the zombie boy tackled her with a hungry growl. He dove at her legs, his little hands burying themselves into the denim pants. His teeth clipped together as he sought to bite down on her thigh. Twisting and turning, she sought to break free, but he clung like a leach, never once letting go. 

Frantic to keep his mouth out of her flesh, Chas grabbed him by the hair, threading her fingers through his greasy hair. One crutch had fallen to the ground while the other still dangled from her right arm, hampering her movements. She couldn’t get in a clear shot with the hatchet as the little monster wriggled around like a worm on a hook.

White hot pain shot up her spine when he landed a lucky blow on her wounded leg, and she had to grit her teeth together to keep from screaming in agony. “You little…let go!”

With a mighty swing, she lifted him off her body and threw him aside, a clump of hair coming loose in her hand. Before he could recover, she brought the machete down on his head and the zombie boy finally stilled, his muscles relaxing into true death.

Chas sniffed as sudden tears threatened to overwhelm her, and she quickly turned away from the sight of his body. Monster or not, he was only a kid. Probably turned because he ate a bad ham sandwich.

Vanessa and Emily turned toward her, their faces splattered with blood and gunk, and their cheeks red with exertion. Taking the zombie woman down had not been easy, and the trio stared at each other with shell-shocked expressions.

“Are you guys okay? Anyone hurt or bitten?” Dean asked, his worried face popping over the roof of the truck.

“I’m okay,” Chas said with a weary sign even though she didn’t feel okay at all. Her leg throbbed with pain, echoing the feeling in her heart whenever she glanced at the little boy. 

“I’m not hurt either,” Vanessa said, faint surprise coloring her voice.

Me neither,” Emily said. “We were lucky this time.”

“This time,” Chas said, wondering when their luck would finally run out.

“Let’s just clean up, grab the keys, and get out of here,” Emily said, rummaging through her bag for her cleaning supplies. 

“Good idea,” Chas said, not wanting to spend another minute on the desolate farm, now filled with dead people. Then a thought hit her. “Wait. We can’t go yet.”

Emily looked at her in surprise. “Why not?”

“I don’t know. He was just a kid. Shouldn’t we bury him? Them? Pay our respects?” Chas said. “I feel bad about just leaving them like that.”

Emily sighed. “I get that, Chas, but we don’t have time to dig a grave for all of them.”

“How about we put them inside? In their home?” Vanessa asked. “We have to get the keys anyway.”

Chas nodded. “All right. It’s better than nothing, I guess.”

After cleaning both themselves and their weapons, Chas, Emily, and Vanessa worked together to wrap the bodies in sheets and drag them back inside the house. The family was laid out next to each other in the living room, and Emily said a prayer over their still forms.

With time ticking by, they secured their supplies underneath a tarp in the back of the truck. The four of them squeezed into the front, pressed together like sardines in a can. Vanessa drove since Dean was unable to, and they left the farm behind in silence. 

As the house faded from view, Chas struggled to hold back her tears. She’d killed a few zombies before, but none of them had hit her as hard as the boy had. It felt wrong. All of it felt wrong. He was just a baby. 
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Chas and her friends drove throughout the afternoon, searching for a bridge. Though they had a map, it was hard to make sense of the country roads. They finally found one just before dusk, and Vanessa halted in front of the steel and concrete contraption. “Are we ready to do this? Beyond that river lies Red Rock and all its zombies.”

“It’s almost night. Maybe we should sleep over before we cross over,” Emily said. “It’s the smart thing to do. Especially with Dean and Chas being injured.”

“Where? Inside the truck?” Vanessa asked. “There’s hardly enough space for all of us to sit, let alone sleep.” 

“Maybe we should backtrack and look for a house?” Emily suggested.

“We haven’t seen one for miles,” Vanessa said. 

Dean sighed. “Look, guys. I’m feeling better. The pain meds have kicked in, and I can’t even feel my arm. There’s no point in delaying this any further just because of me. Go.”

“Are you sure?” Vanessa asked, casting a worried look over her shoulder.

“I’m fine, babes,” he said, flashing her a dimpled smile. “Just go.”

“Okay, if you say so,” Vanessa said before gunning the truck and shooting across the bridge.

As they crossed the concrete barrier, Chas looked down at the river and blanched. Bodies floated past in the swift running water. Face down. Their clothes billowed around them like clouds. Some moved. Infected, probably. Most didn’t. Corpses. The dead floating past in the night. 

It was a horrifying sight. One she would never forget no matter how many years passed. It was the end of everything she knew, and there was nothing she could do about it. Life will never be the same again.

They drove away in absolute silence, each caught up in his or her own thoughts. Their worlds had gone, and nothing brought it home more than the sight of the dead bodies floating down the river.

“Do you think we’ll ever live normal lives again?” Dean asked.

Vanessa shook her head. “No.”

“We’ll win,” Emily said. “We have to, or it’s the end of humanity.”

“It still won’t be the same,” Dean said.

“Maybe not, but we can create a new normal. A new world,” Emily said.

“A better one, you mean?” Chas asked.

“Why not?” Emily asked. “We’re the next generation, and a lot of the old structures are gone.”

“That’s true,” Chas conceded. “I guess it’s up to us then.”

“Let’s not screw this up,” Emily said, turning her head to the window.

For the next few minutes, they didn’t see much of interest, only the countryside stretching out to either side. When they topped out on a rise, Vanessa slowed. “There she is. Red Rock.”

“Home, sweet home,” Emily quipped.

Chas leaned forward, looking at the town that had once been her home. She could just make out the outline of its buildings in the gathering dusk, sprawled across the dusty earth. The rooftops glowed in the setting sun while shadows crept into lanes and alleyways, its reach like the creeping tendrils of death. It was too far away to make out individual features, and she wondered how many dead wandered its streets.

The truck sped up once more as they descended into the valley, the pocked tar roads smoothing out the closer they got to the city itself. Signs of the apocalypse began to appear: Abandoned cars at the side of the road. A wreck wrapped around a tree with blood smeared on the windows. Animal carcasses rotting in the sun. Human bodies too, though those were far fewer in number.

They drove past several country homes, and each time, Chas thought of her own home, probably empty and abandoned now. Longing grew within her chest until the words burst free from her lips. “Can we check my house first, please?”

“Your home?” Vanessa asked. “But why?”

Chas shrugged, reluctant to voice her hopes out loud. “I don’t know. I guess…I’m hoping Grumps might be there.”

“Oh, I see,” Vanessa said in a small voice while the others avoided her eyes. Clearly, none of them believed her grandfather was still alive. 

“Please,” Chas begged. “I know we’re supposed to look for Alvarez and the others, but I really need to know.”

Vanessa sighed. “I suppose we could take a quick look.”

“It can’t hurt,” Dean added, pointing left at a crossing ahead. “It’s not that far anyway. Not if you take this route.”

“This one?” Vanessa asked as she steered toward it.

“Yup, it’s only a few miles,” he said.

“In that case, I don’t see the problem either,” Emily said.

Chas sagged with relief. “Thank you, guys.”

Dean pointed the way while Chas sat perched in her seat, staring out the window as the surroundings became more and more familiar. With each mile that passed, her excitement grew, fueled by hope. She knew she shouldn’t allow it, should instead prepare herself for the worst but couldn’t. She wanted to, no…needed to see her grandfather again. To smell his tobacco scent and feel his strong arms wrapped around her. Grumps will know what to do. He’ll know how to save Lala and the camp.

“Hey, look, Emily. There’s the thorn bush you rode into when we went biking last summer.”

Emily frowned. “I remember. Lala spent an hour picking stickers out of my bum.”

Chas giggled. “That was so funny.”

“To you, maybe. I couldn’t sit for a week!”

The four in the cab laughed at the silly memory until Chas’ house appeared on the horizon. Silence fell as they drew closer, thick and stifling. Chas’ heart banged a painful beat inside her chest until she could hardly breathe.

First, she saw the rooftop peeking over the trees around it, painted brick red. Then the green lawn bordering the road. Carefully tended herb gardens lined the slatted wood fence and flower beds ran alongside the whitewashed walls of the old farmhouse. 

The porch looked just as Chas remembered it, sagging slightly on the left side with potted plants hanging from the ceiling. A set of worn but comfy garden chairs faced the garden, and lace curtains covered the inside from view.

“Do you see anything? Anyone?” Vanessa asked, her eyes flitting from the house to Chas and back again.

Chas swallowed as she searched for signs of life: Her grandfather’s truck parked in the driveway, the twitch of a curtain, a shining light to ward off the night, the screen door propped slightly open.

But there was nothing. 

Nothing but eerie silence.

Gradually, she noticed the small details of neglect that hadn’t been there before. Weeds were poking up between the stones of the garden path. Dead leaves were piled on the patio, and the potted plants drooped for lack of water. The lawn was overgrown too, the garden beds no longer so neat. It was obvious no one had worked in it for a long time, probably weeks. Her voice was hoarse when she admitted the truth out loud. “He’s not here. No one is.”

“I’m sorry, Chas,” Vanessa answered in a subdued voice.

“Me too,” Emily whispered.

Dean said nothing, but his sympathetic gaze spoke volumes.

Vanessa pulled the truck into the driveway and switched off the engine. In the sudden silence, the chatter of birds in the trees became clear. It was a peaceful moment, sitting there in the gathering dusk while listening to birdsong. It brought back many memories of afternoons spent lazing on the porch in the humid summer heat.

“Maybe we should stay the night,” Chas said as longing for her old home overwhelmed her.

“I thought we were pressing on,” Vanessa said with a frown. “The sooner we find help for the camp, the better.”

“I think we should sleep here tonight,” Emily interjected. “Chas is healing, but she’s still vulnerable. Dean is injured, and night is falling. We have no idea what we’re facing out there. It would be better if we were fresh and rested before carrying on.”

Chas held her breath, hoping Vanessa would agree. She really wanted to spend just one night in her own bed again.

Thankfully, Vanessa nodded after a quick glance at Dean’s face. As tough as he was, Dean looked pale and drawn, his injured arm cradled close to his chest. He must be hurting something awful.

“Please, Vanessa. It’s my home,” Chas pleaded.

“All right,” Vanessa said, pulling the handbrake up. “But, let’s check it out first. If it’s safe, we can stay.”

“Okay,” Chas replied with a grin. “Sounds good.”

With Vanessa and Emily taking the lead, they searched the grounds and house. It was empty with no signs of recent activity. A thin layer of dust covered the furniture, and the air had a musty scent to it. 

To Chas’ extreme disappointment, her grandparents’ room was undisturbed. All of Grumps’ clothes still hung in his closet, and none of his personal belongings were gone. He hadn’t returned to the house since the outbreak. That much was clear.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Dean said, patting her on the arm. “He’s probably been too busy fighting zombies and helping others to come back here.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Grumps is fine,” Vanessa added.

“Thanks,” Chas whispered, but she couldn’t meet their eyes. They were just trying to be nice. To keep her hopes up. It was becoming more and more apparent, however, that Grumps was gone. Maybe I should just accept it. Mourn him. Say goodbye.

But hope is a stubborn emotion and hard to kill. Despite herself, Chas couldn’t entirely accept that the man who’d raised her was dead. As she lay down in her bed that night, she made a promise. Grumps would never give up on me, and I won’t give up on him. I’ll keep looking until I find him. Even if it takes forever.
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The next day, Chas left her old home with a heavy heart. It felt like she was saying goodbye. For good, this time. At least they’d had a chance to rest and refresh themselves. Her leg was feeling better, and Dean’s arm appeared to be healing without any signs of infection.

After a quick breakfast of canned spaghetti from Lala’s pantry, they washed up, packed their things, and loaded their bags into the truck. There was no sign of any zombies, and Emily surmised that they’d gone off in search of food. A few abandoned country houses weren’t enough to keep them busy…or fed.

Chas took the time to wander around the house one last time, her fingers trailing across the familiar furniture and family photos. Maybe she’d come back one day just to collect her stuff, but she doubted they’d ever live there again. It was time to move on.

“Ready to go?” Emily asked, her voice low.

“Yes. I’m ready.”

Chas squeezed into the front seat between Vanessa and Dean with Emily perched half on top of her, and then they were off. Vanessa drove once more with Dean as navigator, and they soon left the countryside behind and hit the suburbs.

It was an eerie sight. 

Spooky.

Houses once brimming with life now stood empty, their owners either dead, zombified, or gone. No dogs barked at the mailman. No mom yelled at her kids to get to the bus stop on time. No anxious adults rushed to their cars, afraid of being late for work. 

Instead, weeds pushed up between the cracks in the pavement, gardens and lawns were overgrown, and front doors gaped open to the street.

Chas shivered. “I don’t like this.”

“Me neither,” Vanessa said, “but I’m sure it beats the inner city.”

“Do you think there’ll be zombies?” Chas asked.

Vanessa shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“If there are survivors, there will be zombies,” Emily pointed out. “But I think most of them have gravitated to the camp. They know there’s food, so that’s where they’ll stay unless something else draws them away.”

Chas thought back to the sea of zombies that currently besieged their old camp and nodded. “You’re right. Most of them are over there. The town should be quiet.”

“The big question is, where’s Alvarez and the convoy?” Dean said. “We need to find them. We can’t draw the zombies away from the camp by ourselves.”

“No…we can’t,” Chas agreed.

“And we don’t have much time either,” Emily said. “If we can’t find the convoy, we’ll have to come up with a plan ourselves.”

“Did any of them mention where they were going?” Chas asked. 

“No, but if the CDC was on the hunt for something big, I’d guess they went to a medical facility. Maybe to find research or notes.”

“Or, they could’ve gone to a government facility,” Vanessa mused.

“That’s possible.”

“Well, let’s try the hospital and clinic first, then the civic center,” Chas suggested. “We can keep our eyes peeled for any sign of them along the way.”

“Or other survivors,” Dean said.

“Right,” Vanessa said with a nod. “It shouldn’t be too hard to spot them. Red Rock is pretty small, and their vehicles are pretty big.”

“It’s a plan,” Emily said, and once again silence fell as Vanessa steered them toward the city proper, each one staring at their surroundings hoping to spot the convoy. 

They’d barely gone more than a few miles when an ominous sound filled the cab. The rattling of an empty engine. At the same time, the truck slowed, losing power as it sucked up the last few drops of fuel in the tank.

“What the…” Vanessa pulled over to the curb and slammed her hands on the wheel. “We’re out of gas. I can’t believe it.”

“You never noticed we were running low?” Emily asked, her voice tinged with disbelief and anger.

“I’m not used to driving, okay, Miss Perfect?” Vanessa retaliated, her cheeks turning bright red. 

Emily sputtered. “I never said I was perfect!”

“You don’t have to. It oozes from your pores,” Vanessa said before slumping over the wheel. “I’m sorry, okay? It was stupid of me, I know. I should’ve checked.”

Chas sighed. “Come on, you two. It’s nobody fault, and there’s no point fighting about it.”

Emily pressed her lips together for a second before nodding. “You’re right, Chas. I’m sorry, Vanessa.”

“It’s fine. Let’s just find a way out of this mess so I can feel like less of a dumbass,” Vanessa said.

“I can hotwire a car,” Chas said. 

Three sets of eyes turned her way filled with disbelief.

“You know how to hotwire a car?” Dean asked. 

“Yup. My uncle taught me. If the model’s old enough, I can do it,” Chas said.

“Now I’m just jealous,” Dean cried. “How come you have the cool uncle teaching you how to throw knives and boost cars?”

Chas laughed. “Uncle Al’s the best, I know.” She sobered. “I hope he’s still alive. My aunt too.”

“I’m sure he is. He sounds like a survivor,” Dean said.

“Well, thanks to him, we might just live to see tomorrow,” Emily said. “But first, we need to find a car for Chas to hotwire, or we’re not going anywhere.”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here,” Vanessa prompted.

They got out of the truck and looked around. A faint breeze blew a curl of hair into Chas’ face, and she swept it aside as she surveyed the area. A few cars were parked along the curb, but none of them looked like good candidates. Too new.

“Let’s grab our stuff and walk up the street. We’re bound to find something,” Chas suggested.

“Okay,” Emily replied.

One by one, they removed their backpacks from the back of the truck before walking further up the road. It was quiet, at first. The only sounds to be heard were their shoes on the asphalt, Chas’ crutches, and the cooing of doves in the trees.

They’d gone about a block when a different noise caused the hair on Chas’ arms to stand erect. She froze in place and looked around. “Guys. Hold up.”

The rest halted.

“Do you hear that?” she asked.

Ominous silence reigned as everyone listened closely.

Emily’s eyes grew wide. “What is that?”

“Feet. It sounds like feet,” Chas replied, recognizing the slap of numerous soles on the tar road. 

“Where is it coming from?” Emily cried.

“I don’t know,” Chas replied as fear coursed through her veins.

“Over there,” Dean said, pointing down a side street.

At the same time, Chas spotted them too. A group of infected was running toward them at breakneck speed. Too many to fight. They had to be fresh too because they were fast. “We’ve got incoming. Run!”

As one, Chas and her friends broke into a sprint, heading in the opposite direction. She hobbled along as best as she could on her crutches but was soon overtaken by the rest. When she glanced behind, fresh terror spurted through her limbs when she saw how close the infected were. Dropping the crutches, she ran without them, ignoring the pain in her leg.

“Hurry!” Vanessa cried to Chas and Emily, her long legs taking her far ahead of the rest. Dean was close behind, his football practice coming to good use.

Chas ran as fast as she could, and so did Emily, but they were hampered by their backpacks. Chas soon realized they wouldn’t make it, and screamed at Emily. “Drop your pack.”

Emily cast her a wild look before obeying. Her pack tumbled to the ground, loaded with supplies. Chas swerved out of the way, but the infected on her heels didn’t. Two crashed into the rolling canvas missile and were bowled over in a flurry of arms and legs. 

“Run, Emily! Faster!” Chas cried. Without her pack, Emily was able to speed up, closing the gap between her and the others. 

Chas lagged behind, her leg aching with each step she took. Another look showed her the infected were so close she could almost feel them breathing down her neck. Their grunts were terrifying, as was the crazed look in their eyes and the blood staining their teeth.

She shrugged off her backpack too, dropping it to the ground. Another zombie tripped over it, taking two more of its friends down with it. This granted her a small lead. She took advantage of the slight gap, pushing her body to its limits. But her leg was on fire, and she soon realized she’d never make it. Her friends were far ahead, far enough that they stood a chance. Maybe, I can lead the zombies away…help my friends escape.  

She cast around for shelter, and spotted a book shop with its doors half open. Its windows were intact, and she reasoned she could barricade the entrance with a shelf or something. Swerving to the side, she aimed for it, bursting inside with mere seconds to spare.

Chas pushed the doors shut, but there was no time to reinforce them. The infected slammed against the glass with frustrated growls, and it was all she could do to hold them closed. Digging in her heels, she wedged her body against the handles while her feet sought purchase on the slippery floor. 

It was a losing battle.

The zombies rammed against the entrance, throwing their bodies forward with furious rage. Their fists sounded a staccato beat in her ears, one that matched the terrified beating of her heart.

Chas bit down on her lip as her legs began to shake. The rubber soles of her hiking boots squeaked on the floor as they slid forward. 

One inch…two inches…three. 

A gap opened behind her, and questing fingers clawed at her shoulders and hair. Tears slid down her cheeks as Chas realized the terrifying truth. There was no escape. Not this time.
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“There has to be a way out. Think!” Chas cried, striving to focus through the all-consuming panic that had a hold of her brain.

She looked at the interior of the shop, casting around for a way out. It was big. Shelf upon shelf of books lined the open space. Smaller displays stood all around, advertising the latest bestsellers, and a counter lined the far wall. 

Chas vaguely remembered going there once with Lala, but her grandmother preferred the secondhand book shop next to the deli. As such, her recollections of the place were hazy at best, and she couldn’t see a way out. No other exit, no hiding spots. Nothing. 

Just when she was about to give up, Chas spotted a sign on the far wall. It sported the stick figures of a man and a woman each. Hope flared in her chest. “A bathroom!” 

Propping herself up against the door, she prepared to make a dash for the ladies bathroom, praying that it was empty. If it wasn’t, the gig was up, and she’d never make it out alive. “Oh, well. Here goes nothing.”

Chas launched herself forward, sprinting in a straight line for the toilet door beckoning from the far wall. Behind her, the doors burst open. Caught by surprise, the infected fell over their own feet and ended up in a pile on the floor.

As she ran, she pulled down the smaller displays behind her, creating a slippery carpet of books. This further hindered the zombies’ efforts, and she was able to reach the bathroom well ahead of them. 

Throwing herself inside, she slammed the door shut and twisted the lock. Moments later, thuds sounded as the infected beat against the barrier, their enraged snarls filling the tiny space.

Chas didn’t waste a moment, whirling around with her hand on the hilt of her knife. Luckily, the toilet was empty, and she allowed herself to relax for a few precious moments and catch her breath. She didn’t dare wait too long, however. The infected weren’t willing to give up, and she doubted the flimsy lock would last very long. 

On wobbly legs, Chas investigated the tiny room. There was a row of windows above the washbasin. They were long and narrow, but she reckoned she could squeeze through. With her teeth gritted against the pain in her leg, she clambered onto the marble counter and swept aside the lacy curtains. The windows were covered with burglar bars, the steel rods preventing her escape.

“No!” With a sob of despair, Chas slumped to her knees. “No, no, no, no.”

For a moment, Chas considered giving up. The sounds made by the zombies filled her ears, worming into her skull until it was all she could hear.

Give up, their growls insinuated.

Give in, their snarls said.

It’ll only hurt for a minute.

The door shuddered in its frame as the infected beat against it, and she knew she didn’t have long to wait. With tears running down her face, she sat hunched in a ball, preparing for the inevitable. Her shaking hand fumbled for the gun at her side. I can end it now. It wouldn’t hurt at all. I wouldn’t have to feel their teeth sinking into my flesh.

Then Chas thought of Lala and all the other people waiting back at the camp for a rescue that would never come. I can’t give up on them. On her. I have to try.

Filled with new determination, Chas rose to her feet. She pulled the screwdriver and hatchet from her belt and got to work on the burglar bars. Placing the sharp end of the screwdriver against the bits where the rods were soldered to the frame, she hammered at it with the back end of the hatchet. 

Chips of paint and plaster flew through the air, and sweat beaded on her forehead as she loosened first the one, then the second, and lastly the third bar. Luckily, the stuff was old, built years before, and came loose without too much trouble.

She worked with frantic haste, ever aware of the pounding on the door behind her. Once the rods were loose, she grabbed them and leaned sideways, bending them out of the way. Even as she leaned, the lock on the bathroom door groaned. The metal twisted and bent out of shape. She was out of time. 

Dropping the tools, she shoved the window open and launched herself through the opening. The edges of the frame cut into her belly, and the bent burglar bars scraped against her side as she wiggled through.

A thundering crash spurred her on as the bathroom door exploded inward. Howling zombies raced inside and fingers plucked at her denim pants with desperate hunger.

Pure panic surged through her veins, and Chas pitched forward in a last ditch effort to escape the grasping hands. Her body slithered through the window like a snake, one shoe staying behind when it caught on the window sill. 

Chas didn’t care. She cared about nothing except the pavement that came rushing up to meet her as she tumbled headfirst to the ground. She threw up her arms and closed her eyes as the wind whistled past her ears.

With a loud crack, she hit the concrete, pain shooting through her arms as they took the brunt of her fall. Her body folded in on itself, and her head caught a glancing blow that sent stars spinning in front of her eyes. Chas fought against the advancing wave of darkness that threatened to send her spiraling into oblivion. 

“Can’t pass…out. Not…now.” But the urge was too strong, and the fight left her muscles as reality faded away. 

Above her, the zombies vied with each other for the small open space, each trying to fight its way through to the delectable meal that lay waiting below. Just waiting. So close, they could almost taste it.
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Chas drifted in a sea of black, her body limp with exhaustion. She was tired of fighting, tired of running. All she wanted to do was sleep. But an insistent tugging refused to let her rest, and her eyelids fluttered open. “Leave me alone.”

The tugging didn’t stop. If anything, it got worse.

Fingers gripped her leg, the tips digging into her calf muscles. It hurt, and Chas shook the offending limb with a weak cry. “Let go!”

A growl rose in answer to her cry, and adrenalin spiked through her bloodstream. Zombie.

Chas struggled upright on her elbows and focused on the hunched figure of an infected tearing at her pant leg with its teeth. It snarled when their eyes met, its muscles bunching as it prepared to launch itself at her throat.

A blurred figure rushed past Chas and whacked the zombie in the head with a baseball bat. It fell away, and Chas blinked, trying to make sense of everything that was happening around her. “Who are you?”

The figure ignored her, continuing to beat the infected man’s skull to mush. Finally, her rescuer turned and grabbed her by the arm. It was a girl, her eyes a piercing green in her tanned face. “Come on. We have to go.”

Even as the girl spoke, another zombie fell through the window. It landed with a thud, and Chas found herself stumbling to her feet. The earth spun, and she stood still for a moment to regain her bearings. “Just…give me a second.”

The girl shook her shoulder. “We don’t have time for this. Snap out of it.”

“What? Where…” Chas mumbled, her brain still foggy and unfocused. A sharp sting on her cheek brought her back to reality with brutal clarity. “Ow, you hit me.”

“If you don’t follow me now, much worse will happen to you,” the girl said, whirling around. She ran off, and after a second of hesitation, Chas followed. 

They were in an alleyway, the sides lined with old, rotting garbage and overflowing trash cans. It stank, but Chas hardly noticed, so intent was she on keeping up with her surprise rescuer. 

The girl was fast, and her slim figure moved with the grace of a deer. Chas was hard put to stay with her and soon began to limp as her injured leg threatened to give out. A sharp, stabbing pain shot up the limb with every step she took, and her breath rasped in and out of her lungs like a saw. 

“In here,” the girl cried, opening a backdoor in the wall of the alley. She ducked out of sight, and Chas followed.

Inside, it was pitch black, and she paused as the girl slammed the door shut and locked it. At least, they were safe from the zombies for the moment. “Where are we?”

“No talking. Just follow my lead,” the girl said, gripping Chas’ hand with cool fingers.

A few steps lead them to another door, this one opening into a department store filled with racks of clothing. Dim light streamed in through a couple of windows set high up in the walls, and the ceiling loomed far above their heads. 

“Come on. We’ve got to get out of here. I haven’t cleared this place yet. There might be zombies,” the girl said in a low whisper before disappearing between two rows.

“You haven’t…zombies?” Chas mumbled as horror set in. She quickly drew the gun from its holster on her belt and gripped it with both hands. She’d had no chance to use it earlier, not against the mob that chased her, but now it might just save her life.

Her mouth dried up as she stepped forward into the murky store, brushing past a rack of coats. A mannequin appeared to the right, and she almost shot it in the head. “Cool it, Chas. Remember what Alvarez and Julia taught you.”

With the gun held ready, she moved forward, heading for the front of the store. It seemed deserted, but it was hard to tell. Who knew what lurked between the racks? “Hello?” she whispered.

An answering growl caused the hair on the back of her neck rise, and Chas whirled in time to see a zombie reach for her with long fingers. It must have been a sales lady once, a woman in her twenties with blonde hair wearing a pink suit.

The zombie lurched toward her, and Chas jumped backward with a cry only to smash into the rack behind her. It scraped across the floor, and articles of clothing tumbled to the ground as Chas scrambled to put distance between her and the zombie lady. 

Raising the gun, she put two bullets into the woman’s forehead, dropping her instantly. The shots echoed throughout the store, and her ears rang from the report. She turned and fled, running into one rack after the other, mannequins looming around every corner to mock her with their blank faces. A hand grasped her shoulder, and she screamed, raising her gun, ready to shoot.

“Stop. It’s me!” a voice cried. It was the girl again.

“It’s you,” Chas gasped. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“No time. Follow me before more come. They’re drawn to noise,” the girl said, before setting off again.

Gritting her teeth, Chas followed, ignoring the various aches and pains she suffered from. They soon reached the front of the shop and hunched behind a display to survey the street.

“What now?” Chas asked, stiffening when a trio of infected ran past the glass doors.

“Beats me,” the girl said. “I was heading to the church when I saw you and your friends run past.”

“The church?”

“Yeah, I heard on the radio there are survivors there,” the girl said.

“Survivors?”

“Yup. A whole lot of them.”

“And my friends? Did you see where they went?” 

“They ran in the right direction. If they keep going, they’ll make it. I’m more worried about us. There’s a bunch of zombies running around these streets.”

“How far is the church?” Chas asked.

“It’s the Methodist on Fourth Street about three blocks away,” she said.

Chas craned her head to look out into the street and spotted an old sedan standing with the driver’s door open. “If we can get to that car, I can get us out of here.”

“How?” the girl asked. “We don’t have the keys.”

“Maybe not, but I can hotwire it.”

“You can?” 

“Uh, huh. I just need a few minutes.”

The girl considered this and nodded. “All right. Once it’s clear, we make a run for it.”

“Deal,” Chas said. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“I’m Anke. You?”

“Chas.”

“Nice to meet you, Chas.”

“Likewise.”

“Okay, when I say go, we go. Got that?” Anke asked.

Chas nodded.

Two minutes later, Anke took a final look before whispering, “Now!”

Together, they burst out into the open street and ran toward the sedan. Anke dove in first after quickly checking it was empty. Chas followed, shimmying into the driver seat and closing the door with a sigh of relief. “We made it.”

“Only if you can start this thing,” Anke said with a pointed look.

“Right. Here goes.” Holstering the gun, Chas drew her knife, the same one Uncle Al had given her for her birthday.

The gleaming blade brought back memories of the Ferris wheel and everything that had happened that night. It seemed like an eternity ago now. 

With nervous fingers, Chas pried open the plastic cover on the steering column and pulled out the battery, ignition, and starter wire bundle. Praying she got it right, she stripped the insulation from the battery wires and twisted them together. Next, she connected the ignition wire to the battery wires.

The dashboard lights flared to life, and Chas nearly screamed with delight. “Yes!”

“Um, Chas?” Anke said.

“Yes?”

“That’s awesome and all, but you’d better get the motor running now. We’ve got company.”

“What?” Chas raised her head and immediately regretted it. A swarm of zombies was headed their way and would reach them within seconds. “Damn.”

“Hurry!” Anke shouted.

“I can’t. If I don’t get this next part right, I’ll electrocute myself,” Chas said, ducking down once more.

With trembling fingers, she tripped the starter wires, being careful not to touch them with her bare hands. Gritting her teeth, she sparked them against the battery wires. The engine turned but didn’t catch, and Chas nearly cried with frustration.

A thud on the window caused her to jump, and Anke screamed as zombies surrounded the car. They beat on the windows with their fists, and their snarling faces filled their vision. “Chas, please. Get us out of here.”

“I’m trying!” The second time ended just like the first. In failure. The car wouldn’t start.

By now, they were completely surrounded, and the car shook as the crowd of infected rocked it back and forth on its wheels. Anke clung to her seat, and it took everything Chas had not to panic and drop the wires.

“Please start. Please, please, please,” she begged as she sparked the wires a third and a fourth time. With a roar, the engine caught, and she quickly revved the motor to keep it running before detaching the starter wires.

With a sigh of relief, Chas jammed the car into reverse. “Hold on, Anke. We’re getting out of here.”

“About time,” Anke said then shrieked as the glass next to her face shattered. Hands reached inside to grab her, and Chas jammed her foot on the gas.

The sedan shot backward like a bullet from a pistol. Zombies went flying in every direction as Chas shifted into drive and shot up the street with a screech of tires. They thudded over several bodies, the old car rocking like a ship on stormy waves.

Chas gripped the wheel with both hands, trying not to throw up when a spray of thick, black blood washed across her window. Thank heavens it was intact, or she would’ve gotten a faceful. “Are you okay, Anke?”

“I’m fine,” Anke replied, twisting in her seat to watch the last of the zombies fade from view as they raced away. “Where’d you learn how to do that?”

“It’s a long story,” Chas replied, not wanting to get into her family history right then. “Which way to the church?”

“Keep straight for two blocks then make a sharp turn right,” Anke said.

Chas nodded. “Okay.”

Hope filled her chest as they drew closer and closer. The only thing that mattered now was getting to the church. Her friends would be there. They had to. Maybe the survivors will help us save the camp too. 

She glanced at Anke. The girl looked about the same age as her. Maybe a year or two older. She was built like an athlete, and her tan attested to a life spent outdoors. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she looked as excited as Chas felt. 

“Thanks for saving my life back there. I owe you one,” Chas said.

“No worries. You just saved my ass too, so I guess we’re even,” Anke replied with a wave of her hand.

Chas grinned. “I suppose we are.”

“Turn right here,” Anke said, and Chas turned her attention back to the road.

She made a sharp turn without slowing down but screamed when a concrete barrier appeared right in front of them. There was no time to stop, and they slammed into the wall nose first. 

Metal crunched as the front of the car crumpled into a ball, and Chas threw up her hands as she was thrown forward by the impact. Her head hit the windshield, and pain shot through her neck and spine. The taste of copper filled her mouth, and she coughed as a dribble of blood ran down her chin. For the second time that day, darkness swooped down to claim her.

“Anke,” she whimpered, fighting to stay awake. Silence met her call, and Chas slumped forward as the world faded to black. 
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Chas’ consciousness dipped in and out, her eyelids fluttering as she became aware of movement all around her. Hands gripped her arms and hauled her from the car. It had to be zombies. She tried to fight them, mewling her protests like a weak kitten. I don’t want to die. I can’t let them bite me…eat me.

The hands ignored her efforts, and she was pulled from the wreck and onto the tar. This was it. She was going to die. Gravel stung her palms as she struggled against their hold, expecting teeth to sink into her flesh at any moment. 

That didn’t happen.

Instead, she was lifted into the air and laid down on something hard. A board, maybe. Or, a stretcher. Voices filled the air around her, and fingers pried her eyelids open to shine a bright light into her pupils. People. Survivors like her. 

“Stop…it hurts.” In truth, everything hurt. It felt like her body had been tossed into a meat grinder and spat out the other end. Nothing felt like it belonged. She felt disconnected, disjointed. A broken doll pieced together again but all wrong.

Her brain flashed to the moment of impact. The screech of metal on concrete. A distant scream. Silence. Awful silence.

“Anke. Where’s Anke?”

“Sh, your friend’s right here. She’s fine,” a voice said in a soothing monotone. “Relax. You need to relax.”

“She’s okay?” Chas mumbled, her head drooping to the side as the darkness swarmed in again, dragging her into its cold embrace.

It felt like hours had passed before she woke again. This time, she came awake with a gasp, shooting upright to find herself lying on a bed. She blinked at the bright fluorescent light in the ceiling before looking down at her body.

Nothing looked familiar.

Her clothes were gone, and her frame was covered in a white gown like the ones you got in a hospital. Her bare legs were mottled with purple bruises, but a fresh dressing covered her old wound.

Chas lifted her hands and felt her face. Her fingertips ran over a line of stitches close to her hairline. Her lower lip was swollen, cut on the inside, and her head ached. Stitches. That meant medical treatment, which indicated other people. 

“Where am I?” 

The church. They were heading for the church when…Chas gasped. “Anke!”

She jumped off the bed and ran to the door, jiggling the handle. It was locked. She banged her fists on the door. “Hello! Anyone out there?”

Nobody answered.

Eventually, Chas gave up and sat down again, surveying the room. All it contained was a single bed and mattress, a small table, and a toilet in the corner along with a washbasin. A glass of water stood on the bedside table, and she greedily gulped it down. Her parched tissues sucked up the precious liquid with relief. As if on cue, her bladder clenched, and she jumped up to empty it. Afterward, there was nothing left to do but wait.

The hours passed slowly, and Chas grew more and more frustrated. She spent the time pacing up and down and banging on the door. Not once did she get an answer. At one point she dozed off only to resume her furious tirade once more when awake.

“What the hell is wrong with these people? Are they crazy? Nuts? Cannibals?” Chas shouted, bouncing up and down on the hard mattress. “Open the freaking door!”

As if in answer to her prayers, a key turned in the lock, and the door swung open to reveal a stern-looking man old enough to be her father. He carried a gun, and he wasn’t smiling. Not one bit.

Chas had jumped up, ready to attack whoever opened her room, but now she swallowed, fear curling in her stomach. “Um. Who are you?”

“Follow me, please,” he said, ignoring her question.

“What?” 

But the man was already gone, and after a second’s hesitation, she hurried after him. The outside looked much like the inside had. Bare and cold. Brightly lit. A long corridor stretched past more doors like hers to an exit at the end, and the mystery man was already half-way through it. 

Chas sped up to a jog and slipped through the door just as it swung shut again. She looked around, surprised to find herself inside a clinic. Hospital beds lined the wall, and nurses bustled to and fro. A doctor was making notes on a clipboard, and the sharp tang of antiseptic filled her nostrils.

“What is this?” Chas asked.

“This is the infirmary, dear,” a matronly woman in a white overcoat answered. A name tag labeled her as Inge. “Now, would you please follow me? I need to clear you for release.”

“Release?” Chas asked, now thoroughly confused.

She glanced behind her and noticed that the mystery man had taken up a guard-like position next to the door she’d just exited. He stood stock still, hands folded and face blank. Not once did he even look at her. 

“You must excuse Mr. Peterson,” the nurse said. “He takes his job very seriously.”

“More like Mr. Got-a-stick-up-my-bum,” Chas muttered as she followed Inge toward one of the hospital beds. “What exactly is his job? And where are we? Who’s in charge?”

“Sit down, please,” Inge said, indicating the bed.

Chas did so with reluctance. “Fine, but can you please tell me what’s going on? I’ve been locked up for who knows how long, and I’m looking for my friend, Anke, and no one will answer any of my questions!”

Inge sighed. “Of course, dear. I’m sorry for the confusion. We’ve got a very carefully worked out system here, and sometimes it’s easy to forget how scared and frightened you must be.”

“I’m not scared. I just want answers,” Chas said, folding her arms across her chest.

“I know, dear. All in good time, but first, I need to do your final exam so you can be released into the general population.”

“What does that even mean?” Chas said, her frustration growing more acute by the minute.

“When you arrived, you were injured. We treated you as best we could, but after that, you had to go through what everyone new here does: Quarantine,” Inge said. “It’s to ensure that nobody on the inside turns into a zombie.”

“That’s what it was all about?” Chas asked.

“Yes, and I’m sorry if you felt lonely or frightened, but we’ve found it’s the best way to keep the infection out.”

“So…if he opened the door, and I was a zombie, Peterson would’ve killed me?” Chas asked.

Inge ducked her head. “That’s his job.”

“Wow. No wonder he can’t crack a smile.”

“Precisely, and now that you’ve passed quarantine, I can release you after a final check-up to make sure you’re in good health.”

“Okay,” Chas said, giving in to Inge’s ministrations. “What about Anke?”

“Anke was more severely injured in the crash than you were, but she’ll be fine. We’ll just have to keep her here a bit longer to make sure she heals.”

“Can I see her?”

“Not now, dear. Maybe later. She’s resting at the moment,” Inge answered.

“All right. As long as she’s okay,” Chas said, making a note to check in on her new friend later on. “What about my other friends?”

“Others?”

“Yes, I lost them on the outside, but they were headed here. A boy named Dean, and two girls, Vanessa and Emily,” Chas said.

“Ah, yes. I remember them. They’ve been released already. You’ll see them soon enough.”

“Oh, thank heavens. I was so worried about them,” Chas said, sagging with relief.

Inge smiled as she took Chas’ blood pressure and checked her stitches. “How do you feel? Any pain?”

“Everything hurts.”

Inge chuckled. “It’s bound to. You were properly banged up when you arrived, poor thing. Here’s your medicine. Antibiotics and painkillers. Be sure to take them on time and to finish the course.”

“Thanks,” Chas mumbled as she accepted the two bottles of pills.

“Here are your belongings, freshly laundered,” Inge said, handing over a plastic bag. “I’ll close the curtains so you can get dressed.”

Once she was out of the hospital gown and wearing her own clothes, Chas felt more like herself. She quickly noticed that her weapons were gone, though. “Where’s the rest of my stuff?”

“In the armory. It’ll be returned once you’ve proven to be trustworthy or get a job that involves exposure to the outside,” Inge explained.

“I see.” Chas frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Tell me. Am I a prisoner here?”

Inge laughed. “Goodness, no. You can leave anytime you want, dear, though why you’d want to I can’t even begin to fathom.”

“I have my reasons.”

“If they involve other survivors, be sure to speak to our leader first. He’ll be more than willing to help if they need rescuing. He’s a good man,” Inge said. “Now, run along, dear. If you hurry, you can still catch dinner in the cafeteria. Your friends are bound to be there.”

“Where?”

Inge gave Chas directions, and in her eagerness to see her friends again, Chas didn’t bother with any more questions. She quickly left the infirmary and followed Inge’s rough map until she reached a set of double doors with a sign that said “Cafeteria”. With a deep breath, Chas pushed open the doors and entered. 


***


The low hum of voices and the clink of cutlery on glass met her ears along with a blast of warm air. Tables and chairs filled most of the room and three-quarters of it was full of people having supper. 

Curious stares turned her way, and Chas froze on the spot, a hot blush rising in her cheeks. She hated being the center of attention. “Um…”

“Chas!” A familiar voice cried followed by two more.

Within seconds, she was surrounded by her friends, Dean, Vanessa, and Emily. Hugs were exchanged amid glad cries before she was led to a table. The rest of the room faded away amid the reunion, and it got even better when Dean proudly introduced his parents.

Chas glanced from the couple to him and back again. “They’ve been here the whole time?” 

He nodded. “Safe and sound.”

“Oh, I’m glad for you!” Chas said. “You’ve been so worried about them these past few weeks.”

“And we about him,” Dean’s mother replied with tears in her eyes. “We’re just happy you kids made it out alive.”

Dean patted her hand, while Emily and Vanessa turned to Chas.

“What happened to you?” Emily asked. “I was so worried. One minute you were there, the next you were gone.”

“It’s a long story,” Chas said, dropping into a chair with a groan.

“We’ve got time,” Vanessa said, handing Chas a plate of food. “Do tell.”

Chas gave a rueful shrug before eyeing her plate. It was standard fare. Mash, peas, and a meaty gravy, but she was too hungry to care. In between big bites, she told them her story, much to their horrified amazement.

“You’ve got more lives than a cat, you know that?” Emily said.

“No wonder you look like you’ve been dragged through a thorn bush,” Vanessa added. “Your hair is a mess.”

Chas quirked an eyebrow. “Thanks, but now it’s your turn. Tell me what happened to you lot while I was gone.”

“Not much. We ran into a patrol from the church, and they brought us here. We tried to get them to look for you, but they wouldn’t. Not before we were cleared and declared clean. Seems it wasn’t necessary anyway as you came to us,” Vanessa explained.

While her friends were chattering, the cafeteria doors opened to admit another group of people, though Chas hardly noticed. It was only when Vanessa abruptly stopped talking that she realized something was amiss. 

Chas looked from Vanessa to Emily to Dean, taking in their strained looks and pale faces. With deliberate care, she swallowed her food and asked, “What’s wrong?”

Her question was answered when a familiar voice from behind caused her to freeze in her chair. Every hair on the nape of her neck rose in recognition, and her lips curled back in a hiss she could barely contain.

“Well, well. If it isn’t little Miss Liar herself. Come here to cause even more trouble, have we?”

Chas stared at her hands, the fingers curled around her knife and fork. Moving slowly, she rose from her chair and turned around, coming face to face with Major Brown. Behind him stood his nephew, Sergeant Brown, his usual smug smile hovering on his lips.

Her mouth worked, but she couldn’t produce a single word as pure hatred flooded every cell in her body. Every fibre of her being screamed at her to attack, and it was all she could do to stay in control.

The Major smirked, his dark eyes filled with malice. “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue? Or have you run out of lies to tell?”

An unintelligible growl rose to Chas’ lips, and her eyes narrowed, zeroing in on his hateful face. All thoughts of control fled, and she launched her body through the air with a guttural yell. “Murderer!”

Shocked, the Major stumbled back and raised his arms in self-defense. “What are you doing?”

Unable to stop herself, Chas slashed at his forearms with her fork and butterknife, drawing blood. With each cut and stab, she screamed the same word over and over again. “Murderer! Murderer! Murderer!”

Voices rose in the background, and hands grabbed her arms, pulling her away from the hapless major. “Stop it, Chas. Stop!”

“He deserves to die. He killed Johnson. Everyone who was killed during the retreat,” Chas cried, wriggling to break free. “And soon, the entire camp will die because of him if we don’t save them. 

“We know, Chas, but you can’t do this,” Vanessa cried.

Then it was all over as armed guards spilled into the dining room and surrounded them. Gun barrels pointed at Chas and her friends, and she stopped struggling. Whatever she might feel or do, she couldn’t place her friends in danger.

She lifted her chin and faced the nearest guard. After taking a few deep breaths to calm herself, she said, “I’d like to speak to your leader, please. This man is a murderer and should be punished for his crimes.”

He eyed her with caution, glancing from her pale face to the Major who was sputtering with rage. “All right. I’ll take you. At the very least, he’ll know what to do with you lot, because I sure don’t.”

Chas nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’re listening to her? A lying little chit?” Major Brown said. 

“I’m not listening to anyone, Sir. I’m simply escorting you to our leader so he can sort out this mess.” 

“I demand—”

“You can save your demands for later. Follow me,” the guard interrupted, nodding at his fellow guards. “Bring all of them. The Major too.”

With that, he marched off, muttering something about crazy people beneath his breath. Chas didn’t care as long as she got to speak to their leader. For once, she was determined to see justice done.








  
  
  Chapter 19

  
  




They were led away in two separate groups. Chas and her friends on the one hand, and Major Brown with his nephew on the other. Dean managed to get his parents to stay behind, promising to fill them in later. 

Along the way, the guards made sure to keep the two parties apart, their guns held up high as a deterrent. It was just as well. The Major kept shooting Chas hateful glares, while her balled fists itched to smash his face into a pulp.

The guard who’d spoken to them in the cafeteria glanced at her. “He must have done something awful to get such a young girl like you all riled up.”

Chas looked at him, surprised at the almost friendly tone of voice he used. “You have no idea. The man’s a monster.”

The guard sighed. “I’ve seen a few of them lately. It seems with the lack of law and order, they’ve all come crawling out of their holes.”

“You believe me?” Chas asked, even more surprised.

“I’m inclined to,” the guard answered with a nod at Major Brown. “From the moment he arrived, he’s been nothing but a pain in the ass.”

Chas suppressed a grin, striving to remain sober. She wanted to ask about Julia, Alvarez, and the rest of the convoy but decided to wait first. Vanessa reached out and gripped her hand. “Don’t worry. We’re all witnesses. He won’t get away this time.”

“I know. I can always count on you guys,” Chas answered.

“Always,” Emily and Dean echoed.

“Anyway, you’ll get your chance to tell your story,” the guard added, pointing at a door up ahead. “It’s through there.”

He stood aside to let them in, and they filed through the opening one by one. The inside turned out to be a large office with the bare minimum of furnishings: A desk, a couple of chairs, a notice board, and a large map that hung on the wall.

Four people stood in front of the map, having a conversation. It must have been about something important because they hardly noticed the newcomers filing into the room. One, a woman, was dressed in an army uniform, her hair tucked underneath her cap. Two more wore National Guard uniforms, but Chas had eyes for only one. Her breath hitched in her throat. “It can’t be.”

The saliva in her mouth dried up as she took in the familiar figure standing in front of her. The broad shoulders, the salt and pepper hair, the worn jeans, and flannel shirt…it all pointed to one person. 

“Grumps,” Chas cried, her feet flying across the floor of their own volition.

Grumps turned when he heard his name, his shocked gaze locking with hers. “Chas?”

She threw herself into his waiting arms, sobbing with pure joy. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she lost herself in his familiar embrace, her nostrils flaring at the comforting scent of tobacco and spice. “It’s you! It’s really you!”

“It’s me all right,” he answered with a chuckle, the sheen in his eyes betraying his extreme emotions. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in the safe zone? The camp?”

“I was, but I left to look for help,” Chas said, at once laughing and crying as she looked up into his craggy face. “We all did.”

“We? Who’s we? And what’s going on?” he asked.

“Vanessa, Emily, and Dean came with me. We need to save the camp, Grumps. They’re under attack. Or under siege. Whatever,” Chas said, jumping up an down with excitement.

“Slow down, sweetheart,” Grumps said with a laugh. “We know about the camp. That’s what we’re discussing right now.”

“You know?” Chas asked. “How?”

“I sent scouts out to check on the place. I was worried about you and your mother and Lala. Plus, I picked up a few of your friends the other day as well. They told me all about you and your escapades.”

“Friends? What friends?”

“Hi, Chas,” a voice to the left said. “It’s been a while.”

“Julia?” Chas said with more than a tinge of disbelief. It was the woman in the army uniform, her eyes shining beneath the rim of her cap.

“In the flesh,” Julia said as she reached out to hug Chas.

“Hey, don’t forget about me,” one of the National Guardsmen said, and Chas was floored to discover it was Alvarez. The third man was a stranger, but she didn’t care. It felt like all her Christmases had come at once.

“I can’t believe it. You’re all here,” Chas said, not sure whether she wanted to cry or laugh anymore. She settled for something in between as her friends stormed over, and the next few seconds were spent in a flurry of hugs, happy cries, and tears as they reunited with each other.

It was only when Major Brown’s unwelcome tones rose above the rest, that she reluctantly grew serious once more, her smile falling away as she sobered. She turned to face him, still tucked underneath her grandfather’s arm.

“Well, isn’t this sweet. A family reunion. I take it you’re Mr. Ensign? The leader?” Major Brown asked.

Grumps nodded. “Indeed.”

“I’ve been asking to see you for days,” Major Brown answered. “They told me you were busy.”

“I know. Julia and Alvarez filled me in,” Grumps said. “Luckily, I spoke to them first.”

“Whatever they told you is all lies,” Major Brown said. “You can’t believe anything they say.”

“I doubt that, Major Brown. You see, Alvarez is friends with my right-hand man here, Lieutenant Stokes, and I trust him with my life,” Grumps said. “As such, I trust Julia and Alvarez completely.”

“As their ranking officer, I find such behavior highly insubordinate,” Major Brown said. “They answer to me, not to civilians.”

“Is that so?” Grumps said, his voice dry with amusement. “Your other men corroborated their story. How you engineered to leave the camp nearly defenseless. How you planned to go to Washington instead of looking after those placed under your care. How you sent out scouting parties to draw the undead toward the safe zone. Do you deny all of that?”

“Of course, I deny it. Just like I deny any authority you might have over me,” Major Brown said. “It’s all hearsay. The insane babble of soldiers under extreme pressure. You have no proof of their accusations, Mr. Ensign.”

Chas bristled at the arrogant note in Major Brown’s voice and the way he stressed the word mister, thereby belittling her grandfather’s position as a civilian. “It’s all true, every word. You’re a murderer, Major Brown.”

“It seems my granddaughter has a few things of her own to add,” Grumps said.

“Oh, please. She’s just a child,” Major Brown scoffed.

“Nonetheless, I think I’d like to hear what she has to say. We all do,” Grumps said. “Go ahead, Chas. Tell us what you know.”

Chas lifted her chin and told the assembled gathering about the final attack, the retreat, and the subsequent deaths of several people, including Johnson. By the time she’d finished, an awful silence reigned as all eyes settled on Major Brown and his nephew.

Major Brown remained unfazed, however. “I repeat. You have no proof. None of you do. Who do you think they’ll believe in Washington? My family is one of importance. I was in the ROTC during college and entered the army as a second lieutenant, spending ten years in the armored division of the army before becoming a Major. I have influence. You have none. In fact, I demand that you hand over control of this facility to me at once. If you do, I promise to go easy on all of you, considering the difficult circumstances.”

“I’m afraid you have it all wrong, Major. This is my place, my people, and no one answers to anyone here but me,” Grumps replied with a grim look. “Washington is far away. Very far away, indeed. Besides, you might have been in the army once, but you’re now in the National Guard. There’s a difference.”

“That’s right. You have no say over me,” Julia said. “And with all the things you’ve done, no one will blame Alvarez and the rest if they relieve you of your duties.”

“This is an outrage,” Major Brown cried. “Julia, Alvarez, I insist that you escort me to Washington immediately.”

“You’re not going anywhere, Major. At least, not until I’ve decided what to do with you,” Grumps said, waving at the assembled guards. “Confine him and his nephew until further notice, please. Make sure they don’t go anywhere.”

“Yes, Sir,” the guard who’d spoken to Chas said, a slight smile quirking his lips. 

“I’ll have your heads for this,” Major Brown said. “Mark my words.”

The guards ignored his threats and closed in. Together, they hustled the protesting Major and his nephew from the room, closing the door behind them with a firm click. Once they were gone, the atmosphere cleared, and Chas was able to relax at last.

She exchanged triumphant smiles with Vanessa, Dean, and Emily. “We did it, guys. We found Grumps and the convoy.”

Grumps looked at Chas, one hand resting on her shoulder. “You’ve done well, sweetheart. I’m proud of you. Of all of you.”

“These kids are one of a kind, Sir,” Julia said beaming from ear to ear.

“Now, we just need to save the camp before they become zombie breakfast,” Emily pointed out.

“You’re right. The situation there is bad, Grumps. We need to save Lala and the others before it’s too late,” Chas said.

“Why don’t you fill us in?” Grumps asked.

Together, Chas and her friends provided as much detail about the camp as they could, highlighting its strong and weak points. 

“That’s all we know, Grumps,” Chas said, “but, things have probably gotten worse in the meantime. We need to hurry.”

“Right. Time is of the essence. I’ll gather up as many men as I can tomorrow, though I doubt we have the firepower to take on so many zombies. We can try to draw them away, but where? There’s nowhere to put so many of the things,” Grumps said.

“Sending them off into the sunset isn’t a great idea either. They’ll just come back, drawn to the city and its survivors,” Alvarez said.

“It’s true. We can’t do this alone. We need help,” Julia said, biting on her lower lip. “I’ll go to Washington and see if I can recruit more soldiers and supplies. They’ll have to listen to me.”

“I’ll go with you,” Alvarez said. “I know a few people. I can pull a few strings and speed up the process.”

“Sounds like a plan. It’s the best one we’ve got anyway. I’ll make sure you’ve got what you need for the trip. Food, fuel, a vehicle, and a radio. You can keep us informed,” Grumps said. “In the meantime, we’ll thin the ranks. Pick the zombies off from the outside.”

“Great,” Alvarez said. “We can leave first thing in the morning.”

“With that settled, we should all get some rest,” Grumps said. “I’ll handle the rest.”

“But first I want to know how on earth you kids managed to get out of the camp,” Julia said. “And what happened to you? You look a bit banged up, Chas, and so does Dean.”

“It’s a long story…but here goes.” After telling their tale from beginning to end, Chas turned to Julia. “And how did you guys end up here with Grumps? I was so shocked when I saw all of you here, though I should’ve guessed in the dining room already when Major Brown pitched up.”

“Well, the convoy headed out to the hospital as planned. We were supposed to look for important research left behind by a CDC doctor, or so we were told. Turned out it was just a way for Major Brown to get us out of the camp,” Julia said.

“Like you suspected from the start,” Chas said.

“That’s right. When we found nothing, he ordered us to go to Washington. Most of us refused, and a fight broke out.” Julia shook her head sadly. “We should’ve been paying more attention. The noise drew zombies, and they attacked en-masse. We lost Davis and Smith. A few other too.”

“No!” Chas gasped, remembering Smith and his lessons on comms while cracking silly jokes, and Davis who taught them both first-aid and deep respect for life. They’d both been good people. Too good to lose like that. “Is Sanchez okay?”

“She’s fine. As crazy as ever,” Alvarez said.

“Lucky for them, I was out on a supply run, and we heard the noise,” Grumps said.

Julia nodded. “Yeah, you’re grandfather swooped in and saved the day. So…here we are. It’s just too bad we lost so many because of one man’s greed.”

After a brief silence spent thinking about the dead, Grumps cleared his throat. “Right, I think it’s time for bed. I don’t know about you, but these old bones could use a rest.”

Everyone chuckled, and Chas nodded as exhaustion suddenly crashed over her. “Okay, Grumps. Just show the way, and we can crash.”

Dean left to spend the night with his parents while Grumps showed the girls to their bedroom. At the entrance, Grumps pulled Chas close for one last hug. “Goodnight, sweetheart. You made an old man very happy today. Sleep tight.”

“Love you too, Grumps. Sleep tight,” Chas replied before seeking out the nearest bunk. It wasn’t long before she fell asleep, her last thought of Lala, Vivienne, and all the others still stuck in the camp surrounded by a sea of zombies. “Don’t worry, Mom…Lala. We’ll save you. I promise.”








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




After a long night spent tossing and turning, Chas got up the next morning before dawn. The others were awake too, all of them too restless to sleep any longer. After washing and dressing, they made their way to the dining room. Dean and his parents were already there. So was Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez. 

The trio destined for Washington looked fit…ready for war, and Chas’ heart clenched at the thought of the dangerous journey that lay ahead of them. There was no other way, though. If they wanted to defeat the thousands of zombies besieging the camp, they’d need all the help they could get. She quickly noticed the look on their faces though and was almost too scared to ask. “What’s wrong?”

Julia sighed and shook her head. “The Major and his idiotic nephew escaped during the night.”

“What?” Chas cried.

“Yes, they killed a guard, stole a vehicle and some supplies, and took off,” Julia said.

“I can’t believe it,” Chas said.

“They’re probably heading to Washington as we speak,” Alvarez added. “He’ll try to sabotage our mission.”

“Can he do that?” Chas asked, aghast.

“If he gets there first, yes,” Alvarez said. “He has the ear of several politicians.”

“That’s why we’re getting there before him,” Julia said. “We’re leaving right after breakfast.”

“And if I catch the sucker somewhere along the way, I’ll kill him with my bare hands. That’s a promise,” Alvarez said.

Chas eyed his muscular shoulders and cold eyes. “I have no doubt you can.”

Dean sighed. “I wish I was going too. What an adventure.”

“Adventure?” Dean’s mom said. “Don’t be silly, dear. You’re staying here with us where it’s safe.”

“I know, Mom, I was just saying,” Dean said with a rueful grin.

“Well, don’t even think about it. From now on, your father and I are keeping a close eye on you,” she said.

“Yes, Mom.” He groaned and let his head fall back while his mother continued to lecture him on the new do’s and dont’s of the zombie apocalypse.

Grumps joined them not long after, and despite the Major’s escape, they had a fun meal together. A sort of farewell. By the end, Chas couldn’t help but feel optimistic about their future. No matter what happened, they had each other.

“We’re a tough bunch, aren’t we, Grumps?” she asked.

“That we are, sweetheart,” he answered.

“And we’ll save Lala and Mom no matter what?”

“Of course, we will. Don’t doubt that for even a second, Chas.” He eyed her from underneath bushy eyebrows. “Don’t worry about Julia and them either. They’ll be fine, and they’ll catch that Major Brown. For all his silly airs, he’s just another jumped up politician. Alvarez will sort him out if the zombies don’t.”

Chas smiled at the thought. “Thanks, Grumps. You always know just what to say.”

He snorted. “That’s a first. I’m not sure Lala would agree with you, and most definitely not Vivienne.”

After breakfast, Chas waited in line with Vanessa, Emily, and Dean to say goodbye to Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez.

“I’m gonna miss you lot,” Julia said with tears in her eyes as she drew them into a group hug.

“We’re going to miss you too. Be safe,” Chas whispered as she fought against tears.

Alvarez was more gruff, settling for a salute and a quick, “Bye, kids. Stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

And Sanchez remained true to her wild nature by fist-bumping, knocking shoulders, and miming explosions as she dreamt of the trip to come. “It’s going to be epic!”

The three loaded their bags into their truck, and Alvarez started the engine while Sanchez jumped into the back. Julia hesitated for a brief second, eyeing Grumps with a thoughtful look.

“You be careful now,” Grumps said. “Remember to keep in touch. I’ll need to coordinate my attacks with yours at the end.”

She nodded. “Got it, and if you don’t mind a bit of advice, Sir?”

“Spit it out,” Grumps said.

“Don’t coddle these kids too much. They’re a tough bunch, well-trained and resourceful. Give them a job to do, or they’ll sneak off and do something crazy behind your back.”

“You think they can handle it?” Grumps asked.

“I know they can. Things have changed, Sir. They’ve seen and done stuff most people never will in their entire lives. If you try to treat them like children after all that, you’ll only end up smothering them.”

Grumps chewed on his lip before nodding. “Noted. I’ll keep them busy, don’t you worry.”

Julia smiled and waved as she got into the waiting truck. “See ya!”

Chas was glad Julia had taken a moment to talk to Grumps about them. Maybe now, he wouldn’t try to wrap them in cotton wool and leave them out of all the action. Perhaps, he’d even let them play a role in saving the camp.

Despite that hope, she still sighed as she watched Julia and her group drive off, feeling like a part of her heart was leaving too. They were her friends and her mentors, leaving for places she’d never seen to face dangers she could only dream about. Watching them leave, she made a silent promise. It won’t always be this way. One day, I’ll be the one going on dangerous missions and epic adventures. One day.

After a moment of silence, Grumps turned toward them and said, “Well, you heard the lady. I’m not to coddle you, so I won’t. Off to the armory with you. If you’re going to help save the camp, you need to be armed.” He waved a finger at them. “That doesn’t mean that you can do what you want or jump into danger the first chance you get. Safety first. Deal?”

“Deal!” Dean said, jumping into the air while Vanessa, Emily, and Chas likewise cheered.

“Just one thing, Dean,” Grumps said. “You’ll have to get past your parents first and get their permission.”

Dean’s face fell. “Really?”

“Really. I might be willing to face Lala and Vivienne after the fact, and neither Emily nor Vanessa’s parents are here to stop them, but that leaves you.”

“Ah, man. They’ll never say yes,” Dean said.

Chas laughed and slapped him on the back. “Come on, you big lump. We’ll help you win them over, won’t we, ladies?”

“Of course,” Vanessa said. “There is nothing we can’t do. Nothing.”

“For once, I fully agree with you, Vanessa,” Emily said.

“I just can’t believe you two are agreeing on anything for once,” Chas said as they trooped inside to face their new futures. Hopefully, ones filled with action.


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

Chas glanced over her shoulder. 

The zombies were gaining on her.

Faster, go faster!

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

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

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

Oblivious to the danger heading their way. 

Unaware of the horde of zombies on Chas’ heels. 

Zombies she’d led straight to them.

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

A few heads turned her way.

Inquiring.

Quizzical.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She scoffed. “I do not.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah, me too,” Vanessa said.

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 2 - Julia

  
  




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

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

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

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

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

“What?” Julia shouted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One inch.

Two inches.

Three.

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

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

“Too close,” Alvarez agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I hope you’re right, Sanchez,” Julia said as she lay back in her seat, thinking of Chas and her friends. “I really hope so.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




When they got back to the base, Chas climbed out of the truck with supreme reluctance. Not even the guns she’d found would be enough to mollify Lieutenant Stokes, and she knew it. Dean and Vanessa threw her sympathetic looks before running off, leaving her to face the music alone. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

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

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

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

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

“Everybody needs someone, Chasity.”

“It’s Chas.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well, let’s get this over with,” Chas grumbled as she pushed her aching muscles into a jog. She was still sore from her run earlier, and her leg burned where the coyote had chomped her. “Thanks a lot, Lieutenant Stokes.”








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Chas ignored the guards posted on the walls as she jogged. They’d witnessed the encounter with Stokes and were no doubt laughing their heads off at her humiliating defeat. Instead, she focused on putting one foot ahead of the other until she caught her second wind. She’d done three laps when she was joined by a familiar face. 

Anke. 

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

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

“How’s it going?” Anke asked.

Chas shrugged. “So, so.”

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

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

“He’s a tough one,” Anke agreed. 

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

“What are friends for?” 

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

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

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

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

Chas nodded.

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

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

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

“What happened then?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Friends,” Anke echoed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We?”

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

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

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

“When?”

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

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

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

“We can’t get in. The zombies⁠—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are they? Really?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Absolutely not,” Grumps replied in abrupt tones.

Chas sucked in a breath. “Why not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about your friends?”

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

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

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

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

As Chas walked back to her room, she did so with a lighter step. Sure, a little voice in the back of her head was telling her she was wrong. Wrong to sneak out, wrong to belittle her friends, and wrong to disobey Grumps, but she squashed it before it got too loud. “I’m doing the right thing. I’m saving my family, or at least trying to.”
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Chas was sitting on her bed when her friends returned from supper. Vanessa was somewhat sympathetic upon hearing that Chas had been grounded, but Emily pointed out that she should’ve known better. “We warned you, Chas. Both of us did. Neither Grumps nor Stokes are to be trifled with.”

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

“Yeah, whatever,” Chas grumbled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Me too,” Emily cried. “Sorry.” 

“Forget about it,” Chas muttered. 

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

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

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

Are we even friends anymore? Chas wondered. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Over here,” came a low whisper.

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

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

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

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

“How come?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re fifteen?” Chas asked.

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

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

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 6 - Julia

  
  




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not in the army,” Alvarez answered. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m Ju—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The girl didn’t answer.

“Did you get bitten? On your hand?”

“Maybe.”

“Who did it?” Julia asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Julia agreed. Crazy…and horrific.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




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

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

“Plan?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A low growl answered the cry.

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

More harsh growls.

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

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

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

Chas paused. “Your brother?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You killed the soldiers?”

“I did.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He’s a zombie, Anke.”

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

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

“Not if I’m careful.”

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

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

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

“I said, no!” Anke cried out. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Darkness descended as Anke faded from view, leaving Chas alone in an alien world broken only by the yellow beam of her flashlight. Fear set in. Fear that quickly turned into panic. The mineshaft closed in around her, its walls squeezing the breath from her lungs. It was like a tomb. Her tomb. “I have to get out. Now.”
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Chas struggled upright, fighting to get her legs underneath her. Once she was on her knees, she lifted up her shirt and shone the flashlight onto her side. A piece of metal was lodged in the flesh, the point sticking out of the front.

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

Or did she? 

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

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

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

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

It hurt.

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

This was different.

Intense.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home.

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

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




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

Zombies.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Chas, are you okay?”

“Huh?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course, don’t you?”

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

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

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

Chas slumped with relief. “Thank you.”

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

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

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

“I know, and I forgive you.”

“Really?”

“What are friends for?”

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

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

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

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

They reached the base soon after that, and Chas was gratified to see Grumps running toward her followed closely by Vanessa, Emily, and Dean. They surrounded her with love, worry, anger, and more love as they rushed her to the infirmary until Chas had room for only one more thought. It felt good to be home, and even better to be back with her family. Wherever that might be.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




The calm, quiet atmosphere of the infirmary was a relief after the crush of people that greeted them at the gates. A nurse, the same one who had examined Chas when she was first released into the community, greeted her at the door.

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

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

“It’s a long story,” Chas replied.

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

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

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

Inge shook her head. “What happened?”

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

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

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

“I know. It’s okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Poor Anke,” Emily said.

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

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

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

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

“She’s right,” Dean said.

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

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

Silence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I guess I’m out of it?” Chas asked.

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

Chas grinned. “Deal.”

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


***


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

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

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

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

“Can I see her?”

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

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

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

“Thank you.”

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

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

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

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

“That’s nice.”

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

“I’m sure. Thanks,” Chas replied.

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

“I understand. Thanks,” Chas replied.

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

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

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

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

“I came to check on you.”

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

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

“If you say so.” 

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

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

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

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

Chas bit her lip. “I’m so—”

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

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

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

“Of course, I do.”

“Aren’t you afraid of me?”

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

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

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

“I did. I killed Jonathan.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I hope so,” Chas replied.

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

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

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 12 - Julia

  
  




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

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

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

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

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

“See for yourself,” Sanchez said.

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

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

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

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

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

“Looks like it,” Alvarez said.

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

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

“She’s right,” Alvarez agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Alvarez stopped abruptly. “What is it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Huh. He’s a lot more than that.”

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

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I sense a but coming.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Almost.”

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

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

“Delays? Like what?” Chas asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I won’t, I promise,” Chas said.

“I mean it. It’s dangerous out⁠—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was true.

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

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

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

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

“All alone again, I see,” Liam said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s deep,” Chas said.

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

“You’ve been alone all this time?”

“Yup. Mostly.”

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

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

“What happened?”

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

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

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








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  




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

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

“Hungry?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But, if I’d said no…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lala?”

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

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

“Yeah, we did.”

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

“It wasn’t easy.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Aren’t you?” 

“Hey! Not really.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Did something happen to them?”

Emily shook her head. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“In that case…deal.”

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








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




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

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

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

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

“But?” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tell me about it,” Chas said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Julia shook her head. “No. Now that we’re here, that’s our job. Alvarez, Sanchez, and I are going in tonight. I’ll be sure to look for your grandmother and mom if I have time.”

Chas beamed from ear to ear. She trusted Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez completely. She knew they’d get in, and she knew they’d clear the mine shaft at the top, no matter what obstacles they encountered. Failure was not part of their makeup. “What about the horde of zombies at the safe zone? Just about every infected in a fifty-mile radius ended up there. Once the people are gone, won’t they come here and attack us?”

Chas shuddered at the thought, imagining an ocean of infected rolling over their little community like a tidal wave of death. Could they withstand such an attack? She didn’t think so.

“It’s a possibility, which is why Stokes is remaining here to ready the base for the influx of survivors and to secure it against any possible attacks,” Julia replied. “You don’t need to worry so much, Chas. It’ll all work out, I promise. Besides, we have something in mind for the zombies at the safe zone.”

“Yeah, what is it?”

“We’re going to draw them into the mine once the survivors are gone and blow it up. They’ll be buried underneath tons of rubble. Gone forever.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Chas asked with a frown. “Who’s blowing the mine? You?”

“No, it’ll be with a remote detonator,” Julia answered. “So, you see? Nothing to worry about.”

Chas thought about it. It was a good plan, though much could go wrong. Still, Julia seemed very confident in its chances of success, and that was good enough for her. Then she thought about the reason they were all here in this situation in the first place, and her hands curled into fists. “What about Major Brown? Where’s he in all of this?” 

“Major Brown and his nephew have volunteered to drive one of the evacuation trucks,” Julia answered.

“What?” Chas cried, stupefied. “He should be in jail for what he did!”

“I know, sweetie. If it’s any consolation, they’ll be tried for their crimes after the evacuation, and they will be punished.”

“Then why are they allowed to help? Why aren’t they in a cell somewhere, rotting. It’s what they deserve.”

“I agree, but we don’t have much of a choice, Chas. We need all the help we can get if we want to pull this evacuation off without loss of life.”

“If that’s true, why can’t I help?” Chas asked. “I’ve healed enough to drive a car, or shoot a gun, at least.”

Julia shook her head. “I’m sorry, Chas. You know your grandfather won’t allow that. Not after your little trip the other night.”

“It’s not fair,” Chas burst out. “I made a stupid mistake, but I can still help. Why can Major Brown and his sniveling nephew drive a truck after everything they’ve done, but I can’t? Can we even trust them? What if they run away again?”

“Things don’t always work out like we want them too, sweetie. It’s been decided.”

“If it wasn’t for Anke and me, you wouldn’t even know about the mine. Please talk to Grumps. Convince him to let me help,” Chas pleaded.

“I can’t,” Julia said, standing up from the bed.

“Why not? I thought I was your friend?” Chas said, her fists knotting into her sheets as her frustration grew. Why wouldn’t anyone give her a chance? She could be useful. She knew it.

“You are my friend. Which is why I’m saying no. You’re injured, Chas. What if something happens and you need to run? Or fight? I can’t risk it.”

“There won’t be any risk if I’m inside a truck all the time,” Chas insisted.

“Can you even drive?” Julia asked with a pointed look. 

“A little.”

“A little isn’t good enough. We need experienced drivers for this,” Julia answered.

“I could ride shotgun and provide extra protection,” Chas protested.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“How is that too dangerous? I’m inside a metal box?” Chas cried.

“Because I don’t trust you, okay?” Julia said, throwing her hands in the air. “There. I said it.” 

Chas gasped, hurt burning through her core like molten lava. “What do you mean, you don’t trust me?”

“I don’t think you’ll stay inside the truck. You’re too impulsive, Chas. You’ll lose your head and do something stupid, just like the other night.”

“I promise, I won’t,” Chas said. “I swear it.”

Julia raised a hand. “It’s final, Chas. You’re sitting this one out. After the evacuation, we’ll talk again, but for now—”

“I’m stuck here, like a prisoner,” Chas finished, the taste of bitterness tainting her tongue.

“Please, don’t be mad at me. I’m just looking out for you,” Julia said, reaching a hand out to Chas. “I’ve already lost my whole family. I couldn’t stand losing you too.”

Chas turned her face away. “Don’t bother. You’ve already said enough.”

“Chas, please. I—”

“Go away!” Chas screamed as raw sobs threatened to burst free from her chest. She didn’t want Julia to see her cry.

Julia sighed. “Alright, I’ll go, but try to understand. Please?”

Chas didn’t reply. She turned onto her side, presenting her back to Julia. After a few seconds, the hollow echo of footsteps signaled Julia’s departure, and she was alone. Tears dripped onto the pillow beneath her, and humiliation burned through her veins. Why did everything have to be so hard all the time? Why?








  
  
  Chapter 16 - Julia

  
  




Julia went over her equipment one last time, making sure everything was in place. Once they took the jump, there was no turning back. “Right, let’s see. A flashlight, a knife, a handgun, extra ammunition, a first-aid kit, several protein bars, bottled water, a set of dry clothes, a towel, my boots, a radio, wire cutters, and a length of cord. Check.”

She closed up the waterproof bag and inspected all the seams for leakage. Nothing. The bag was good to go. After the brief inspection, she stood up and slung the pack onto her back. Two straps clipped together over her chest, ensuring there was no chance of losing it.

A cold breeze stirred the leaves on the trees around them, and Julia shivered. The swimsuit she wore offered zero protection against the chill of the night, and neither did the tiny shorts she wore. Goosebumps rose on her skin, and she rubbed her arms to generate some body heat. This had better be a quick swim.

Sanchez flashed her a look. “Worried?”

“Not about the mission,” Julia answered, shaking out her arms and legs.

“Is it Chas?” Alvarez asked.

Julia nodded. “She hates me now.”

Alvarez shrugged. “She’s just a kid. She’ll get over it.”

Sanchez snorted. “Clearly, neither of you know teens very well. Besides, she’s not a kid anymore. Not after all this.”

Julia eyed Sanchez. “Do you think I was wrong? I’m just looking out for her.”

“Coddling the girl does her no favors. You could have let her do something. Anything, no matter how small. Then she wouldn’t feel so out of things.”

“She’ll have plenty of opportunities in the future,” Julia protested. “It’s not like the zombies are going anywhere.”

“These are her folks we are rescuing. Her mother and grandmother. Of course, she wants to be there when they’re rescued,” Sanchez said. 

“Maybe you’re right.” Julia bit her lip, wondering if she’d make a huge mistake. I could’ve spoken to Grumps and convinced him to give her a small role, but what if something happens to her? I’ve already lost my mom and sister. I couldn’t bear to lose her too.

“None of that matters now. It’s done,” Alvarez said in a gruff voice. “The mission comes first. Are you guys ready to do this?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Julia answered, eyeing the inky black water with a sense of trepidation. She wasn’t scared. That wasn’t it. She just hated the unknown, and the murky river hid all number of things from her eyes.

Strange things.

Evil things.

“It’s just water,” Sanchez said with a shrug, clearly not of the same opinion as Julia. “Let’s go.”

Without another word, the woman jumped in followed soon after by Alvarez. Julia took a deep breath and leaped in before she could change her mind. She hit the water feet first, and a squeal escaped her lips as her muscles seized up with shock. The current tugged at her body and swept her downstream at a much faster rate than she’d anticipated. Man, it’s cold! 

“Swim,” Alvarez cried. It was the last word he uttered as each of them struck out for the opposite bank, swimming with all their might.

To Julia, it felt like it took forever. Each stroke, each kick was harder than the last as the cold water sapped the heat from her bones. Her muscles grew weary, and she despaired of reaching the other side before being swept past their infiltration point. If that happened, the mission was a bust.

Suddenly, her feet hit bottom. Her soles scraped across mud and gravel as she fought for purchase. A hand reached out to grab hers, and Alvarez hauled her up onto a grassy bank.

Julia heaved for breath and coughed a couple of times. “Did we make it?”

He nodded and pointed at a concrete wall. “We made it. This is the water plant itself. We need to follow the wall until we reach the fence.”

“But first, we have to dry off before we freeze to death,” Julia said. Her teeth were chattering now, and she shook so badly she almost couldn’t undo the clip across her chest.

With numb fingers, she opened her wet bag and almost cried with relief when her hand encountered the dry towel. The rough material felt warm against her skin as the toweled off, and her clothes felt like heaven once they settled into place. Her socks and boots went last before she squeezed the excess moisture from her ponytail. 

Alvarez and Sanchez were jumping up and down to restore their circulation, and she joined in. Soon, they were warmed up and ready to go. 

The night was dark and still as they made their way down the narrow strip of the bank between the concrete wall of the water plant and the river bank. The fence was a short strip with barbed wire on top, and Julia handed over the cutters. “Here you go.”

Alvarez made short work of it, and they crawled through the hole in quick succession. With the roll of chord she’d brought along, Julia laced the wire together again until it was secure. No matter how unlikely it was that any zombies could cross the river and reach that specific point, it paid to be cautious. She wiped her hands on her pants and stood up. “All done. Let’s find the guards.”

They walked toward the tower where Alvarez called out. “Hello! Anyone home?”

A spotlight lit up the area, and two heads popped over the railing. “What the…where did you come from?”

Julia waited impatiently while Alvarez talked the nervous guards down from their perch. Now that they were here, there was no time to waste. Luckily, the guards didn’t dawdle once they heard the whole story, and one offered to lead them to the top of the mountain. 

“Most people will be in their beds by now, but I’ll take you to Lieutenant Steele. He’ll know what to do,” the guard said, visibly excited. “Man, am I glad to see you lot. We thought we were forgotten up here. Abandoned.”

“Well, you’re not. You’ve got a whole community working around the clock to save you,” Alvarez assured him.

On the way up, Alvarez quizzed the guard on the situation within the camp, and it was as they had feared. Supplies were running low, and the people were forced to ration what was left.

“At least, we have enough water and power,” the guard said, “but conditions are growing worse. People are getting sick, and there’s not enough medicine for them all.”

“What about the zombies?” Julia asked. “Is the barrier holding?”

“For now, but there are weak points, and we’ve run out of material to shore it up,” the guard said. “We’ve stripped everything we can from the top and dumped it in there. It’s not enough, however. They’ll break through sooner or later, and then we’re done for.”

“How long?”

“A few weeks maybe.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Alvarez said, and Julia relaxed a little at the news. A few weeks gave them enough time to clear the mine shaft and get everyone out. They just had to make the food last a little longer.

The guard led them to Lieutenant Steele’s tent and quickly explained the situation. After that, he shook their hands with a huge grin plastered across his face. “I’d better get back to my post, but dang it all, I’m happy to see you.”

He jogged off into the night with a jaunty step, leaving them behind with Steele. The older man was just as overjoyed to see them, especially when he heard what they had to say. “A mine shaft? I know of the entrance, but it’s blocked. It’s just the head gear sticking out. I never thought it could be an escape route.”

“Only if we can get it opened up, sir,” Alvarez said as they shook hands. The success of the mission depended on cooperation from Steele and the other leaders, so he made a point of being extra polite.

“Oh, I’m certain we can. I’ll wake the others, and we can get the ball rolling,” Steele said.

“So soon? You don’t want to wait until morning?” Alvarez asked, surprised.

Lieutenant Steele turned a grim grace on him. “The sooner we get off this mountain, the better. It’s hell up here, Sergeant. Hell. The isolation, the rationing, the horde at our doorstep…it’s enough to drive anyone mad.”

“That bad, huh?”

“We’ve already seen several suicides, and the infirmary is full to bursting. We can’t wait much longer, ” Steele continued. “Besides, the barrier will hold a few more days at most. If we don’t get out now, we never will.”

Alvarez halted, his expression shocked. “A few days? The guard said it would last a couple of weeks.”

“We’re keeping the news quiet to prevent a panic, but our engineers say we have a couple of days left. Maybe three, if we’re lucky. It’s not a precise science, but they seem fairly certain.”

“This is worse than I thought,” Alvarez said, and even Sanchez paled at Steele’s words.

Two days.

Maybe three.

Julia thanked her lucky stars they had gotten there in time. Three more days and it wouldn’t have been a rescue, but a mass burial. So much for finding Lala or Vivienne. There’s no time for that now. We’ve got work to do.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




Two days had passed since Julia’s visit, and Chas was ready to scream with boredom. Her wound had healed well, and she hardly felt any pain anymore. Every day, she walked around the park with Liam and was more than ready to leave the infirmary. Finally, after much begging, Nurse Inge declared that she could go back to her dorm room.

“Ugh, I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed again,” Chas exclaimed as she gathered up her things.

“Promise you’ll visit often,” Liam said.

“Of course, I’ll visit,” Chas said, throwing him a shy smile.

“I’ll miss you.” 

The words were soft, so low she almost missed them. Chas paused, a blush creeping up her cheeks. “I’ll miss you too.”

The awkward atmosphere was broken when Vanessa and Emily burst inside, breathless and excited. “Chas, we’ve got news for you!”

She turned to face them. “What is it?”

“The evacuation starts in an hour.”

“What? An hour? That’s impossible. How?” Chas exclaimed, joined by an equally stunned Liam.

“That’s right. They’ve cleared the entrance at the top of the mine, and everything is set to go,” Emily said.

“Why the rush?” Chas asked.

“The situation in the safe zone is worse than they thought. The zombies are on the point of breaking through the barrier. They have to get everyone to safety before that happens,” Emily exclaimed.

“Can they?” Chas said, more than a little worried at that piece of news.

“They sound confident enough. The shaft is clear of rubble, the lifts are working, and there is enough fuel for the generators. With Alvarez, Julia, and Sanchez on top, they’ll get those people down fast, and Captain Williams is providing a clear path for them back here.”

“That’s amazing,” Chas said, trying to muster a smile.

“What’s wrong? Aren’t you glad? Lala, your mom…they’ll all be saved,” Emily said, frowning. “We could be eating supper together tonight.”

“I know, but I won’t be there to see them come out. I’ve been grounded, remember?” Chas said, her shoulders drooping. “Even Julia didn’t want me there.”

“Not anymore,” Vanessa said. “That’s why we’re here. We talked Grumps into allowing you to join us.”

“You did?” Chas asked. “How?”

“We told him we’d look after you. That we’re a team,” Vanessa said. “Besides, our job isn’t very dangerous.”

“What’s that?”

“Dean’s driving one of the evacuation trucks. We’ll sit with him in the front as guards in case any infected come near us,” Vanessa said. “But, it’s unlikely. Captain Williams cleared the area pretty well.”

“It’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Chas said, her heart lightening at the thought of joining the action, even if it was on the sidelines. “What about you, Liam?”

“I’ll stay here. We’re bound to have boatloads of sick survivors coming in, and they’ll need my help,” he said.

“That’s true,” Chas said.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Vanessa said, bumping Chas on the shoulder. “We need to get ready.”

“I’m coming,” Chas said, scooping up her things. “See you later, Liam.”

“You too. Be careful, please,” he replied.


***


An hour later, Dean sat behind the wheel of a Ford Transit Minibus getting used to its gears. It had space for fifteen passengers, though they could probably cram a few more into the aisle if needed. 

Vanessa sat in the front next to Dean, armed with a shotgun, while Chas and Emily occupied the two seats directly behind them. They each carried a handgun and a knife as a backup. Emily also had a first-aid kit with her in case some of the survivors needed medical care, and there was a cooler box filled with bottled water and protein bars. 

Both in front and behind, stretched a long row of similar vehicles, all for the sole purpose of evacuating survivors from the so-called safe zone. The front, back, and sides of the convoy consisted of smaller cars, trucks, and quad bikes operated by soldiers for added security and the road ahead had been cleared of all debris and wandering undead.

As for the base, those staying behind were readying for the mass influx of people. Volunteers were making beds, sorting out clothes and toiletries, preparing meals, readying the infirmary, and stashing supplies.

Lieutenant Stokes and his team were responsible for safety, guarding the walls and gates against possible attacks. Even now, groups of people were shoring up the defenses. Only the very old, young, and sick weren’t busy in some fashion or another.

Chas fidgeted in her seat, eager to get moving. She wiped her sweaty palms on her legs and craned her neck to see ahead. Beside her, Emily quietly hummed beneath her breath, the picture of tranquility.

“How can you be so calm?” Chas asked.

“I’m meditating,” Emily said, her eyes remaining closed.

“Meditating?” Chas rolled her eyes, but after wiping a trickle of sweat from her forehead, she asked, “Does it work?”

“Obviously,” Emily said, quirking her lips. “Just close your eyes and lean back in your seat.”

Chas obeyed. “Okay, now what?”

“Concentrate.”

“On what?”

“Nothing. Empty your mind of all your troubles and fears,” Emily said in a soothing voice.

Chas resisted the urge to snort. How did one concentrate on nothing? But, she tried anyway. After several seconds, she couldn’t take it anymore. “I’m still mad at Julia for what she did.”

Emily sighed and sat upright. “Okay, fine. Let it out.”

“She’s supposed to be my friend,” Chas said. “I mean, look what you and Vanessa did. Dean too. You got me on this bus, didn’t you?”

“Yes, we did, but we know how it feels to be ignored by the adults,” Emily said. “Julia doesn’t.”

“She’s supposed to be on my side,” Chas insisted. “That’s what friends do.”

“They also look out for one another, and that’s what she’s doing,” Emily said.

“Yeah, right. She stabbed me in the back.”

“You can’t blame her. She just lost her whole family, you know? She’s scared of losing you too.”

“Her family?” Chas said. “Aren’t they in Washington?”

“Exactly,” Emily replied.

Chas’ eyes widened when she realized what that meant. Until now, she hadn’t thought about it, but the city was gone. Overrun. “Oh…I forgot about that.”

“You did. Julia doesn’t even know what happened to them, but it’s unlikely they’re still alive.” 

“Now I feel like crap. I didn’t even tell her I’m sorry,” Chas said.

“Let’s hope she makes it back, and you get a chance,” Emily said.

The rumbling of engines all around them interrupted their conversation and reignited the excitement within Chas’ belly. She jumped up and down as their bus headed for the gate with Dean at the wheel.

“Here we go,” he said. “Ready?”

“Ready,” they all shouted.

The tense atmosphere lasted all the way to the mine but faded once they settled into the queue. They inched forward slowly as each vehicle was packed with people emerging from the mine. Chas watched as they drove past, their pale, hollow-eyed faces in the windows tugging at her heartstrings. “They look so sad.”

“I can only imagine what they’ve been through,” Emily agreed. “Poor things.”

When it came to their turn, things happened very quickly. Captain Williams and a few of his men had built a sandbag funnel around the mine’s entrance. This was manned around the clock in case infected broke through.

A soldier waved them closer, and Chas opened the sliding door to admit a row of survivors. They were mostly women, children, and seniors carrying bags with their meager belongings. Sick people from the infirmary were loaded into separate vehicles equipped with mattresses and stretchers.

Once the minibus was full, Dean turned around and drove back to base while Emily and Chas handed out protein bars and bottled water. The survivors were silent for the most part except for a couple of crying kids, frightened by all the strange faces. 

One woman paused next to Chas and gripped her hand. “Is it really safe? This place that you’re taking us?”

Chas nodded. “As safe as it’s possible to be.”

“And they’ve got food?”

“Yes, plenty of food.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s face. “Thank God.”

She took a seat in the back, crying the entire way.

They all looked equally shell-shocked, and Chas didn’t have the heart to question them despite her burning desire for information. She was just glad she could help get them off the mountain and to a place of safety.

After the third trip, the group had settled into the routine, and Chas was starting to think it would all play out like that. With regimented precision and care. It was all very low-key, quite different from what she imagined. On the fourth trip, however, the value of their services was driven home. 

They had returned to base with yet another load of people, and Chas was helping them out of the bus. Vanessa stood nearby, shotgun in hand, when she suddenly cried out. “Mom!”

Chas looked over in time to see her running toward a woman in a wheelchair. It was her foster-mom, Sarah, freshly arrived with another bus. “Emily, look. It’s Vanessa’s mom.”

Chas and Emily stood in awed silence, watching the two meet after so much time had passed. Sarah, thin and frail, but otherwise looking alright, burst into tears when she saw Vanessa, and a joyous reunion followed. 

After a few minutes, she was taken to the infirmary, and Vanessa returned. She wiped her wet cheeks with the back of her hand and sniffed. “I’m so glad she made it. This whole time, I was so worried I’d never see her again.”

“Aw, I’m so happy for you, Vanessa. Do you want to stay with her? I can take the shotgun,” Chas offered. “It’s not like anything is happening anyway.”

“Would you?” Vanessa asked with a look of relief. “I’d be so grateful.”

“Of course. Off with you,” Chas said, taking the weapon from her friend.

“Oh, and Emily,” Vanessa said. “My mom says your parents went ahead of her, so they must be here too. Do you want to come with me?”

Emily hesitated then shook her head. “No, I’ll find them later. Somebody might still need medical care during the evacuation. I’ll stick it out.”

“Alright. I’ll see if I can spot them to tell them you’re okay. Lala and Vivienne too, Chas,” Vanessa said.

“Thanks. I’d appreciate that,” Chas said, returning to the bus with Emily.

Vanessa ran off with a final wave and a yell. “Look after Dean, okay?”

“Sure thing!”

Chas took Vanessa’s seat in the front, a massive smile on her face. Suddenly, their mission seemed a lot more critical. Not only were they saving strangers, people they didn’t know, but family too. “Ready to go again, guys?”

Dean nodded. “Count me in.”

Emily gave a thumbs up from the back, her first-aid kit sitting on the empty seat next to her. “Let’s go.”








  
  
  Chapter 18

  
  




When they arrived back at the mine, Chas contented herself with waiting in the queue again. She propped one foot up on the dashboard and lay back in her seat, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin. The low drone of the engine was relaxing, and after a while, her eyelids began to droop.

The roar of a quad bike past her window barely registered, but when a second, and then a third followed, she sat up straight. Suddenly, the radio on the dashboard crackled to life, causing her to jump. “Attention all vehicles. Proceed with caution. Keep to a minimum speed.”

Chas looked at Dean and Emily. “That’s it? Proceed with caution? What’s happening?”

“Good question,” Emily said, standing up to join them in the front. “Maybe a few zombies found us. All the activity is sure to draw them to us.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Chas replied, craning her head in an attempt to see to the front. “It would explain why the soldiers are rushing there on their bikes.”

A bus rattled past them at that moment, going much faster than it should’ve, and the survivors inside were screaming and crying. Not at all like the previous evacuations filled with shocked but hopeful people.

“But, it doesn’t explain that,” Chas said, alarmed when two more trucks sped by at speed. “Something is wrong, and I intend to find out what it is.”

Chas reached for the sliding door, halting when Emily grabbed her arm. “No, Chas. We’re supposed to stay on the bus.”

“I’ll be quick, I promise,” Chas said, ducking out before her friend could stop her. Her feet hit the ground, and she slammed the door shut behind her.

Shotgun in hand, Chas ran to the front of the line, stopping once she reached the mine entrance. It was chaos. Almost every soldier available lay behind the sandbags erected in front of the exit, and their rifles were trained on the opening.

Captain Williams was bellowing out orders, and she strained to make out what he was saying. It sounded like, “Hold steady, men. Don’t shoot unless I give the order.”

The mine was lit inside thanks to strategically placed spotlights, and three more soldiers rushed survivors through the opening. The panicked people ran past Chas to a waiting truck. Each had an expression of terror etched on their faces as they scrambled to get onboard.

By now, every alarm bell in Chas’ head jangled loud and clear. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

A soldier ran past her, and she grabbed him by the arm. “What’s happening?”

He shot her a wild look. “Get back to your vehicle, miss. You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous.”

“Tell me what’s going on first,” she insisted. “I have to know.”

“There’s no time. The infected have broken through the barrier. We have to get the last people out before blowing the mine shaft. Get to safety. Now!” he shouted, shoving her back in the direction she came.

Without waiting to check that she obeyed, he joined his troop at the sandbags, and Chas realized what the soldiers were waiting for: Infected.

If the zombies had broken through the barriers, that meant they’d chase the last survivors into the mine shaft. While it had been part of the plan to lure them there and blow the mine, this was premature. They were supposed to get all the survivors to safety first. What about Lala and Vivienne? Are they out yet? And Julia, Alvarez, and Sanchez? What about them?

Chas stood still, unsure of what to do. How could she help her friends? Or her family? The only thing she could think of was staying put and helping people onto the waiting buses. 

With her decision made, she began directing the panicky survivors onto the vehicles and to safety. The air hummed with danger, and the cries of frightened women and children filled the air, overlaid by the voices of soldiers as they sought to evacuate the last people from the mine. 

Captain Williams was everywhere, talking on his radio, and she managed to catch a few snippets of information. Most of the survivors had gotten out by now, with only a small group still waiting for the lifts. The guards, led by Alvarez, was trying to keep the zombie horde at bay and give them a chance. A knot of infected had broken through, however, and run into the mine. It was up to the soldiers to stop them now.

Chas held her breath as she watched the mine opening, waiting. There was a brief lull when no more survivors appeared. She prayed with all her might that Vivienne and Lala weren’t among the last group, stuck on a lift filled with zombies.

Her breath hitched in her throat when a figure ran toward them from inside the bowels of the mine. It was a man, his shirt and face covered in blood. He screamed when he spotted the soldiers, an insane howl of hunger.

The soldiers opened fire, and he dropped to the ground, twitching.

A second figure appeared, and a third.

All zombies.

All killed within seconds of appearing.

Behind Chas, the waiting bus had departed, and a new one pulled up. She opened the sliding door, hoping against hope that a few more survivors would make it out alive.

“Please, please, please,” she begged, biting her lower lip until she tasted blood. A group of people showed up at a stumbling run, their fearful cries identifying them as survivors, and she gasped with relief. “Yes!”

“Don’t shoot,” Captain Williams shouted. “Survivors.”

A couple of soldiers directed the evacuees out of the mine, and they ran toward Chas. She scanned their faces but recognized no one. Grabbing the nearest man by the arm, she asked. “Are there any more of you?”

“No. We’re the last.” He gulped, his eyes wide. “The rest…the rest are dead.”

Chas nodded and directed him to the waiting bus. As she helped the last survivor onboard, the screeching of more infected followed by shots echoed from the mine. It was done. All that remained was for Alvarez, Julia, Sanchez, and the rest of the guards to get to safety before they blew the mine. In the meantime, she could only hope her mom and grandmother had made it to safety with the rest.

Suddenly, a familiar voice growled at her. “It’s you.”

Confused, Chas glanced up through the open sliding door of the minibus and into the face of Major Brown. He stared at her with such fierce hatred that she flinched. He was driving the bus she had helped to load, and his nephew sat next to him. 

She recalled her conversation with Julia about them helping during the evacuation, and here they were. In the flesh. Of all the rotten luck.

Chas prepared to back away. There was no point in fighting the man. Not here. Not now. 

Major Brown had other plans.

With bared teeth, Major Brown leveled a gun at her head, his finger tightening around the trigger. Chas stared at the open barrel, frozen to the spot. She knew he’d do it, and braced herself for the impact of the bullet.

In an instant, her life flashed before her eyes. Vanessa, strong-willed but also kind-hearted. Emily, her spectacles sliding down her freckled nose below eyes sparkling with intelligence. Dean and his goofy smile. Vivienne, Lala, Grumps. Everyone she’d ever loved. Anke, her eyes empty of life as the virus took hold.

I regret nothing, she realized, except for not saying goodbye.

The blast of the shot filled her ears, and a blow struck her in the side. A burning sensation followed, and hot liquid flowed down her hip and leg. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the ground. The metallic smell of blood coated her nostrils. 

Above her, a struggle was ongoing as Major Brown fought with his nephew. They wrestled for the gun, rocking the bus back and forth.

Chas frowned. Major Brown’s nephew is helping me?

“Let go,” Major Brown screamed.

“No, you’ve done enough. Murderer,” the nephew shouted back. 

With her hands pressed to her wound, Chas could do nothing but watch as they struggled for supremacy. Suddenly, the gun went off again, and she froze, praying it wasn’t the nephew. 

Major Brown slumped against the steering wheel, and a trickle of blood flowed from his lips. His nephew paused for a second, his face shocked, before turning toward Chas. He jumped out, stripping off his jersey and pressing it to her wound. “Here. Put pressure on it.”

“Thanks, Sergeant Brown.”

He glanced at her. “Call me Ian.”

“He was your uncle.”

“Yes, he was.” Sadness washed across Ian’s face before he looked away, averting his eyes.

The next moment, Chas heard Emily shout her name. Her friend’s freckled face appeared at her side, and Chas grinned. “I missed you.”

“Of all the crazy, inconsiderate, selfish, irresponsible…” Emily pinched her nose and closed her eyes before taking a breath. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

“If you say so. Where’s Dean?”

“Organizing a stretcher for you.” Emily turned toward Ian. “Get those people in the bus to safety. They’re your responsibility. I’ll take care of Chas.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ian saluted her before jumping to his feet. “I’ll see you back at the base, Chas. Alive, I hope.”

Chas waved at him. “See ya.”

Emily dragged her medical kit closer and set to work on the bullet wound, staunching the blood flow with gauze and bandages before tying the jersey over the lot. “That should hold for now.”

Chas grabbed her arm. “My mom. Lala.”

“They’re out,” Emily said. “I saw them drive past us on another bus. They’re safe.”

Chas slumped with relief until shouts from the mine drew her attention. She turned to look and spotted a knot of people led by Julia, Sanchez, and Alvarez running toward the exit. Hot on their heels was a horde of zombies, howling like banshees. 

It all happened in slow motion. Time seemed to slow down to a trickle, like syrup sliding down the side of a glass. 

Chas zeroed in on Julia. Her shirt was stained with blood and sweat, and her ponytail flew like a flag behind her. Each step was a fight for survival, a race against time as every zombie that had besieged the safe zone, flooded the mine. 

Captain William’s contorted face shouted something. A word. “Now!”

A soldier pushed a button.

The rest dropped down beneath their sandbags.

A mighty roar sounded, and earth blasted into the air as the explosives inside the mine blew. The shaft collapsed, boulders crashing down to block the exit. A cloud of dust puffed out, covering the opening in a thick haze as the earth beneath them rumbled.

“Julia! No!” Chas cried, reaching out a futile hand to the spot where her friend had been. She couldn’t see any of them. Not Alvarez. Not Sanchez. Not a single guard.

They were gone. 

Buried.








  
  
  Chapter 19 - Julia

  
  




Julia wiped away the sweat that poured into her eyes, the salt stinging the fragile membranes. She aimed with her rifle and poured a hail of bullets into the oncoming horde. There was no end to them. No matter how many she killed, they just kept coming. At that moment, she remembered Chas’ words. An ocean of death. That’s what they are.

She remembered the moments before the barrier broke with intense clarity. The scrape of mortar on brick. The crumble of concrete. The whine of steel across rock. The groan of wooden timbers cracking beneath the immense weight of the infected pressing against them. Thousands upon thousands of bodies, pushing, always pushing.

The walls of the old infirmary collapsed, taking with it all the rubble, steel, and containers stacked upon it. The weak point in the barrier. The place where the zombies finally broke through after weeks and weeks of waiting.

Julia remembered screaming to the last survivors to get to the mine. She remembered Alvarez, Sanchez, and a handful of guards taking a stand with her. Fighting. Shooting. Trying to keep the horde from getting to the people they’d sworn to protect.

They succeeded.

Mostly.

A knot of infected got through somehow and gave chase.

Julia also remembered the screams of the survivors in the shaft. The crackle of the radio as Alvarez warned Captain Williams of the coming threat. The last survivors leaving the safe zone that had now become a dead zone.

Their retreat was less clear in her memory. It was a blur of running, shooting, kicking, punching, and killing anything that didn’t have a pulse. Inside the lifts, there was the rich tang of blood, the sight of pale flesh, and the fresh corpses of those they’d failed. That she had failed.

There was no time to use the lift themselves. Not with the horde upon their heels. They each tore off their jackets, wrapped it around the metal cables of the lift, and slid to the bottom. Not a moment too soon either.

The thud of bodies hitting the ground made Julia look up. The horde didn’t care about lifts or cables. They just cared about flesh. One by one, they plunged down the open shaft, falling to their mutilation or death.

It was surreal. 

Perfect.

They’d wanted to lure the infected into the mine.

Now it was raining zombies. 

It could almost be funny if it wasn’t so sad. All those bodies, people once. Mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters. Monsters now.

Julia, Alvarez, Sanchez, and the rest backed away, watching as the fall continued. The horde was killing itself. Then Julia noticed something alarming. The drop didn’t kill them anymore. Not the ones on top anyway. Their fellow undead was providing a cushion, a mattress to break their headlong rush to the bottom of the shaft.

Within moments, Julia and the rest were running again. As they neared the entrance, Julia could see the faces of soldiers peering at them over their sandbags. Wide-eyed. Frightened. And who wouldn’t be? For behind them was a wall of death.

Captain Williams gave the order. She saw him do it. Saw him make a split decision between their lives and all the rest. She didn’t blame him. She would’ve done the same.

The earth shook, and the walls quaked. Rocks rained down, and dust obscured her vision. It’s too late for us. We’ll never make it. We’ll be buried with the dead.

But Julia kept running, placing one foot after the other.

Sanchez was on her left.

Alvarez to her right. 

A couple of guards were right behind her.

A stone glanced off her scalp. 

Another hit her shoulder.

She kept running.

Suddenly, they were out in the clean air, out of the mine. The rest of the shaft collapsed behind them, taking the zombies with it. Soldiers surrounded them, leading them away from the site.

Julia coughed, hacking up the dust that filled her lungs. Blood trickled down her face, and her shoulder ached. She’d never felt more alive.

Sanchez grinned at her, teeth white against her dirty skin. Julia imagined she looked the same. Alvarez squeezed her injured shoulder. She didn’t care. The two guards stumbled away. The rest…the rest didn’t make it, and she’d never forget them.

But, she was alive.

Alive.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Chas allowed Liam to help her upright, propping her up against the cushions into a seated position. It was two days since the evacuation, and she still had a lot of pain. Luckily, the bullet had gone straight through, missing any vital organs.

Nurse Inge frowned as she took her vitals, jotting them onto a chart. “I really hope this is the last time I see you, dear. No offense.”

Chas laughed. “None taken.”

After Nurse Inge left, Liam took her hand in his, careful not to disturb the drip stuck in her vein. “Never mind her. I want to see more of you. A lot more.”

Chas blushed. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really.”

“Ooh, am I missing something?” Emily cried as she skipped over to Chas’ bedside. “Are you two an item now?”

Chas didn’t pull her hand away, looking at Liam with raised eyebrows instead. “Are we?”

“We are,” he confirmed, his smile forming dimples in his cheeks. Dimples Chas hoped she’d never get to see enough of.

Vanessa followed Emily, snickering with delight. “Looks like Chas has been busy in here.”

Dean drew her closer to him. “Jealous?”

Vanessa leaned against his shoulder. “Not a chance.”

“Ugh. Enough already,” Julia groaned. She was lying in the bed next to Chas, her shoulder and head wrapped in bandages. “All this romance is making me sick.”

Everybody laughed until Grumps, Lala, and Vivienne walked in, joined soon after by Alvarez and Sanchez.

“How are you doing, hun?” Lala asked, squeezing Chas’ other hand.

“I’m okay, Lala. How are you feeling?” Chas asked.

“Much better now that I’m back with your grandfather. He’ll make me quite fat if he keeps on feeding me so well,” Lala answered, moving to stand next to Grumps again. She crooked a finger at Chas. “But I’m still mad at you for running away, hun.”

“So am I, young lady. Once you’re out of here, we’re having a nice, long talk about responsibility. We were worried sick about you the entire time,” Vivienne said.

Chas grimaced. “Grumps? Any help over here?”

Grumps raised both hands. “I might be the leader of this community, but I’m not the boss in this family. They are.”

“Coward,” Chas said with a chuckle.

Vivienne glared at Liam and Chas’ intertwined hands. “Did I give you permission to hold my daughter’s hand?”

Liam grew beetroot red and stuttered something unintelligible, quickly snatching his hand away. “Uh, erm…”

Chas rolled her eyes. “Mom!”

Vivienne shrugged. “Just doing my duty, dear. You know I wouldn’t let you see just any boy.”

“Liam is not just any boy, Mom. Give him a chance,” Chas pleaded.

Vivienne sniffed. “We’ll see.”

Nurse Inge walked over, clipboard in hand. “Good Lord, where did all of you come from? Visiting hours is not an excuse to crowd my infirmary. It’s like a disco in here.”

Vivienne eyed Nurse Inge with approval before saying, “Do you need any help, perhaps? I’m a qualified nurse.”

“Oh? In that case, yes. I could certainly use another set of capable hands,” Nurse Inge said, ushering Vivienne away.

Chas sighed. “That’s Mom for you.”

“Indeed,” Lala said with a laugh.

“I need to go see my mother anyway,” Vanessa said. “She’s getting much better now with proper care and food. See you later, Chas.”

“Bye,” Chas said with a wave of her hand.

“I’ve got to run too,” Emily said. “I’m supposed to help my mom in the kitchen today.”

“Have fun,” Chas said with a grin. She knew Emily hated cooking.

“Wait until it’s your turn,” Emily promised. “You won’t be laughing so hard then.”

She walked away with that jaunty step that was so unique to her, leaving Chas with a fond smile. “I really do have the weirdest friends.”

“You do,” Liam agreed, pointing at Alvarez and Sanchez.

They were crowded around Julia, poking and prodding her until she cried for mercy. “Ouch! That hurts!”

“At least, you’re still alive,” Sanchez said.

“No thanks to you,” Julia grumbled. “Buzz off. I’m enjoying my time away from you lot.”

“Hmph. We’ll see about that,” Alvarez said. “You’d better be back on your feet soon, soldier.”

“You heard your superior officer,” Sanchez agreed.

“Whatever,” Julia mumbled, but her eyes were sparkling.

Alvarez gave Chas a pointed look before he left. “You too, miss. No more crazy plans and shenanigans from you. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Sanchez winked at Chas. “Ignore him. Crazy is good.”

Once they were all gone, Chas looked at her grandfather. “So, Grumps. What’s next now that we’re all together again?”

“What’s next? We rebuild, of course,” he said.

“Can we do that?” Chas asked, sober for the moment.

“Oh, yes, we can. One brick at a time. As long as we all stick together,” he said, giving Lala a firm hug.

“Good,” Chas said.

“Get some more rest now, hun,” Lala said. “You’re still a bit pale.”

“Will do, Lala. Love you.”

“Love you too, hun.”

Silence fell as the last visitor walked away, leaving Chas, Julia, and Liam behind. Chas sighed. “Anyone up for a game of Uno?”

Julia groaned. “Is that the only game we’ve got? Seriously, how many times can a person play Uno and not get sick of it?”

“Sorry,” Liam said, shuffling the deck. “It’s all we’ve got.”

“Fine. Uno it is.”

“I’ll play you my cookies for your chips,” Chas offered.

“I’ll throw in a soda,” Liam said.

“Deal,” Julia said. “Gimme those cards and prepare to eat my dust, losers.”

Chas laughed, long and hard. She’d never felt better in her life, even after being shot. Life was good as long as you had three things — Hope, friends, and family.


The End. 


This is the end of the adventure for Chas and her friends, but I’ve got plenty more where that came from. Turn the page for lots more apocalyptic fun!
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Chapter 1 - Cat’s Eye




“Catherine Thompson. Please pay attention in my class unless you want detention.”

The shrill peal of Mrs. Marais’ voice cut through the haze of boredom surrounding Cat, and she straightened up in her seat amidst snickers from her classmates.

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she replied with a respectful, “Yes, Ma’am.” The last thing she needed on a Friday afternoon was detention.

Forty-five excruciating minutes later, the bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Benches and chairs scraped across the floor as kids ran for the exit, jostling each other in their haste to get out. Cat imagined it looked a lot like a prison break.

She took the time to fish her phone out of her bag first and checked her messages. Three from Chris, her boyfriend, one from her best friend, Nadia, and a voicemail from her mother. On auto-pilot, Cat slung her school bag over her shoulder, picked up her hockey stick and walked out of class while checking Chris’ texts. They were pretty generic. Standard stuff for a Friday.

“Hey, babes. What’s up?”

Little kissy faces.

“Wanna come over tonight?”

Cat sighed. Instead of butterflies in her stomach, all she felt was leaden dread. For her, the relationship with Chris had soured after the fifth weekend spent watching rugby with his friends.

The entire time was passed glued to the edge of the couch next to Chris and his buddies. They’d cheer and shout enthusiastically at the TV, discussing the score and players during half-time, while she sipped on the homemade lemonade his mom forced down her throat.

Her thumb flew over the keys as she replied. “Maybe next time. Got things to do.”

Next, she checked Nadia’s message. “Hey, Cat. How’s it going, girlfriend? Have you seen the stuff on YouTube? People are going crazy about it. Freaky Friday!”

Cat frowned. She hadn’t looked at her phone all day. By rights, she wasn’t even allowed to take it to school but had put it on silent and hidden it at the bottom of her bag.

Her feet carried her out of the gates of High School Kroonstad. After crossing the busy street filled with irate parents and happy kids, she set off for home. She lived only three blocks from the school, so her mom had decreed that she walk every day. Cat didn’t mind, though. She liked the solitude.

Cat sent Nadia a reply. “What stuff? Haven’t seen a thing. By the way, can you come visit this December holiday?”

“Check YouTube and Facebook. Crazy stuff! It’s all over SA and even overseas. As for a holiday, no can do, sister. My mom’s been kinda out of it lately, and Dickhead bitched about the money for the bus ride.”

Cat frowned at that bit of news. When had Nadia’s drug-addict mom not been out of it? All her life she’d watched her best friend be pushed around and mistreated by her addict mom and abusive step-dad. When Nadia’s little brother Bobby drowned, that had been a new low. To top it off, six months later they moved to Upington, and Cat despaired of ever seeing her best friend again.

“Well. We’ll just have to make a plan,” she sent back. If there was one thing that could be said of Cat, it was that she was stubborn. Even if she had to bribe Nadia’s step-dad, she’d do it.

“Hope so, C. Catch you later. Branden and I’ve got a date.”

“Have fun,” Cat replied before listening to the voicemail her mother had left three hours earlier.

“Catherine, I’m going to be late tonight. We’re swamped with patients today, and the boss wants us to work in. There are leftovers in the fridge. See you later, sweetheart.”

Cat sighed and tucked her phone away, resigned to a night spent in front of the TV with a bucket of ice cream. It wasn’t unusual. Her mom worked as an admin assistant at a local doctor, and she often stayed late when it got busy.

About halfway home, Cat’s attention was caught by a man staggering down the road. He had a full head of dreadlocks, topped with a Rastafarian beanie and wore a long trench coat. At first, Cat paid him no mind and continued walking.

There was something odd about him, though. He stumbled along haphazardly, moaning in an eerie way. The front of his coat was stained with what looked like black tar. A light breeze brushed over her face, lifting the hair off her neck and carrying a sickly sweet smell with it. She gagged, pulling her shirt over her mouth. “What the hell?”

Cat eyed the man she assumed to be either homeless or stoned and quickened her pace, hoping to slip past unnoticed.

No such luck.

When he spotted her, he raised his hands towards her, growling in a way she’d ordinarily find hilarious but now didn’t seem quite so funny.

Cat stopped and backtracked, raising a hand to ward him off. “Hey, back off, buddy. I don’t have any money.”

He ignored her and kept coming. As he got closer, the smell intensified until it rolled across her senses in a tidal wave of rot. She could now make out the smaller details of his appearance through watering eyes.

His bottom lip was missing, exposing the lower teeth and jaw, pink flesh and white bone shining through clotted blood. Her stomach rolled as her eyes fixed upon the stain on his clothes. The black stuff she’d thought was oil, now looked more like old blood. Bits of hair and other things were matted into it. Her stomach heaved. “Oh, God, is that…a tooth?”

Cat screamed, stepping back as he reached for her with hands that had turned into claws, the nails crusted with dirt. She swung her hockey stick and hit him, dancing on her toes to put distance between them.

He regained his footing, and she whacked him over the head again, the sound hollow to her ears. Her school bag swung like a pendulum, pulling her off balance. With a cry, she fell.

Her bare knees hit the asphalt, sharp pain flaring up her legs. She shrugged it off, rolling away when he reached for her. He tripped over her bag and fell in a tangle of limbs. Cat ripped the strap off her shoulder and scrambled away on all fours, gravel digging into her palms. Her heart banged in her chest, air whistling in and out of her lungs as her throat closed.

Not now, she prayed.

Cat lunged to her feet and whirled, brandishing her hockey stick. Like a loathsome crab, the homeless guy rose from the ground, joints cracking as he scuttled toward her.

“Leave me alone,” Cat cried, wheezing for breath.

He kept coming, teeth snapping like a rabid dog. Cat danced away like a boxer and hit him again, harder this time. His head swung, but he kept coming.

“Get off!” Spots danced in front of her eyes as the tightness in her chest increased. It was a feeling both familiar and unwanted, like a distant family member who overstays their welcome at Christmas.

Cat skipped sideways and swung the hockey stick like a baseball bat, putting all her strength into the blow. The edge connected with his temple, and she heard the sound of cracking bone. He fell to his knees, and she hesitated. Blood streamed from the cut on his scalp, but it looked odd. Thick and sluggish. Once again, the smell that emanated from his form assaulted her senses.

“Stay down,” Cat whimpered. “Please, stay down.”

A low growl vibrated from between her attacker’s clenched teeth. He lurched forward, crawling towards her. With a wordless cry, she swung again, aiming for the same spot as before.

A hollow pop rang out. His skull collapsed and skewed his face. With his snarl frozen in place and bulging eyes, the homeless guy toppled over to lie motionless.

Cat stood, chest heaving, waiting for him to get up. A slow trickle of blood crept toward her toes, a river of black death. Her hands began to tremble. She smothered a gasp, stepping back until her heels hit the sidewalk. Her knees gave way, and she sat down with a thump, her eyes never leaving the corpse. “Oh, my God. I killed him.”

Cat wrenched her eyes away and looked up and down the street, half expecting a cop to pull up and arrest her for murder. “I killed him. I really, really killed him! Crap!”

The trees whirled around her in a dizzying blur of green. An iron fist constricted around her lungs and throat. Cat sucked in a breath, dragging oxygen into her lungs. One hand fumbled for the asthma inhaler in her pocket. She never left home without it.

Placing the mouthpiece to her lips, she pressed down. With a whoosh, the precious dosage filled her lungs. Cat wrapped her trembling arms around her knees and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. The taut feeling in her chest eased, the dizziness passed. A semblance of clarity returned. “I’ve got to phone Mom. She’ll know what to do.”

Cat dialed the number.

Her mom answered on the fifth ring. “Dr. Botha’s office.”

“Mom! Mom, I just killed a guy. He came at me, and he wouldn’t stop, and I whacked him with a stick, and now he’s just lying there, and he’s not breathing, and half his face is missing, and I don’t know what―”

“Catherine, slow down. Take a deep breath.”

Her mother’s voice had an immediate effect, and Cat obeyed. In, out, in, out.

“That’s it. Get it under control. Now tell me what happened. Take your time, sweetie.”

Cat slumped, tears spilling over her cheeks and dripping onto her school uniform. “I don’t know what happened. I was walking, and this strange guy attacked me. I screamed and hit him with my hockey stick, but he wouldn’t stop. He was acting all crazy, growling and trying to bite me.”

“Oh, no. sweetie, are you hurt?” Her mother’s voice was frantic and sparked a fresh surge of panic within Cat.

“What? No, I’m fine,” she replied, ignoring the sting in her knees.

“Are you sure? Did he bite you? Scratch you? Get any blood on you?”

“No, I’m fine. I kept hitting him in the head until he fell. I killed him, Mom!”

“Thank God. I’ve been hearing stories all morning, but I didn’t think they were real.” A siren blared in the background, shrill over the speaker of Cat’s phone. “I’m coming home. Now.”

“Stories? What stories?” Cat asked.

“From the hospitals. One of our patients was attacked, and it’s a madhouse here.”

“What do you mean attacked? What’s going on?” Confusion hijacked Cat’s thoughts. Her voice rose in pitch until it became a shrill warble.

“Sweetie, calm down. It’s going to be okay. I promise.” Cat nodded, her mother’s steady voice soothing her ragged nerves. “Now I need you to get up and run home as fast as you can. Can you do that?”

“You want me to leave? Aren’t I supposed to call the police or something?”

“There’s no time, sweetie. Just do it. Call me when you get to the house, and lock the gates and all the doors, okay?”

Cat hesitated, her mind whirling. This is crazy! What’s happening?

“Catherine. I need you to do as I say. Now.” Her mother’s tone became hard, brooking no disobedience.

“O…Okay, mom. I’m going. I’ll call you when I get there.”

“Hurry. Don’t stop for anything. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Okay.” Cat got to her feet, grabbing her hockey stick and school bag with the phone wedged between her cheek and shoulder. She kept her eyes averted from the dead guy, pretending he wasn’t there. “I’m up.”

“Love you, sweetheart. Stay safe.”

The line went dead, and Cat shoved her cell into her pocket before breaking into a sprint. She pumped her arms and legs, pushing herself as fast as she could go. The houses flew past in a blur, her bag bouncing up and down on her back. It wasn’t long before she reached her home, the familiar hunter’s green gates coming into view.

Cat stumbled to a stop, gasping for breath and fumbled with the lock and chain that held it shut. Once inside, she locked again before rushing into the house.

Running from room to room, she shut the windows and closed the curtains. Shrouded in gloom, she collapsed onto a chair at the kitchen table. Her hockey stick lay in front of her. A fresh surge of panic at the sight of the blood staining the wood sent her scrambling to the washbasin to scrub it off. Where’s Mom? I need her!

She reached for her phone, dialing her mom’s cell. It rang and rang, each ring punctuated by an empty click when her mother failed to answer. An awful sense of premonition washed over Cat when it went to voicemail. A tinny female voice told her to leave a message.

She called again.

And again.

And again.

Voicemail.

“No, no, no! Where are you, Mom?”

Cat phoned the office number.

“Dr. Botha’s office,” a harassed female voice answered.

“Aunt Sue?” Cat asked, picturing her mom’s colleague. Frizzy red hair, thick-rimmed glasses, a heart of gold, and a pocket full of sweets summed up Susan Elliot. She was always a favorite with the kids who visited Dr. Botha. “Is that you?”

“Catherine?”

“It’s me. Is my mom there? I need to talk to her.”

“I’m sorry, sugar. She left ages ago.”

Cat’s stomach dropped. “Are you sure? She’s not answering her phone. I’m worried.”

“I’m sure. She grabbed her bag and ran out of here shouting something about you needing help.” Concern tinged Sue’s voice. “Are you okay, sugar?”

“I’m fine,” Cat replied. For a moment she considered telling Aunt Sue what had happened but couldn’t face having to explain the whole story. It was too awful. “Had a tussle with some homeless man, that’s all.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No, I’m okay. Look, Aunt Sue―” The line died, leaving Cat staring at the phone in her hand.

“Crap!”

Next, she dialed emergency services.

Then the police.

Nobody answered.

Cat slumped over the table, tears streaking down her face. With numb fingers, she logged onto Facebook. She scrolled down the page, horror taking hold. Shots of car crashes and riots filled the screen. One picture showed a mob swarming a bus. Further down, a girl she knew from school had posted a picture of her older brother with the title: WTF?!? There was a chunk missing from his arm.

A video of a Fourth Grade teacher attacking one of her students had gone viral. Cat stared at the grainy footage, watching in disbelief as the woman bit the boy on the shoulder, sinking her teeth in before working her jaws to loosen the flesh. Childish screams filled the kitchen. Cat pressed pause, her eyes locked on the teacher’s dead gaze that peered at the screen over the chunk of meat in her mouth.

Bile pushed up Cat’s throat. She crossed the floor to the window overlooking the gate, fixing her eyes on it in the vain hope that at any moment her mother’s battered red Ford would appear. “Come on, Mom. Where are you?”

With a frustrated growl, Cat ran to the living room and switched on the TV. She perched on the edge of the seat and flicked through the channels. Report after report streamed in, airing live from Johannesburg, Durban, and Cape Town. Frightened news reporters ran around, their cameramen capturing footage of enormous traffic pile-ups, mobs, looters, and attacks.

Headlines ran on a loop at the bottom. They read: Mystery illness strikes population; Husband eats wife in front of witnesses; Is this the end?

After staring at the screen for half an hour, Cat switched the volume to mute. Restless, she jumped up and paced, breaking off only to spray Mercurochrome onto her skinned knees and force down a sandwich. Twice more, she stopped to use her inhaler, the constant anxiety worsening her asthma.

The minutes ticked by, each second longer than the last. The hands on the clock moved with stilted clicks across a bland white face.

Twenty.

Thirty.

Forty.

Fifty.

An hour.

Two hours, thirty-three minutes, and fifty phone calls later, Cat was forced to admit the truth. Her mother wasn’t coming home. Something terrible had happened to her. “What to do? What to do?”

She redialed emergency services and raised the phone to her ear slowly, hoping with every cell in her body somebody would answer.

“Emergency services, how can I assist you?”

“I need help! Please send someone,” Cat cried, relief making her dizzy.

“I’m sorry, Miss, but we have no vehicles available at the moment.”

“How is that possible? I need help; my mom is missing. She’s in trouble. I’m sure of it.”

“Yes, Miss, I hear you, but we are currently overwhelmed with calls. I have no available vehicles to send to your location.”

“What?” Cat’s voice rose a few decibels in pitch, matching her growing disbelief.

“Miss, I advise you to remain calm. The situation is―”

“The situation is crazy. That’s what it is. What’s going on?”

“I can’t answer you, Miss. I’m very…Carl?”

Silence.

A dull thud.

The rustle of papers.

A rasping groan.

“Carl? What are you doing?”

“No!”

Cat listened in growing horror as the dispatcher screamed, pain lacing every note. She dropped the phone and backed away, eyes locked to the speaker. The screams continued, the vowels expanding until they became her, consumed her.

A final peal of agony rang out, followed by strange noises before the line died. Noises that sounded like someone eating. Cat’s heart banged in her chest, and she sat down on the carpet with a thump as her legs gave out.  




End of Sample
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