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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    Five minutes before, the interior of the Humvee had smelled strongly of a combination of feet and armpit. It was an acrid smell that always took Sadie a few minutes to get used to whenever she climbed back in after scouting or scrounging. 
 
    Now, the Humvee smelled harshly of diesel and smoke. The air was filled with it, that and the screamed orders of Sergeant Christopher Steinman, who was in the back seat next to Jillybean. The little girl had her hands out, one gripping the back of the passenger seat, the other on Steinman’s arm, holding it tight. She had been sleeping on the downhill run into Yellowstone when the explosion sent the Humvee into what felt like a death spiral. 
 
    Up until that point, their trip had been the closest thing to easy that Sadie had experienced since the beginning of the apocalypse. The four of them—the fourth being a tattooed private named Jimmy Logan, who had come on the trip ostensibly to hit on Sadie—had made good time as they rode north into Wyoming and then west through what had been the least populous state in the union. 
 
    The land was so desolate that it didn’t make sense for bandits or slavers to roam there and so far, their only true obstacles had been the zombies—thousands upon thousands of them, all of which seemed tremendous in size—and the roads themselves. The highways weren’t exactly potholed as much as they were cratered. Frequently, there were holes in the road that could swallow not just a man but his Jeep as well. 
 
    It was May tenth, three days after Jillybean had declared: “It’s my birthday! I’m Eight. I made it!” They had been on the road since the first of the month and the ease of their passing had obviously made Jimmy complacent. He was in the “Navi-guesser” position, as Grey had always called it, and was in charge of monitoring the drone feed. He should have seen the ambush from a mile away—literally. 
 
    Now he was pinned against his door by the force of the spin, while Sadie, who had been driving, was desperately trying to right the vehicle and set it square to the road. It wasn’t the easiest thing to do when they didn’t have an expanse of windshield to look out of. Instead, she had a ten-inch, black and white monitor that displayed a sterile grey view of the front of the vehicle. It was currently spinning clockwise and there was a “chugging” feeling running up into the steering wheel which she guessed meant that one of the tires had blown. 
 
    The Humvee shuddered to a halt, half on the road and half in the strip of tall grass next to it. Before Sadie could take a breath, Sergeant Steinman screamed, “Forward or back! One or the other, damn it, but you can’t stay here.” Their SOP was to clear an ambush sight as fast as possible.  
 
    This was their first ambush and, as the driver, Sadie had to pick either blasting through or retreating based on her reading of the moment. She actually thought she was choosing retreat as she heaved the wheel to the right, however she was turned around and struggling to make sense of the screen in front of her which was clouding with smoke just as was the interior of the vehicle. 
 
    In mid-turn, the chains hanging like a metal skirt all around the base of the vehicle began to make a merry tune as bullets smacked into them. Whoever was out there, hiding in the night, was gunning for their tires, hoping to pin them to the road, helpless. 
 
    “We need to move,” yelled Jillybean, recovering quicker than any of them. There had been a splash of panic across her features at the initial explosion, but as Steinman hadn’t immediately manned the M249, she jumped to the back of the center console. It was here that the main controls for the machine gun were set.  
 
    The controls consisted of nothing more than an iPad velcroed to the console and a standard Xbox controller with the “A” button highlighted in red. The iPad showed a thermal image of a towering rock wall with an aiming curser dead center on it. Jillybean pressed the “right arrow” and above her there was whirring noise as the gun tracked right. 
 
    “I got bad guys!” she screamed. 
 
    Directly in front of Sadie were five monitors, the largest of which was the front view. The other four were seven-inch monitors surrounding the main; port and starboard were obviously placed, while the rear camera view was set below and the thermal gunsight above.  
 
    She could see the bad guys as light grey, humanoid shapes that bloomed orange every time their guns fired. There was a lot of blooming.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Steinman yelled at Jillybean. “Fire! Fire! Fire!” 
 
    From above, there came a stuttering barking noise as the M249 started ripping off rounds. For a few seconds, Sadie found herself watching the thermal image instead of driving. It was only after the wisps of smoke in the main cab turned to clouds of it that she remembered her duty. 
 
    Stomping the gas and sending everyone lurching back, she sped down the road, only just then noticing how little room there was on either side of them. Their attackers had chosen a narrow gorge to set their ambush; it was textbook. It was so obvious that Sadie sent Jimmy a sour look. He should have seen this coming. 
 
    She only had time for the brief look. The forward screen was practically sparkling with the number of people shooting at them. To Sadie it seemed as though there was a bad guy behind every rock and tree. “Jillybean, to the front! To the front!” 
 
    Everything was chaos. They had all been bored out of their minds for days on end, but now their world had devolved into shouts and gunfire and smoke—Sadie glanced up more than once at the cloud filtering down and felt a sudden queasiness. In the steel-encased racks situated on top of the Humvee were the extra fuel tanks at least one of which was on fire. 
 
    Would it spread to the others? Would it engulf the vehicle and cook them alive? Speed seemed the best antidote for both the fire and the bad guys. Sadie punched the vehicle forward, leaning in close to the monitor, trying to pick out the obstacles in her path: the potholes, the sharp curve of the road, the tree limbs, and the many zombies flooding in towards the sound of the fight. 
 
    She had to switch to her backup fore-camera after hitting half a dozen of the beasts. The screen had gone a gunky black with their blood. 
 
    “Uh, Sadie?” Jillybean said a few seconds later. “I think we’re through.” 
 
    It was a moment before Sadie realized there were no more of the humanoid shapes crouching here and there along their path. The road was clear…more or less, after all there were still ottoman-sized rocks, gangs of zombies and the ever dangerous car-swallowing potholes. She took her foot off the gas and concentrated on the steering wheel, which she had in an iron grip. It was fighting her, wanting to heel constantly to the right. 
 
    The vibration grew worse with each passing second; a glance toward the rear camera showed black chunks the size of her fist bouncing along behind them. The front right tire was disintegrating and it wasn’t long before there came a squeal of metal as if there were a thousand-pound safe in front instead of a wheel.  
 
    “Keep going,” Steinman ordered. “We gotta clear the area.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, Sadie,” Jillybean said, pointing up. “We’re on fire.” The three of them looked back at Steinman who only sat there staring up at the roof of the Humvee which was clouded over in grey. When he didn’t say anything more, Jillybean warned: “We gots bullets up there, and gas, too amember?” 
 
    “I amember,” Sadie said, stopping the Humvee, the metal rim giving an ear-splitting screech that made them all cringe. “We clear?” 
 
    Jillybean whirred the M249 back and forth, the screen casting a pale light on her pale, but studious face. “They’re a quarter mile back. That’s not all that far but we passed, like a gazilion monsters, and I think I got a few of the bad guys. They’re probably wondering what hit them.” 
 
    “Now’s not the time for talk, everyone out!” Steinman barked, coming to life once more. 
 
    The four scrambled out of the armored vehicle, which was indeed on fire. Two of the reserve fuel cans had been hit and were raging atop the Humvee, lighting up the night and drawing zombies from all over.  
 
    Sadie was surprised to find herself next to one ragged beast as she backed away from the Humvee. For a moment, the two of them stood gaping up at the fire as though they were watching a wreck on I-95 back in the day. If the thing had calmly asked her for a cigarette, she wouldn’t have been shocked. 
 
    She knew how they were with fires. It would stay mesmerized as long as no one disturbed it or made too big of a commotion. Of course, once the rounds in the belt-fed M249 started cooking off, things would change quickly and not for the better. Sadie ignored the zombie and started looking for something to put out the fire. 
 
    Other than a bit of sand along the edges of the road, there was nothing. And truly, the sand was useless. It would have to be scraped up and thrown by the handful at the fire. “What do we do, Jillybean?” Sadie asked her little sister, rolling the dice that the little girl would be able to think of something that would put out a gas fire before the Humvee burnt down, leaving them stranded in the middle of the wilderness, surrounded by zombies and people trying to kill them. 
 
    There was a pause that suggested they’d soon be doing a lot of walking, but then: “Right, the bicarbonate!” Jillybean said as though someone had whispered it to her. She turned to Steinman, who had been busy swinging his head back forth from the fire to the ring of zombies closing in on them. A questioning grunt escaped him. “The bicarbonate!” she repeated, louder. “The baking soda.”  
 
    When he only said: “Huh?” for a second time, the little girl, pushed him aside and dove back into the smoke-filled Humvee, searching in the cargo space, her skinny tutu-covered butt poking up. The zombie next to Sadie forgot the fire, made a hungry noise in the back of its throat and started forward for the girl. 
 
    Sadie had her black-bladed hunting knife out in a flash and in a quick move, one that Captain Grey had made her practice over and over, she spiked the knife into the back of the zombie’s neck aiming for the notch between the C1 and C2 vertebras. “It’s like unplugging them,” he had said. 
 
    Sure enough, the beast gave a full-bodied twitch as if there was a hot wire running from the hummer’s battery and up through the knife. It then toppled over, still alive, at least for a while, but disconnected. 
 
    For the most part, the beasts hadn’t even noticed the knife or the swift, human movements. A couple did and came forward to die as well. Steinman wasn’t the quickest intellect among the soldiers, but he was an excellent fighter. He carried a climber’s ice axe as a weapon: two and a half feet long, four pounds in weight with a long awl-like head that could bury itself seven inches into heavy ice without a problem. 
 
    He preferred quick temple strikes where the bone was thin. In two moves, he dropped both zombies.  
 
    A second later, Jillybean had wriggled out of the Humvee, holding a familiar orange box. “I need a boost up there,” she declared. Steinman was taller, however, he was the better fighter and had more protection with the flak-jacket he wore. It looked to Sadie that he would need it; the other zombies were starting to become aware of the humans. As he started swinging his axe in short, vicious strokes, Sadie picked up the little girl.  
 
    “Put me on the hood,” she ordered. Sadie pushed her up; a second later Jillybean cried: “Oh! That’s hot!” 
 
    She was on the hood of the Humvee cringing, but moving forward all the same, her only defense against the flames that were growing higher and wider was a pink Power Puff shirt that she yanked up in front of her face. That was good enough to keep her face from blistering off, but her hand was suffering. 
 
    A scream of pain escaped her as she got as close as she dared. In her outstretched hand was the box of baking soda, maybe only a pound worth in all. Sadie couldn’t understand what she thought she was going to do with it. Had it been sand, she would need a wheelbarrow full to douse the fire that was growing larger by the second. 
 
    The fire was raging and spinning the air around the little girl, lifting her hair until it seemed to float around her. For a moment, she looked like a pink, tutu-wearing witch and when she extended the orange box and started splashing the powder around, it seemed as though she had conjured some sort of magic. 
 
    “Whoa,” Sadie said. The effect of the baking soda on the flames was immediate and startling—there was a noise of “foomp” and then the three-foot high flames simply disappeared. A huge pall of smoke took its place, engulfing the little girl who moved forward, covering the entire rack in the white powder. 
 
    Sadie had never seen anything like it. “How on earth did she…” 
 
    “Watch your six, Sadie!” Steinman shouted. 
 
    The warning came just in time. The fire was out, but the danger was still great. They were surrounded by eleven zombies who acted as if they were just waking up and were ready to feed. Sadie lashed out with her knife, which was an altogether useless weapon when confronted by three zombies at a time. 
 
    To keep from being bitten or scratched, she retreated until her back was to the Humvee and she had nowhere else to go. “Hey, look up here!” Jillybean yelled from above. She threw the orange box at the zombie in front and then started waving her arms at them. “Yoo-hoo! Monsters? Look at me.” 
 
    In the midst of the desperate fight, Sadie cracked a smile. Only a daughter of Neil Martin’s would ever call out “yoo-hoo” to a pack of zombies. The brief interruption gave Sadie a moment to drop down and roll beneath the Humvee. She popped up on the other side where Jimmy was swinging an aluminum bat around at only two zombies. 
 
    He’s fine, she thought and ran around the Humvee to help Sergeant Steinman, who was battling stiffer odds. With the zombies either focused on the axe-wielding human or the butt-swinging girl, Sadie fell on their rear with her hunting knife stabbing over and over for the base of the skull. The beasts, huge and terrible as they were, died by her knife or were felled by Steinman’s axe. 
 
    When the one side was clear they went to help Jimmy, who was just finishing the last of his enemies, bashing its head into the earth. 
 
    “Are we good?” Sadie asked. “Anyone scratched?” 
 
    As the men inspected themselves, Jillybean touched her face and said: “I think I lost an eyebrow. Boy-oh-man that was hot and that’s what means…” 
 
    Steinman interrupted: “Jilly, get down from there. We still got bogeys up the road.” He put his hands out to her and she dropped down into his firm grip. “And another thing, from now on call it baking soda. It says it right on the box. No one cares if you know all the sciency names for…” 
 
    It was his turn to be interrupted. A gun was fired from somewhere up in the hills to the east and Sadie felt something hot and wicked breeze past her neck. The shock of the bullet passing so close sent a spastic shudder running through her body and involuntarily she froze in place as more bullets rained into the group. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Steinman dropped into a crouch, while Jimmy spun with one arm out, looking like a strange, camo-covered ballerina, his silver bat bouncing and blood flying. 
 
    Jillybean had dropped to one knee at the first shot and was already heading for the safety beneath the tilted Humvee when she saw her sister simply standing right out in the open, a frozen wide-eyed manikin. Before she knew what she was doing, Jillybean was on Sadie in a full body grip, like a monkey attacking a leopard. The little girl used surprise and her fifty-five pounds to drag her sister down as more bullets whipped by, smacking into the side of the Humvee. 
 
    There was a curse shouted and gravel kicked up off the road in tiny explosions next to Sadie’s unflinching face—she was still in some sort of shock. “Get under Hank!” Jillybean yelled, pushing Sadie who finally began to blink and kick with her legs. Only once she was under did Jillybean crawl after. Sadie had stopped midway and was panting: “That was close, that was fricking close.” 
 
    “Yeah it was,” Jillybean agreed, “and it might get closer, come on.” She crawled past her sister, popping out the other side where the bullets couldn’t get her. “It’s good over here,” she said to Sadie, who was following after, but slower. Behind her was Steinman, going even slower still. For a moment Jillybean forgot that they weren’t all as small and nimble as she was. “Boy, if Chris were here…”  
 
    She had to bite that thought right off. She wasn’t allowed to think about Chris, no matter how much it seemed innocent.  
 
    When Jillybean ducked back down to look under the Humvee, Sadie was cursing, twisting oddly, straining, caught on a jag of metal. “Move!” Steinman yelled. Beyond Sadie, Sergeant Steinman was dragging Jimmy beneath the Humvee as well. The young private left a trail of blood behind as he was pulled. Worse, in Jillybean’s view, was that he seemed to be choking on air, his chest and throat spasming, his face going red. 
 
    With a grunt, Sadie tore the back of her black pants and scrambled up, panting. “Get in,” she ordered, pushing Jillybean into the vehicle. “It’s not safe out here.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t really care about safe at the moment; she wasn’t being targeted by anyone. She was thinking three steps ahead: was there another ambush a hundred yards down the road? Was the Humvee damaged worse than it seemed? And if so where could they escape too? Was Jimmy dying and could they leave him behind with a rifle and a few grenades to cover their retreat? Or would Steinman make an issue of it? 
 
    Ipes would have tsked her at the idea of leaving Jimmy behind. He would have told her to behave like a proper lady. Eve would have said: Fuck Jimmy. Use him as a speed bump. Even as the thought came, Jillybean could feel Eve’s smarmy nastiness coating her insides as if she had just drunk a bottle of rancid olive oil. Chris, on the other hand, would have told her to lay down smoke to cover their retreat and at the first opportunity head off into the hills and leave them all behind. These thoughts ran through her, mixing in a great jumble with all the rest of her thinkings. 
 
    “First things first,” she whispered, leaping into the Humvee and snatching the iPad from the console and grabbing the control for the M249. She pressed the right-left button and made a disappointed Captain Grey-like growl when the image on the iPad failed to move.  
 
    “Oh, for all darn it!” she cranked just as Sadie climbed in. “Something’s wrong with the track or the motor. The gun won’t spin. And the camera’s gotted dark stuff on it. I can’t see very well.” She sat hunched over the iPad and with every smack of a bullet against the tough hide of the Humvee, her shoulders twitched. Thinking three moves ahead didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid of what might happen in the next second. 
 
    Sadie checked the monitors, finding hers were clear, all save the thermal gunsight camera, which had not come out of the fire unscathed. She had the same cloudy view as Jillybean—in it they could see vague pale blobs in a dark background. The blobs were humans, that was obvious, but how far off were they? And where in the picture was the vector. How am I supposed to aim without it? Jillybean wondered. 
 
    Sergeant Steinman, hoisting Jimmy by his belt, was suddenly at the driver’s door. “Move over!” he ordered, Sadie. 
 
    “Get in back,” Sadie answered, jerking a thumb. “You’ll never get him over the console. Jilly, get up here.” Steinman gave a glance towards the wide console that sat between the seats as the eight year old scampered from the back seat. He gave his usual grunt of agreement before manhandling Jimmy up into the backseat and climbing in, himself. 
 
    He barely had the door shut before Sadie gunned the engine. The missing wheel sent up a piercing scream and the entire vehicle began to shimmy. “Slow down, please,” Jillybean said. She felt feverish and eager as she watched the screen, seeing the small, far off blobs that bloomed white every other second. “To the left,” she said to Sadie, hoping that centering the screen on her target would mean a hit. “No, the other way. Further…further…good!”  
 
    She hit the button that triggered the gun. Above them the M249 began spitting lead and flame. “More lefter!” she cried in excitement as the rounds began bouncing off the walls of the gorge, just missing the blobs. 
 
    “I can’t or I’ll hit the canyon wall, sorry. But, hold on.” Sadie stopped the Humvee and backed it up, giving it a little twist. Without the vector, Jillybean could only guess. 
 
    “Stop!” she cried and started shooting the machine gun in little spurts until it went strangely silent. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, pressing and repressing the fire button on the controller. “We can’t be out of ammo so soon. It must have been the fire. Sadie, it’s broken. We gotta get out of here. Sadie…” The appearance of a much bigger heat source caused her to falter. “Oh my goodness, Sadie they’re coming!” 
 
    Sadie’s eyes shot to the rear monitor. Despite the clouded over camera lens, the thermal sight picked up the heat of a huge truck heading their way. “Holy crap!” She stabbed down on the pedal even harder than before and at first the Humvee slewed right until she corrected the steering. 
 
    Gripping the back of both seats, Steinman leaned forward onto the console, squinting at the screen. “That’s the truck? It’s prolly just a deuce and a half. If they got a fifty-cal then we could be in trouble, but if not you two are getting your panties in a bunch for nothing. We got a crap load of bombs and I bet the SAW is just jammed. I can fix that no problem.” 
 
    While Sadie was still driving, Steinman opened his door, reached up to the roof rack and climbed out of sight. Jillybean opened her door as well, but didn’t climb out. Over the scream of the wheel, she yelled, “Mister Sergeant Steinman, sir? Can you wipe off the camera lens while you’re out there? Oh, and see if you can find out why the turny gizmo isn’t turning, thanks.” 
 
    “He said balls,” Jillybean mentioned when she shut her door. “What do you think that means?”   
 
    Sadie only had time to shrug before Steinman climbed back inside. “The gun is good to go,” he explained, “It was just jammed, but there is a lot of melted rubber and burned stuff under it. I don’t think it’s gonna turn.” 
 
    “That’s k. At least I can see all the stuff there is to see,” Jillybean said, watching the screen; her blue eyes, intense as diamonds. “I think you’re right about them not having a fifty-cal. They would have shotted it at us by now. Sadie, can you stop after we come around this bend…keep going…keep…there, that should be good.” They all waited in tense silence. They were two hundred yards away from the curve in the road and perfectly lined up.  
 
    A few seconds later, Jillybean rattled off sixty rounds, hitting the truck dead center, thumping rounds straight into the engine block and blasting apart the windshield. 
 
    The truck turned sharply and ran straight into the side of the rock wall of the gorge, its hind end lifting three feet clear off the ground, sending men in the back flying. To be on the safe side, the little girl gave them a few more rounds and then shrugged, saying, “I guess that should be good.” Sadie got the Humvee screaming along the road again at an ear-splitting ten miles an hour as Jillybean glanced back at Jimmy. “You okay, Mister Jimmy?” 
 
    The soldier, somewhat pasty-faced and bleeding from what looked like a wound to his armpit, nodded. He was no longer in any respiratory distress, which Jillybean wondered at. 
 
    “I caught one in the arm,” he muttered, seeming to be embarrassed. He tried to lift his affected arm, but could only get it so far up despite his groans and grimacing. 
 
    “You want me to look at it?” the eight-year-old asked. It seemed like a no-brainer to her. Now that Dr. Hester and Margaret Yuan were dead, she had more medical knowledge than pretty much anyone and yet, Jimmy hesitated. 
 
    With shrewd eyes, Steinman watched the little exchange and said to Jimmy: “Let me see.” 
 
    A new look of embarrassment swept Jimmy’s boyish features. “No, that’s okay. Sh-she knows what to do. I trust her. I don’t believe the rumors.” No one had to ask: What rumors? There were a thousand running through the remaining survivors, and a few of them were actually false. Though with Jillybean, it was just hard to tell the truth from fiction.  
 
    One thing was known for certain: she had saved Neil Martin when no one had thought it was possible. He had been a wreck of a person, shot up, through and through and bleeding as though his flesh held all the integrity of a sieve. 
 
    “Let’s switch,” Steinman said to Jillybean. 
 
    The little girl climbed through to the back seat without a problem, while Steinman grunted and groaned like a middle-aged man needing two tries to get off the couch. When he finally got in the seat, he held out a hand to Jillybean and said: “I’ll need the drone controller.” 
 
    “This is the gun controller,” Jillybean replied, holding it up. 
 
    Steinman started looking around the seat. “Then, where is the…? Is it back there with you guys?” With their gear and all the necessary equipment, it was a tight fit for the four of them and after the explosion, everything was pretty jumbled, but there was no controller and the screen only showed something that might have been a tree branch. 
 
    “You lost Betty,” Jillybean accused Jimmy. “Now we only have one drone left, for all darn it. And where do you think we’ll find another, out here?” The next closest town was Idaho Falls, eighty miles away, and it was a dinky place out in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Everyone was glaring at Jimmy, even Sadie, who should have been watching her monitors. “Let’s pull over,” Jillybean said. They were at least a mile from where she had shot up the truck and just then, the drone really was the least of their problems. She was afraid that driving on the Humvee’s rim any more than they had to would damage the hub to the point where they wouldn’t be able to get the spare on it. Then there was their fuel reserves to worry about, and she had to fret over the Humvee itself. It had taken a beating in the explosion. 
 
    Finally, there was Jimmy’s arm to consider. He was a bloody mess and if his brachial artery had been severed he would bleed out in the next few minutes. As Sadie brought the vehicle to a halt square in the middle of the road, Jillybean took out her maglite and shears from her belt kit. 
 
    In seconds, she had cut away the sleeve of his BDU shirt and saw that he had a hole right through his triceps muscle. “Okay, that’s not all that bad. Gonna need a few stitches, though.” Using his own sleeve as a temporary bandage, she tied it around his arm and then went to cut away the rest of his shirt, which was a tacky mess. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” he said. “It’s just the one wound.” 
 
    “I should look. Sometimes with their adrenalines going, people don’t know they gots more wounds.” In the back of her head, she heard a zebra-ish voice correct: They don’t have more wounds. “Right, they don’t know they have more wounds and you were having some issues with your lung breathings.” 
 
    He still hesitated, holding out his left hand to stop her. “But I’m okay. I just sort of wigged out is all. I never been shot before. You know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” she said, pulling back, trying to keep her face neutral. A soldier having a panic attack wasn’t something she had ever seen before. In fact, she could see the panic still in him. Like an old case of jaundice, it yellowed him, making him look sick and weak, at least in her eyes. 
 
    With role models like Captain Grey, Sadie and Neil Martin, it was hard for her to understand the fear other people felt. But it wasn’t hard to empathize with someone feeling embarrassment. As a murderer of women and children, she knew all about shame. 
 
    “You look like you lost a lot of blood,” she told him, giving him a pat on the hand. “Maybe you should just relax a bit. I want to check out Hank. I’ll be back in a bit. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    A smile twerked his lips for a moment and then he dropped his chin. She left him with a heckling laugh cascading down in some deep part of her. It was Eve. “Shut it,” Jillybean warned. Eve was the last person she needed to hear from just then. 
 
    It was common knowledge that Jillybean had made an imaginary friend named Chris on her trip cross country. That was something her friends and family could understand. They’d never understand if they knew Eve was back, poisoning the water. No one would ever like Jillybean then. 
 
    Faking a smile, she came around the Humvee to inspect the damage. It was both good and bad. The mine they had hit had been designed to knock out the tires without killing everyone on board. It had done its job, taking out one tire and piercing two others. Thankfully, the self-sealing tires had saved the two, and they still had the spare strapped to the hood. 
 
    The bad news was that there was fluid leaking onto the pavement from two different sources. Steinman had his own flashlight pointed at the front leak. “That’s brake fluid. I can’t see where the line is ruptured, though.” He then turned the light to the back and there was no need to explain what was dripping onto the road. The gas tank had also been holed. 
 
    “Can you fix it?” Sadie asked, kneeling down next to Jillybean’s left leg. The older girl had been preparing their last drone. Their first, and most important rule, was to always keep a drone in the air when traveling or when danger was near. 
 
    “I could if it was just us two,” the little girl said, with a heavy sigh. It was matched by Sadie’s. The two of them had been perfectly happy to go on this scouting mission by themselves. They were, after all, brave, intelligent, resourceful and tested in battle. Jillybean had spent a week preparing Hank the Humvee with every item they would need for a cross-country journey. 
 
    And that included a portable welding machine. It had been one of the first things jettisoned as unnecessary by Sergeant Steinman. Neil had decided that their mission was too important to leave in the hands of only two “people.” 
 
    “People?” Sadie had growled when she was told that they would have to make room for the soldiers. “You mean two girls, right?” 
 
    Neil had been unfazed by his daughter’s anger. “I mean, we have eighty people depending on one of these three teams making it through to the coast, finding a community for us to join and getting back here as fast as possible. We both know what will happen once the main group leaves for Cheyenne. We’ll be vulnerable.” 
 
    Jillybean kicked the memory out of her head and wiggled under the Humvee, following the dripping brake fluid. Luckily, she didn’t have to go far to see there the line was cut. It was just a nick, but she knew that with the hydraulics it wouldn’t take much more to cause trouble. With every press of the pedal, they would be shooting out the pink fluid like it was a squirt gun. 
 
    Five minutes of that and the only way to stop the Humvee would be to crash it into something sturdy. “Hmmm,” she considered. “I might be able to solder it, but it won’t last. I’ll need to replace it or put a weld on it to make it permanent.” Another sigh escaped her and then she began squiggling her way to the back, keeping out of the growing puddle of diesel, the smell of which always made her want to gag. 
 
    There was a hole in the side of the fuel tank that she could fit her pinky in. Although this was the bigger hole, it was a smaller problem. The fuel in the tank wasn’t under the same sort of pressure that the brake fluid was. It would be a simple patch job that she could do in five minutes. 
 
    “The brake is gonna be a headache. Hey, Mister Sergeant Steinman, sir? I’m gonna need two containers to catch all this. One can be small, like a cup or so.”  
 
    Steinman, who spent three long minutes searching for an appropriate container, clearly felt the loss of the diesel to be more important than the slow dripping brake fluid and in this he was wrong. 
 
    Even with losing most of the contents of two jerry cans, they had enough fuel to get them into Idaho Falls, while the loss of the brake fluid out in the boonies wasn’t something they would be able to replace. The last of it dripped away before Wood slid a plastic water bottle to her. 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” she said, as she crawled out from beneath the Humvee and gazed around into the night. Other than the stars, there wasn’t a light visible for as far as the eye could see. They were still in the mountains and had a great view of the flat expanse of Yellowstone National Park, which was beautiful to camp in, but not good to break down in. 
 
    “Anyone know a proper replacement for brake fluid?” she asked, without much hope. The other four-person teams heading to the coast had been carefully chosen with designated people: someone with a bit of mechanical knowledge, someone else with medical knowledge, a team leader, and an all-purpose fighter. In their team, the eight year old, arguably held three out of four of the positions. 
 
    So, it was a surprise when Steinman said: “I hear power steering fluid would work. Or you can try tranny fluid. It’s all used for hydraulics.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know, thanks.” She felt a moment of relief, which was turned on its head when a snide voice crept up out of the dark part of her mind. 
 
    You’re going to trust that moron? 
 
    “Shut it, Eve,” Jillybean mumbled as she hurried to the rear of the vehicle where her small satchel of tools was kept. “We don’t have a choice.” That bit of truth shut the dark girl up and Jillybean went about fixing the Humvee. 
 
    Under her direction, the team worked efficiently to get the Humvee going again. Jimmy was well enough to pilot the drone while Sadie and Sergeant Steinman replaced the destroyed tire. Jillybean fixed the hole in the gas tank first. She used Super Glue to build three layers of latex across the hole before soldering a sturdy piece of plastic over everything. The fact that the plastic melted at the edges only made the seal tighter. 
 
    The hole in the brake line was far more difficult to fix and she worried over it, endlessly. She knew the pressures involved in stopping a six-thousand pound vehicle traveling at seventy miles an hour would be tremendous and that any weak spot in the system would lead to a rupture. 
 
    Once more, she built up layers, but she wasn’t fool enough to think that plastic would work this time. Using her battery operated mini-rotary saw, she cut away tiny strips of metal from an aluminum can and built a lattice over the hole and the surrounding line, soldering everything in place as she went. It was an ugly fix, but a sturdy one. 
 
    Next, she had Steinman drain a few cups of power steering fluid, fill the reservoir and bleed the brake line of air. While he was working on that, she checked on Jimmy again. His wound was still trickling blood and would until she was able to put some sutures in it. 
 
    There was no time however, so she only put on a new field dressing and gave him four large white pills. It was Tylenol since she wanted him alert as possible, but to add the placebo effect to the pills, she warned him how strong they were. Then it was just a matter of topping off the tank, sending the drone out ahead to scout the only route into the park and getting out of there. 
 
    Steinman insisted on driving. “You think they’re setting up another ambush?” he asked, staring at the screens so intently that his nose was only inches away. 
 
    “So far everything is clear,” Sadie said. She was up front working the drone at five hundred feet. “I really doubt anyone is going to do anything. They probably thought we were easy pickings and ol’ Hank gave them what for.” 
 
    “But what if that was just a few of them?” Jimmy asked. “Like a guard force or something? What if the main group is down there?” He gestured with his good arm, pointing towards the front where the windshield used to be. In its place was flat black metal, but the others understood the gesture, nonetheless. 
 
    Steinman could only shrug. “Then we deal with it. We still have Hammering Hank. He’s in good enough shape.” 
 
    They were quiet for a while, each lost in their own thoughts as Steinman took the twists and turns of the road which meandered down the mountains. Jillybean was, for a reason she couldn’t name, caught up with the name Steinman had given Hank. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be Hummering Hank? He is a Humvee and all.” 
 
    Steinman scoffed: “Hummering Hank? That sounds ridiculous. Hammering Hank as in Hank Aaron. You never heard of Ham…what? What the fuck?” His foot was bouncing up and down on the brake pedal, while on the screen, the side of a mountain looked to be rushing right at them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    “Seat belts!” Sergeant Steinman bellowed, his foot still uselessly going up and down as the Humvee accelerated along the steep slope. Jillybean, her eyes frozen on the front screen, already had hers on; Ipes always made a fuss when she was too lazy to click it on. Her initial reaction was to grab the interior frame of the Humvee with both hands and scream—then she felt gravity suck her forward as Steinman downshifted. 
 
    Although it only slowed them a bit, the move showed a clear head, dissipating her initial panic. Next to her, Jimmy was still in that first stage and was trying to buckle his belt with his good left hand. The angle was all wrong. He started cursing in a high voice: “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” The fucks sounded like a countdown to their impact. 
 
    Without thinking of the consequences, she popped her belt off and dove across Jimmy’s lap, thinking she would buckle him in. In his panic, he was spazzing and she received an elbow in the temple. It was a solid thump that had her muscles going limp for a three count. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Jimmy cried. 
 
    The moment her head was half-way to clearing itself, she grabbed the metal end of his seatbelt and jabbed it home with a proper click. A second later, the Humvee went off the road and onto the shoulder. 
 
    Desperately, Steinman tried to keep away from the edge as the road curved, however, their momentum was too great; they struck the rock wall with the back corner of the Humvee. Jillybean was thrown back into her seat and pinned there as, for the second time that night, they began to spin. 
 
    Sadie started yelling, “Left! Left! Left!” The screens inside the Humvee were useless; everything was topsy turvy and blurred, however Sadie had the iPad to the overhead drone and could see the Humvee as it careened out of control. “Left! Left! Oh, shit!”  
 
    Jillybean struggled her belt on just as they were rocked by a crash, but from what direction, she couldn’t tell. All she knew was that there was a boom and then she felt the pull of gravity, only now it was coming from a wholly unexpected direction: she was being sucked backwards!  
 
    For a long, long second, they were falling. That moment was like falling through the eye of a storm, peaceful but with a sense of impending doom. Then, with an ear-splitting crash, the Humvee hit. Jillybean felt crushed into her seat, unable to breathe. 
 
    Then the entire machine tumbled. For a fleeting moment, Jillybean saw her dirty Keds above her head, then she was dangling from her belt and then with a spine jarring thud, she was right side up and yet they were still moving backwards, rattling and shaking and thumping as if the Humvee was about to come apart around them. 
 
    After a series of smaller crashes, they finally stopped and yet it was some time before Jillybean’s head came to a complete rest. It felt as though her mind was filled with bingo balls leaping around in the bone cage of her skull. Images came and went: explosions and sinking boats, bodies floating along a mile-wide street, and there were faces of the dead and the sound of bitter laughter echoing down into her mind. The bitterness gave way to the easy laughter of Chris’ and then… 
 
    “Jillybean? You okay?”  
 
    Like she was waking from a dream, her eyes slowly came into focus. Her sister’s worried face floated in the dark and for just a second she didn’t know whether she was real, or not. “Sadie?”  
 
    “Yeah, are you okay?” 
 
    Jillybean really had no idea; her body was pretty much numb and when she lifted her hand, she had to give it a long look to make sure it was still attached to her arm. Since it was, she answered, “I think so.” 
 
    As she was staring, Steinman pushed open his door, groaning as he did. For some reason, Jillybean expected it to be light out, but it was just as dark as a coal mine outside. “Nice job on those brakes,” Steinman grumbled. 
 
    Tell him to go fuck himself, Eve whispered in her ear and used Jillybean’s hand to reach for her .38 police special. Jillybean made a fist to take back control. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Sadie snapped at the soldier. “This isn’t her fault. If you want to blame someone, blame Jimmy. He was the one who screwed up to begin with.” Jimmy, who had been trying to undo his buckle with his left hand, dropped his head and wouldn’t look up. 
 
    Steinman gave a grunt and stepped out into the night.  A moment later he grunted again, this one containing an attitude of surprise. “I can’t believe we lived through that.” Everyone got out and stared up in disbelief. The road was over a hundred feet above their heads; the Humvee had gone off a cliff—backwards. “And it’s still running.” 
 
    Jillybean put a hand out and touched the vehicle. It was dented and rent and dirty and scratched up. The M249 was missing and the roof rack was destroyed. It smelled strongly of diesel and yet, there was a soft vibration coming from it as the engine purred along. 
 
    Although the engine was running, there would be no driving it ever again. It was canted at an angle, sitting on a jutting, lichen-covered boulder with its nose pointed slightly upward. Jillybean fished out her maglight and gave the vehicle a glance over. “If it weren’t for the rock its stuck on, we could still drive this sucker,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t forget the brakes,” Steinman said. “It’s a little tough to drive without them.” 
 
    Eve had some choice words for Steinman which Jillybean bit back. She squatted down and peered up at the undercarriage. The first thing she noticed was that on the interior of the front tires was a spray of what looked like pinkish oil and it was coming from the calipers. “Probably the seals got brokeded,” she mumbled and then turned the light on the patch she had put on the brake line; it still in one piece. 
 
    Then say something, Eve demanded. Put that blow hard in his place. Make him feel small. He was the one who suggested the tranny fluid. 
 
    “And I was the one who asked for a substitute to begin with,” Jillybean muttered to herself. She stood and after a long sigh, she said: “We should get going.” 
 
    “And leave the Humvee?” Sadie asked. 
 
    Steinman looked pained when he said: “I don’t think we have a choice. It’s not coming off this rock and besides, look around. It’s not as if we have a road.” The slope was covered in a forest of pine and where there were gaps in the trees, they were usually filled with more jutting rocks. “Let’s save what can be saved.” 
 
    The four of them went at the Humvee, at first looking to salvage everything they could get their hands on until it became obvious that priorities had to be made. There was just too much that was considered valuable: radios, a scanner, fourteen pounds of food, eleven gallons of water, twenty-three gallons of diesel, an eighteen pound medbag, fourteen pounds of tools, a thirty pound car battery, three M4s, four sleeping bags, the remaining drone, three hundred rounds of 5.56 mm rounds, fifteen pipe bombs, a dozen smokers, a stack of maps, and five Bumble Balls. 
 
    It was way too much for a hundred and ten pound teenager, a fifty-five pound girl, an injured soldier and one healthy man. 
 
    Steinman walked back and forth in front of the gear. “Okay, we can get rid of the sleeping bags, the drone, the radios, the water and the tools.” Jillybean began to protest. He held up a hand. “We can find more. Tools are everywhere, but a charged battery isn’t. They’re very rare.” He didn’t look happy saying this. In fact, he looked a little ill at the idea, probably because he would be the one carrying it. 
 
    “Tools are not everywhere around here,” Jillybean insisted waving her hand at the forest. “If I have my tools, I can make electricity. Ask Sadie. Go ahead, ask her.” 
 
    Sadie lifted one shoulder. “I’ve never seen her do it, but I would trust her on this. She’s been out on her own more than anyone.” 
 
    The sergeant eyed the heavy battery, looking like he wanted to be convinced. He set it aside and agreed to bring most of the tools.  
 
    The full contents of the medbag was another story. He allowed her to take one bottle of morphine, another of antibiotics and a stubby one filled with xylocaine, a single bag of normal saline, a suture kit, some bandages, and a few instruments. Jillybean was so beside herself with how little she was being allowed that she immediately called for a vote. 
 
    “Since when is this a democracy,” Steinman demanded. “It’s not. I’m the king around here and what I say goes. Idaho Falls is eighty miles away. That’s a four day hump. We need to travel fast and we need to travel light.” 
 
    In the end, they did neither. They divided everything as fairly as possible and still their packs were dreadfully heavy. Jillybean carried her medical supplies, a single gallon of diesel, enough food to last her four days, a few tools, her .38, one pipe bomb and a smoker. After twenty minutes of walking her shoulders were stiff and her back hurt where the edge of a can of cream of broccoli soup was digging in. 
 
    Four days of this? she wondered, not for a second believing that she’d be able to make it. Yes, she had been on her own quite a bit in the last couple of years, but she had never walked five miles, let alone eighty. She shifted the pack slightly but didn’t offer a word of complaint. 
 
    What would be the point of complaining? Complaints were fine back in Estes where life was relatively easy. Back there, complaints served a purpose, .i.e change—the squeaky wheel got the grease; even Jillybean knew that. 
 
    Out in the wilderness, a complaint was a waste of breath. No one complained as they trudged down from the mountain. Not even Jimmy, who was leaving a trail of blood drops. His field dressing was soaked through, but Steinman wouldn’t call a halt to their march. 
 
    Even after an hour, he said they were still too close to the crash site to stop. Because of the steepness of the land around them, the little group was forced to follow the road on a parallel course. They walked along the bottom of a little ravine that gurgled with a stream. In the dark, the water looked black, like a stream of oil. It made enough noise to cover the sound of their passing. 
 
    Steinman’s caution turned out to be well needed. The road was quiet for that first hour, however, after that it became a busy place as vehicles went slowly back and forth with spotlights beaming in every direction, except down in the ravine.  
 
    “I think we might have gotten lucky falling off that cliff,” Steinman whispered at one point. Above them they could see the edges of a man-made wall built across the road. “We would have ran up against that and as tough as ol’ Hammering Hank was, I doubt he could have busted through.” 
 
    They went on tip-toe, trying to hold in their ragged breathing—and their curses as a couple of men took the moment of their passing to relieve themselves. It wasn’t a completely vertical drop, and there were plenty of trees to catch the urine, still it was an ugly feeling. 
 
    Sadie put her back to one of the pine trees and just sat there shaking her head, looking miserable until the two buttoned their flies and wandered back.  
 
    After this little incident, they made much faster progress. The patrols ended at the wall and by three in the morning they were out of the mountains and only a mile from Lake Yellowstone. By then everyone was exhausted. “We gotta stop dragging ass, people,” Steinman said. He had one hand planted on the trunk of a pine and couldn’t seem to hold his head fully erect. His pack was the heaviest by far; he had been walking with a pendulum-like swing for the last mile. 
 
    By “people” he meant Jimmy, who had tried to sit on a rock outcropping, but had misjudged where the edge was and had ended up on the ground, moaning.  
 
    “You want me to look at him?” Jillybean asked. “He lost a lots of blood, you know and that’s what means he could die if we’re not careful.” She was already trying to get her pack off her back, however it felt as though the straps had dug so far into her flesh that the pack had melded into her. 
 
    “Not yet,” Steinman said. “You’d need light to see by. We can’t risk it. You’ll have to wait until sunrise. You can press on that long, can’t you, Jimmy?” He groaned something that might have been a yes. Steinman allowed them five minutes to rest and drink from the mountain stream, and then they were off again, trying to put miles between them and the bad guys, if they were even bad guys. 
 
    There was no way to tell if they were truly bad or not. Perhaps they had just been protecting their borders from another group. Perhaps they had stumbled across a war. It wouldn’t be the first time for Jillybean. Maybe they were peaceful, but had been afraid; the Humvee had been a scary looking vehicle—she missed it already. 
 
    It felt like an age went by before the sun finally began to pink up the sky beyond the mountains in the east. Blearily, Jillybean turned to face the light. She didn’t have the strength to smile, though she couldn’t remember a more welcome sunrise. 
 
    “Not yet,” Steinman mumbled. “We’re too out in the open here. Let’s get over that next hill.” There always seemed to be a “next” hill, but eventually they crested one that overlooked a dense forest canopy. At the bottom the sergeant pulled off his pack. “This’ll do. Jillybean if you want to take a look at Jimmy, now’s the time. I want us back up and moving in three hours. We’ll make better time traveling in the day.” 
 
    Jillybean yawned, feeling slow and sleepy…and a little bit confused. “I can look at Mister Jimmy, but I won’t be able to help him at all. Not here, especially after we left behind all my stuff.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with this place?” Steinman asked rubbing his face with both hands. He looked so tired, he almost seemed drunk. “You got cover. You got wood for a fire. There was even another stream back there. It’s perfect.” 
 
    She tried to smile up at him without looking superior, something Sadie had mentioned she did on occasion. “It is perfect and I will need water to clean the wound, but I also kinda need something to put the water in. It’s got to boil you know or it’ll be dirty and his wound will get infected and that what means it’ll…” 
 
    “I know what an infection is,” Steinman cranked, “but I don’t see a pot lying around here anywhere, so we’re going to have to make the best of it. Adapt and overcome, that’s what Captain Grey would say. You can use the juice in the IV. I bet it’s sterile.” 
 
    Jillybean was about to explain the concept of emergencies to Steinman, something he clearly didn’t understand, when Jimmy said, “We can wait. It doesn’t really hurt so much anymore and I’m too tired to care. I just want to sleep. Besides, infection won’t happen for a few more days.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s happening right now,” she explained. “The moment you got shotted you were infected by germs. Germs is what means…” 
 
    Sadie, who was leaning against the same tree as Jillybean, put her hand on the little girl’s arm. “We all know the dangers of germs and infections, but we have antibiotics, right? He should be fine for a little while longer. The map showed a place north of us called Canyon City, or something like that. It should have a hospital or a clinic or something.” 
 
    “It’s Canyon Village,” Steinman said, pulling out a folded map and looking at it with red-rimmed eyes. “And I don’t think we should go anywhere near it. It’s pretty much the only town on the map. If whoever those guys were are still after us, it would be smart to put an observer or even a platoon there. I say we patch Jimmy up with what we have and replenish our stocks in Idaho Falls.” 
 
    “Anything to lighten the load,” Sadie said, agreeing with Steinman. She wiggled the pack off her back, moaned in a way that was part exhaustion and part pleasure at being rid of the weight, and pulled out the lone IV bag. “Let’s make it work.” 
 
    The bag was thrust into Jillybean’s hands, meaning the decision had been made. Jillybean was too tired to protest. “Fine, I guess. Mister Jimmy, I’m gonna need that arm.” She positioned him on the forest floor with his right arm up on a wide shelf of rock. Around it, she arrayed her tools: clamps, xylocaine, syringe, suture kit, and the remainder of their bandages. 
 
    “This will be my operating table and Sadie is gonna be the nurse, and Mister Sergeant Steinman is gonna…” The sergeant was thirty feet into the forest urinating against the trunk of a tree. “Well, never mind him, Mister Jimmy, we’ll get you fixed up. First thing we gots to do is cut away that old bandage. Uck! That looks kinda gross, right Sadie? That clot is kinda like a spider. Don’t you think so? Especially with all those strings coming off of it. That’s what it looks like to me.” 
 
    Sadie, who was pale and swallowing rapidly, didn’t answer. I think it looks like a spider, too, a voice whispered in her ear. It’s frickin awesome! The voice was Chris’s. She wasn’t supposed to talk to him when people were around. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she murmured to him and then beamed a smile at Jimmy who was more pale than Sadie. “Okay, so I gotta numb you up before we clean out that wound and debride it. Debriding is when you cut away all the dead skin and flesh and muscle and such. It hurts, but don’t worry! I have some xylocaine. Too bad I can’t do a nerve block on you. That’s what means, knocking out the nerve cluster…” 
 
    “Can you do it without talking?” Jimmy asked. It sounded like begging to Jillybean. 
 
    “Sure, I guess…can I hum?” She was used to talking her way through her surgeoning. She didn’t like the quiet during those times. For some reason, seeing the blood and the entrails and the strange things inside of people and monsters would sometimes trigger a whispering within her. 
 
    It would start low as if there was someone just outside the door trying to tell her a secret. Gradually, if she didn’t do something to stop it, the voices would grow in volume. It was always worse if she ever asked what the secret was, then it was like opening a door inside of her that led to a land filled with the dead—filled with the people she had killed. 
 
    Their whispering was hard to stop because their secrets were her secrets. Each of them knew her on an intimate level. They knew what sort of evil she was capable of. They saw past the cutesy little girl exterior and went right to her black heart. 
 
    Even there in the forest there was a whisper. At first, it sounded like the wind in the trees, only the trees were still. Then it sounded like rocks sliding across one another… 
 
    “Ipes hated my humming,” she said, suddenly, her voice edging higher than usual, her hands starting to shake as she drew out the first dose of xylocaine. “Ipes always said I couldn’t carry a tune even if it had handles. That was a joke. Ipes was a jokester.” 
 
    What do you mean was? the zebra asked in his usual, somewhat nasally voice. I still am a jokester. What are the only kind of bees that give milk? Boobies! Ha-ha, that’s a good one. 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t help the smile that brightened her features. Jimmy gave it a nervous look, but she didn’t care. The whispering had receded back into the nothing of her mind. She had summoned Ipes and like always, his presence was enough to make everything all right. 
 
    She knew that he was as dead as the whisperers, but she also knew that he had never been truly alive. He was just like Chris and Eve, not quite real. Captain Grey had said they were a part of her. He had said they had helped her. And wasn’t that good? 
 
    And they were still helping her by warding off the whisperers. The whispers were the real bad things in her. They were even worse than Eve, who was selfish and mean. The whispers wanted Jillybean to burn the whole bitch down. They wanted murder on a global scale. And somehow they knew about a place nearby called Malmstrom. And they knew about the Minuteman Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles that were kept there. And they knew what those did. 
 
    They knew about the fire that would turn the world to cinder and ash and they knew about the radioactive rain that would turn a child into a hideous beast with running sores her teeth falling out and sloppy wet patches of hair on her otherwise bald head. And she knew she deserved all of it. 
 
    Her hands were shaking again. “What was that joke about the skunk and the blender?” she asked, pretending she was speaking to Sadie who only shrugged. 
 
    But Ipes knew the joke and a hundred more just like it. He knew that she needed to forget Gayle, whom she had let bleed to death, and Granny Annie, who she had drugged until her lungs stopped, and the real Eve, who she had poisoned, and Sylvia, who she had shot in the stomach, and Ernest the bounty hunter who had thought he was nastier and meaner than she was, and the Colonel and his two guards, and the River King…and a thousand others.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4  
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    Other than the strange and completely out of place snickering by Jillybean, which gave Jimmy a bad case of the creeps, making him lean back away from his own arm, looking as though he wouldn’t mind chopping it off to get out of there, the surgery went off without a hitch. 
 
    When it was over, Jillybean simply sat among the piles of discarded and filthy bandages, staring at her bloody instruments. “I should clean up,” she said around a huge yawn. 
 
    The yawn was contagious, bringing tears to Sadie’s eyes. “No, don’t. That’s like asking the chef to do the dishes. I’ll take care of it.” Jillybean nodded without much enthusiasm. There wasn’t any need to ask the little girl how she was doing. Physically she looked as though she had been in a car crash, then set marching for six hours with a heavy pack and then forced to perform surgery—she was exhausted. 
 
    Mentally…well, it was best just not to ask about that. Ever since the new council of Estes had voted to kick Jillybean out of the group, her mental illness seemed to have gotten worse. Although it was understandable. She hadn’t just been rejected by the very community she had sacrificed herself for time and again, she had been publicly vilified and blamed for many of the troubles that had befallen them. 
 
    Had it not been for Neil and Captain Grey standing up for her, the little girl might have been run out of the Valley right away. If Fred Trigg hadn’t been trampled to death trying to be the first one through the Red Gate after the VX gas attack, she probably would have. 
 
    In spite of their support, it was obvious Jillybean wasn’t wanted. This was one of the main reasons why Sadie overruled Neil and insisted that she come on the scouting mission. Yes, there would be danger and moments of heart-pounding stress, but it was better than the slow and steady erosion of her mental state by being the Valley’s only untouchable. Sadie felt that to be a worse torture than the water boarding the girl had been threatened with. 
 
    Out there in the wilderness, she was both needed and wanted—when she was keeping the voices in check, that is. Steinman pretended not to hear the muttered words that would croak out of her mouth, while Jimmy never failed to look alarmed. 
 
    Sadie did the opposite. She would smile and engage Jillybean, asking her questions about subjects she knew the girl liked, usually chemistry or physics. Then she would smile through the long and mystifying answers until she felt that Jillybean had righted her ship, so to speak. 
 
    Thankfully, it wasn’t needed on that morning. By the time she returned from washing off the surgical tools, Jillybean was fast asleep, leaning against her pack, three feet from the blood soaked rock. Sadie glanced over at Jimmy and Sergeant Steinman, both of whom were sleeping with their backs to the same tree, snoring away. 
 
    Exhausted, she sat down next to Jillybean. The thought that someone should be keeping watch crossed Sadie’s mind a second before her eyes closed and her chin dropped to her chin. 
 
    The sun had coursed halfway across the sky before Sergeant Steinman woke everyone up, mumbling: “What the fuck? What time is…three? Oh, shit, it’s late. Time to get up. Jimmy, come on, wake up.” The little group moaned and groaned into sitting positions, each looking disheveled and far from rested.  
 
    “I miss my bed,” Jimmy said, trying to stretch without moving his right arm. He had a splotchy drool stain on one shoulder. 
 
    “I miss Hank,” Jillybean said as she stood up and adjusted her pink tutu. It had run up her skinny body and was tucked up under her armpits, giving her a stunted appearance. “He never got a real chance to show what he could do. Boy howdy, if we had knowed those guys were there, we coulda let ‘em have it. He was a good truck. And I don’t like marching so much.” 
 
    “In the day time it’ll be better,” Sadie said, half lying to herself. Her body was still aching all over from the crash, and just then she would’ve given anything for some of Jimmy’s morphine. “It’ll be like a hike in a park. Who knows, maybe we’ll see a baby bear or an otter or something.” 
 
    That perked Jillybean up. After a quick meal, packs were shouldered and they set out once more. At first, Jillybean eagerly walked beside Steinman, who set a steady pace. She was wide-eyed and excited for every movement, hoping to see that elusive baby bear. Really, she was keen on any baby animal, so much so that when Steinman began to flag, she pushed the pace. 
 
    Then the sun went down and it was like an “off” switch had been thrown. She began staggering along, her chin hung low. By ten that night, she couldn’t go on. Sadie called a halt and not even Steinman complained. While they were eating a dull meal of homemade fish jerky, which tasted horrible but supposedly kept for months, they heard an immense noise from the west. 
 
    It started as a great rumble and was followed by a hissing noise that went on for half a minute. “Did you guys hear that?” Jillybean asked, looking around with wide eyes, afraid that the noise had only been in her head.  
 
    Sadie patted her leg. “We all did,” she reassured her. “But I don’t know what it was. A train maybe?” 
 
    “No, it was a geyser,” Steinman said. “This is Yellowstone. They got all sorts of geysers here. You guys ever heard of Old Faithful? It’s probably not all that far away.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of Old Fateful before,” Jillybean said. “What is it? And what’s a geyser? And are there really ‘yellow’ stones around here? I haven’t see none of them…I mean any of them. And are they yellow because they gots gold in them?” 
 
    Steinman sighed at all the questions, probably because he knew, as Sadie did, that any incomplete explanation would mean a hundred more questions. Jillybean must have been more exhausted than she looked since she only had an even twenty follow up questions concerning hydrothermal activity, magma, stress plates and the concept of a “Super Volcano.” 
 
    What was more likely to Sadie was that Jillybean didn’t think he was a proper source of knowledge as he made shrugging motions with every attempt at an answer. 
 
    “Can we go see one of these geysers?” Jillybean asked. “I mean, this may be our only chance. We can be careful and quiet. And I’ll be good, I promise.” 
 
    The sergeant ran a hand through his thinning hair before answering: “They’re out of our way, Jillybean and I’m pretty darn tired.” Her face dropped and he added: “How about this, if we come across one, we’ll stop and take a look.” 
 
    She lit up at the idea. “Can I see the map, please? There might be a geyserer real close by. That one we just heard might be closer than it sounded.” Sadie doubted that. The noise had an echoey quality to it that suggested it was miles away.  
 
    Steinman gave the map a glance, puzzled over it for a moment and then handed it over. “Here you go, but I don’t know if it’ll do you much good. I’m not sure where we are exactly. The last time I knew exactly where we were was when we crossed the river north of the lake.” That had been just before they had stopped that morning. 
 
    Jillybean took the map with a peculiar look on her face. She cupped her hand around her maglite and studied the map, her little lips puckered and twisted to the side. “Why have a map if you’re not going to use it?” she asked in one of her croaky voices. The sound of it was chilling; Jimmy and Steinman shared a look.  
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t know how to use it?” a different voice asked. Jillybean was still bent over the map and didn’t seem to be aware of what she was doing. 
 
    “Hey, Jillybean,” Sadie said, quickly. “Let’s get you bundled up with some leaves so you don’t freeze. You can sleep right next to me. We’ll cuddle for warmth.” 
 
    The girl looked up from the map, confused for a moment, and then smiled in that way only she could. “Sure, but no pine needles. They’re too pokey. We gotta use the big leaves and the moss. They’re the best.” The moment was quickly forgotten as the little girl set out to make the comfiest forest bed possible. Sadie let her bounce around from tree to tree, gathering bundles in her arms.  
 
    Jillybean also picked out a wonderful crevice for the two to crash in. With leaves both over and beneath them, they were quite snug and it wasn’t long before they were both dead asleep. 
 
    Sadie slept so deeply that she didn’t notice when the sun came up over the eastern mountains, or when a pack of zombies tromped within thirty feet of the little crevice she was sleeping in, or when Jillybean slipped away and didn’t return. 
 
    It was, perhaps, the girl’s absence that eventually woke her at a quarter to eight. Once again, they had overslept and once again they had laid down without setting a watch schedule. Sadie was glad for the unbroken sleep, but a part of her knew that it would lead to trouble eventually. To her it was a wonder that the ever safety-conscious Jillybean hadn’t said anything this time. Normally, she would… 
 
    Only just then did she realize the little girl was gone. Sadie sat up and rustled her hands among the leaves. She can be using the bathroom, she thought, let’s not panic just yet. The thought was barely conceived before Sadie saw that Jillybean’s little backpack was gone. 
 
    “Shoot.” She heaved herself up from the leaf pile and stood listening to the sounds of the forest: birds, squirrels and branches occasionally creaking together was all that came to her. “Oh, boy. Sergeant Steinman? Jimmy? Hey, we got to get going. It’s almost eight.” 
 
    Steinman let out a long breath, before he struggled to his feet. He had just set his knuckles into the small of his back and gave it a good cracking when he realized Jillybean wasn’t around. He grunted in question. 
 
    “Probably out looking for a geyser or baby bear,” Sadie answered. 
 
    “What? No, she’s prob…fuck! Her pack is missing. Fuck!” Cursing with every other step, he stomped around in a little circle until he came to stand in front of Sadie. “How could you let this happen?” 
 
    “I didn’t ‘let’ anything happen,” Sadie replied, her voice deeply cold. “The truth is, you can’t stop Jillybean when she’s set her mind on something. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Steinman turned another circle, this one smaller than the first, though the curses were just as vulgar. “And now what are we supposed to do? She could be anywhere…oh, she’s lost, I know it. I just fucking know it. We’re going to have to comb these fucking woods, and for how long?” 
 
    “It’s highly unlikely that she’s lost,” Sadie said. “In fact, in all the time I’ve known her, she’s never been lost. I…” 
 
    Jimmy interrupted her. “Look over there. On that tree.” He was pointing with his good arm at a little piece of pink tulle, the fine mesh netting that tutus were made from. It sat on a branch of scrub pine about three feet from the ground. 
 
    Sadie picked up her pack and went to it. “That’s what I thought. Who wants to bet their lunch she’ll lead us right to one of the geysers?” 
 
    It was a sucker bet that neither would touch. They followed the pink trail on a southwest course for three miles until they came out over a blasted, open area where the ground was covered in white earth and where nothing lived but some scrub and a few zombies. 
 
    A small river snaked through the open area and beyond it was the first sign of humanity they had seen since they were shot at a day and half before. They were staring down on Old Faithful, and the Old Faithful Inn, and the Old Faithful Cafeteria, the Old Faithful Lodge, the Old Faithful General Store and lastly, the Old Faithful Education Center. 
 
    They were still staring when Jillybean came up behind them and nearly scared Sergeant Steinman right off the hill. She didn’t look much like the Jillybean who had left sometime in the early hours of the day. Her blue jeans were no longer blue and the soft pink velvet jacket was no longer soft or pink. She looked as though she had lost a fight with a pig over the rights to its sty. 
 
    The only thing truly human about her was the map she had borrowed the night before and a brochure that had the picture of Old Faithful on the cover fold. “Accordion to this, we have somewhere between eight minutes and eighty-two minutes before it goes off again. I saw the last one and it was really cool.” 
 
    “Jillybean!” Steinman hissed. “Damn it, you can’t go running off like that. It’s not fair to us and it’s not fair to the people counting on us. I’m sorry to be so harsh, but you need to learn this lesson right now. There’s no telling how much time you’ve cost us coming out here.” 
 
    Initially, she had shrunk into Sadie’s side at the rebuke, but on the question of time she rallied. “I didn’t lose you any time, except for a little. You said you wanted to go to Idaho Falls and this is one of the ways to get there. It’s also a scenic way and that’s what means it’s nice.” 
 
    Steinman pushed a tense smile onto his even tenser face. “Jillybean, listen, I don’t care how nice it is. You need to follow me and listen to me.” 
 
    “Well, we might save time if we use the map. Your way is sorta meandering and that’s a fancy word what means you squiggle when you walk. Here, let me show you our way since we lost Hank.”  
 
    She opened the map where an ink line wove in a distinctly meandering manner. “Here is where we came to the river, but we didn’t cross until way up here at this bridge. And this is where we came to that cliff thing. And here is that ravine that had the monsters. We couldn’t see them, but Mister Jimmy wanted to go around, amember?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I remember but this isn’t right, Jillybean,” he said, reaching for the map. “You scared all of us. What would have happened if you had gotten lost? Or what if you got attacked by, uh, monsters?” 
 
    “Oh you don’t have to worry about that. I never get lost cuz I amember where I’ve been. There was this one lady named Sarah and she…” Jillybean paused as a rumbling sound ran up the light easterly wind. “It’s gonna happen soon! We should get closer.” 
 
    She started to hurry for the gentle slope to their right, but Jimmy grabbed her backpack with his gun hand and hauled her back. “What about the zombies? There’s a lot of them.” 
 
    Jillybean’s face lit up at this. “Yeah and look how big they are. Sadie, my theory is right! They’re still growing. Some of those ones down there are like seven feet tall. They hadsta been feeding like…I mean they had to have been feeding like crazy or there’s something in the water. Do you see that little green lake? I’ve never seen lake water look like that before.” 
 
    Sadie could barely make out the distant green lake and so she unslung her M4. The scope on it was an ATN-X that brought the lake twenty times closer so that she could see the yellow gritty sand ringing the lake which, other than a rim of what appeared to be rainbow colored water was entirely green. 
 
    “Cool,” she whispered, changing the focus of the scope so she could see a few smaller ponds that were each oddly colored as well. She turned her upper body to take in the area around Old Faithful and caught sight of the first zombie, which, in this case was a real monster. 
 
    It stood in the shade of the visitor center, it’s head above the height of the nearest door. Not only was it tall, it was also wide through the shoulders, with a protruding gut. Unfortunately, it was naked save for part of a dirty grey shirt, the collar of which was still about its neck. The rest hung down its back, like a rag of a cape. There were seven others in view and each was just as huge. 
 
    “That…that’s crazy,” Steinman said. He too had his rifle up to his scruffy face but he quickly pulled it away to look at Jillybean, who looked startled by his choice of words. Steinman quickly amended his statement: “I mean that is some growth. It’s incredible.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it sure is,” agreed Jillybean. “I think what might be even more incredibler is that these ones might not have hit their full biggness potential. What if they get to be ten feet tall?” 
 
    Picturing such a thing gave Sadie the chills and she shuddered. Their strength and fury would be, as Jillybean put it, “monsterous" and the danger they would pose to humanity would be double or triple what it was now. Another shudder wracked her as a frightening question echoed up from some black part of her mind: would a single bullet bring down a ten foot tall zombie? Even a head shot? If their bones were correspondingly bigger and stronger, how thick would their skull get? Thick enough to be bullet proof? 
 
    “In the smaller caliber, probably,” she whispered. Steinman gave her a questioning look. “I think we may need to document this,” she said, quickly. “This…this is important and not just for our group. There’s a gift shop down there. They’ll have cameras, hopefully a polaroid. If not, we can figure out how to develop film. It can’t be that hard, right Jillybean?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll go get one. But you guys should get closer to that geyser. It’s gonna blow soon. I can get a picture of that, too if you want.” She started walking towards the slope, but Sadie snagged her by the back of her now befouled jacket. 
 
    Sadie sat her down on a rock and said: “I’ll go. I’m the big sis. Besides, I’m faster.” She also started away. 
 
    Steinman grabbed her in much the same way she had grabbed Jillybean. “What the hell, Sadie? I’m in command here. You know it and agreed to it. You both did.” Before they left, Captain Grey had made them promise to obey Steinman. It had been done grudgingly, at best. “I will go,” Steinman stated. “The rest of you, move up to those bleachers, but keep out of sight. Sadie will cover me and Jillybean will have a smoke ready to go, just in case.” 
 
    The sisters wore matching exasperated looks, but did as they were told. Steinman took a few minutes to transform himself into a “monster” in the way that Jillybean had taught them—Grey had his stipulations on the trip, and she’d had hers. One of which was her insistence that everyone knew how to dress and act like a zombie. She had taught the class to the two men and then had them demonstrate their knowledge in a controlled environment with a chained zombie from her laboratory. 
 
    This would be Steinman’s first real test. Giving his pack to Jimmy and his weapon to Sadie, he first tore up his camouflaged shirt and then applied dirt and mud until he looked…well, in Sadie’s mind he looked like one of the thousands of fake veterans who used to beg at every busy intersection in New Jersey. 
 
    Once he got moving, his unsteady lurch and sad moan were good enough to fool the zombies. They paused in their grazing to swing slowly in his direction. Due to their size and the vapid expressions on their grey faces, they appeared ponderous and slow, more like someone had added elephant DNA to a small group of humans. 
 
    Sadie, Jimmy and Jillybean waited under a cypress tree. It had a good view of both the gift shop and the geyser, which was beginning to rumble as it puffed out white clouds of steam. “Just wait a few more minutes,” Sadie mumbled, her cheek against the stock of her M4. She didn’t want to miss the geyser, but just then one of the zombies took notice of Sergeant Steinman opening the door to the gift shop. 
 
    He had been in too much of a rush and had ducked in and out of sight in one quick move. “Oh boy,” Sadie said. “Look at this goober.” One of the zombies had come plodding up to the store front and was at the double glass doors, staring in. 
 
    “What’s a goober?” Jillybean asked, squinting her blue eyes across the seventy yards.  
 
    “It’s just a word. Kinda like jerk, but a stupid jerk, I think,” Sadie said, giving the girl with the fly-away hair a quick glance, seeing her in profile, taking in her developing cheekbones, her full lips and pointy chin. She’s going to be a beauty when she grows up, Sadie thought, if she lives that long.  
 
    The three of them waited as the earth rumbled and the clouds hissed up. Sadie wasn’t really afraid for Sergeant Steinman. The man had been through the apocalypse and although this zombie was a big one, it wasn’t all that different than any other. Steinman just had to be careful and he would be fine; there was a backdoor, after all. 
 
    “I thought a goober was a kind of peanut,” Jimmy said, after a few minutes when the situation seemed to have gone from slightly dangerous to a dull waste of time. “There was this song about goober peanuts, you know, back before the…” 
 
    The three of them were jerked from their boredom as the zombie suddenly threw itself through the glass doors. Its strength was such that the hinges twisted and the remains of the door hung like the broken arms of a scarecrow. Sadie threw the M4 up to her cheek and barely had time to aim as she ripped off six rounds, not knowing if she had hit anything. The beast was in the store and its roars could be heard under the cypress. 
 
    Sadie hopped up, gun in hand. “Get that smoker ready, Jilly! Use it to hide yourselves. If we get separated, we’ll meet at that green lake in an hour.” She then took one step before the doors were smashed outward by Sergeant Steinman. He seemed to be running in slow motion, barely making any headway. He seemed stretched. 
 
    “What the…” Sadie said, as her M4 came up. With the scope, she saw the problem. The zombie had fallen but still had hold of Steinman. There were racks knocked helter skelter and the floor was littered with brochures, post cards, Old Faithful shot glasses and personalized keychains. The beast was sprawled among all of it, looking as though he was actually swimming in the mess. Its legs jerked and spasmed in a kicking motion and one arm swiped back and forth. 
 
    The other arm was stretched out with a hold on the soldier’s ankle. With ease, Steinman was pulled back into the shadows of the store. At the last moment, he caught hold of one of the door frames and held on with both hands for dear life. 
 
    Sadie dropped to one knee and settled the gun in the pocket of her shoulder, trying to aim past the sergeant. Unfortunately, he took over the entire width of the scope and what part of the zombie Sadie could shoot at around the edges wouldn’t hurt it. 
 
    There was only one thing she could do as Steinman’s hands began to slip. “Fuck me,” she hissed and started to ease down on the trigger. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Jillybean said, shockingly in her normal voice. “That’s what will make you crazy. I know.” 
 
    Steinman screamed in terror as Sadie hesitated, fearing that Jillybean just might be right. Christopher Steinman was an innocent man and although she would be helping him, she feared she would never forget that face as the bullet destroyed it. A moment later one of his hands slipped and Sadie couldn’t wait any longer. She shot and shot and shot. She fired with her eyes at squints so she couldn’t see exactly what she was hitting, but there was blood, plenty of blood and a strange groan of sorrow. 
 
    He disappeared just as her magazine emptied. Then there was silence except for the echoes of the gun blasts that seemed to circle around them, taunting Sadie over and over again. 
 
    Just as they died out, the zombie came out of the store, holding the limp body of the soldier as if it were a bloody toy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Sadie had been firing on three-round burst and with every pull of the trigger the gun exploded with sound, the waves of it drilling into Jillybean’s ears, going deep, well past her shrieking eardrums and deep into her mind. The pain was intense, far more than it should have been. A scream escaped her as she stuffed her fingers into her ears. 
 
    The echoes that came next weren’t simply the fading sound of the gunshots rolling around the expanse of the forest. The echoes were in her head as well, shaking out the whispers from the darker parts where they lurked. 
 
    One down, two to go. You’ll be alone soon. And then the monsters will come. Some with teeth and some with claws and other with horns that will rip you up downstairs, in your underneath. Just like the slaver ripped you, and you will bleed and bleed and… 
 
    “We have to go,” Jillybean declared, sounding desperate. She had to get away. She had to get away from the whispering. She had to keep moving no matter what. The feeling was urgent and frightening. It was far more frightening than the giant monsters. 
 
    Although the entire pack was heading her way, Jillybean didn’t see herself as in any actual physical danger from them. They were big, but still only monsters, and that meant they were stupid. They could have easily been dealt with by one of her Bumble Balls, only she had been forced to give them up. Just then, she had the choice between using a bomb or a smoker. With her brain thrumming with the echoes of Sadie’s gun and the whispers growing and growing, it felt as though her mind was swelling and that if it got too much bigger it would crack her skull wide open.  
 
    With all that, there was no way she could use a bomb just then. The smoker would be quiet. It would hiss a little and she felt she could deal with a little hissing. It was the calm approach and she needed all the calm she could get. 
 
    Her little hands shook as she twisted off the safety wire, before toggling the repurposed light switch. Immediately, the smoker grew hot and yet, she held it in her palm as wisps of smoke began to roil out. It would soon begin to burn her, she knew that, however as it began to hiss softly and vent plumes of grey, the whispers seemed to fade into the background of her great, swollen up mind.  
 
    For just that moment she had the calm she needed, the respite from her harsh unreality. Unfortunately, the smoker began to burn and she was forced to throw it. Right away the whispers came back. “We have to go,” she said again, plucking urgently at her sister’s shirt. They had to get moving. They had to move and not think about dead Sergeant Steinman or the whispers. 
 
    Sadie was going through the motions of reloading with shaking hands, her mind not fully on the simple steps. “I should have killed it right off the bat. Why did I wait? Why? I could have put one in the back of its head when it was just standing there.” 
 
    “It don’t matter,” Jimmy hissed in a savage whisper. “We have to get the hell out of here, and don’t nobody say nothing about any pictures. I don’t care about any pictures.” He snatched up the extra backpack with his bad arm, barely wincing in pain. Without a look to see if the two girls were following, he took off, hurrying up the path the way they had come. 
 
    He was afraid of the monsters; a simple fear for a simple man. Jillybean wished she had those kinds of fears. Her biggest fear was of the whispers caressing the inside of her skull with their poisonous sound. Like the smoke billowing in the forest, the whispers were a cloud that hid something from Jillybean and she couldn’t help wonder what was down beneath them all? What lurked down in the darkness? Was it the hundreds of people she had murdered? Or was it one horrifying beast with a hundred heads and a thousand whispering mouths each clamoring to kill? And what would happen to her if she ever came face to face with it? 
 
    Closer to the surface of her mind, Eve began to laugh. It was a simple sound that banished the whispers. A stupid question for a stupid girl. The answer is easy enough. If you ever faced what’s down there, you’ll break because you’re weak. You’ll end up becoming a drooling imbecile who sits in the corner all day until your body withers away into dust. Lucky for you, I would never let that happen. Well, I guess I should say lucky for me. 
 
    “Zip it,” Jillybean hissed, afraid that Eve’s words might be slipping out of her own mouth and that Sadie would hear.  
 
    No, I won’t zip it. Because of you, I don’t have anything to zip. You took my body, remember? Besides, you need me. You need someone to give you a slap in the face, and speaking of faces, did you see the stupid look on his stupid face? 
 
    “Whose face?” Jillybean asked in sudden confusion. 
 
    The evil laughter came again. Are you drooling already? This isn’t about monsters or explosions or whispers. This is about Steinman. You got to see another friend die, and it was a good one. What I especially liked was the look of surprise on his face. It was like: Oh, no! A monster’s got me! Ha-ha, what a goober. 
 
    “Stop, please.” 
 
     No. Consider this a public service. You think I’m evil, but we all know who the real killer is. We all know whose fault it was that Steinman was here? We know who selfishly ran away… 
 
    Jillybean’s breath came in sharp as a dagger. She turned to her sister and started pulling Sadie along. “We have to go, please. Now, please.” 
 
    Sadie followed and although she kept her face down, the tears dropping onto her M4 couldn’t be missed. Sadie blamed herself for Steinman’s death, which only had Eve laughing louder. The laughter went on and on until it was cut off abruptly as the ground suddenly shook and the sky let out a long sigh. 
 
    Behind them Old Faithful shot a fountain of superheated water a hundred feet into the air. It was spectacular as were the many lesser sprays that followed over the next few minutes. Neither Sadie or Jillybean turned to watch. They retreated, following Jimmy who, after only a hundred yards, was turned around and marching on a southern course. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Sadie asked after they had staggered through a mile of forest. 
 
    Jimmy, looking miserable and sweaty beneath the double load, shrugged as best as he could and said: “I want to go home. This…this is not going to work. They stuck us with a fucked up route and you know what? The only thing we’ve learned is that this isn’t the way to nothing. We should go back. We should go back before something else happens.” 
 
    Sadie was quiet for a time, thinking. Jillybean stood blinking, afraid to open her mouth, afraid of what would come out. She had been able to lose herself in the rumble-swish of the geyser and the crunch of pine needles beneath her Keds, but now in the quiet, the voices were coming back. 
 
    “No, we keep going,” Sadie announced. “Sorry, Jimmy, but people are counting on us.” She’d been carrying two rifles. Unslinging Wood’s M4, she jacked out the chambered round and dropped the magazine into her hand. For a moment, she looked at the gun, her face twisted into a grimace. She set it against a tree. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Jimmy watched her with a look of incredulity at what she had said. “No, uh-uh. We have been jinxed. Do you get it?” His eyes slid to Jillybean and then quickly back to Sadie. “Jinxed, do you know what I mean? We shouldn’t do anything but get the hell out of here before something else happens.” 
 
    “You can go, if you want,” Sadie told him. “We’ll split what supplies we have three ways and you can go wherever you want. This has always been a volunteer mission.” 
 
    He stood there, drawing in a very long breath, trying to decide: forward with a jinxed and crazy little girl, or back, alone. The breath couldn’t go on forever and when he exhaled, he did so as someone who had lost in some way. “Fine, I guess,” he said, dropping his eyes to the gun laid against the tree. “So, which way do we go and what should I do with this?” He meant Steinman’s pack, which was the heaviest of the packs. “I can’t carry both.” 
 
    “Can you carry it another mile or so?” Jillybean asked. “There’s gobs of valuable stuff in there we shouldn’t leave behind.” 
 
    “I guess I could, but what’s in a mile?” He stood, leaning back, eyeing her as he would an unfamiliar and potentially dangerous dog.  
 
    “Some stuff that will make our walk easier.” She couldn’t elaborate because she didn’t know what she would find. She marched them back in the direction in which they had come, moving on a parallel course just in case some of the monsters hadn’t been confused by the smoke bomb she had thrown. 
 
    Past the gift shop and the visitor center and the Old Faithful Inn had been a less touristy area where there everything had normal names like: Motel 6, Gas and Go, Smitty & Sons RV Repair and Sales. All of it had to have been picked over for the essentials, however Jillybean felt that there would be plenty left over for her to make their travels on foot easier. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. While Jimmy rested, Sadie and Jillybean slunk through the ruins of what was essentially little more than a pitstop in the middle of nowhere. There was no food or gas, but there were dead RVs, most of which had been laden down with many items that she needed: rope, bungee cords, bikes, and tools. 
 
    It was good to keep busy and to use her hands when blood wasn’t involved. Using part of a fence, the axles from a shopping cart, the shoulder straps from one of the backpacks, and four bicycle tires, she constructed a light weight handcart. She even volunteered to put herself in the harness first. 
 
    “Load it up,” she said, slipping the padded straps over her shoulders. Jimmy had already strained his stitches to the bleeding point and so Sadie did the work of putting all of their possessions into the cart, which came to almost eighty pounds and then there was the weight of the handcart which, although light, wasn’t feather light. 
 
    Jillybean struggled on a southwest course dragging the cart through fields and along ravines and over hills. It took just one long, bramble-covered hill before she was too exhausted to go on. Still that mile and a half was enough to quiet the whispers and the voices. 
 
    “Let me,” Sadie said, taking over. The goth girl put the harness on and pressed forward, looking as though she expected the worst. A second later, she smiled. 
 
    “That’s not so bad.” The smile remained in place only for the next minute. After that came what seemed to be an endless slog. In the next three hours they left Wyoming, crossed into a little dangle of Montana and then into Idaho, where nothing really looked all that different.  
 
    In all that time, no one spoke about Sergeant Steinman. He had become, like so many others, just one of the dead. He’d had no woman and no family. His friends had been soldiers who knew the score—people died. Sometimes they died well and sometimes they died in a way that would haunt the sleep of the survivors. Steinman would haunt Jillybean’s nightmares; she knew it. He would haunt her until she killed someone else. That’s the way it had been and that’s the way it would be. 
 
    She trudged on, trying not to think about it. 
 
    Jimmy took over working the handcart in the late afternoon and lucked out as the three came upon the first paved road they’d seen in the last eighteen miles. He gazed up and down the road, his eyes flicking back and forth as if half-expecting a caravan of slavers to come barreling down on them at any second. 
 
    “This can only be Fish Creek Road,” Jillybean said, pointing at the map where a little squiggle of tan cut through an immense green area. “In a mile and a half, there will be a road west called Chick Creek Road which will run for a few more miles all the way out to Route 20. From there we can go south to Idaho Falls or…we can take our chances with more mountains. It’ll mean less monsters and less people.” 
 
    It said something about their state of mind that they were so visibly nervous about approaching a nothing of a town like Idaho Falls, which had a pre-apocalypse population of only 60,000.  
 
    “Going through the mountains will also take a lot more time,” Sadie said, reluctantly. “Who knows, maybe weeks and weeks.” According to their schedule, they had all of twenty-two days left to find the perfect place on the west coast and get back to Estes. If they took too long, they could conceivably come back to an empty land. “I think we got to trust our luck with Idaho Falls.” 
 
    Jimmy was drenched with sweat from pulling the cart, and pale from his injury. “We could get a car there, right? I know I don’t want to walk the whole way to California and I’d really like to sleep in a bed.”  
 
    “Then we’ll need to get moving, I guess,” Jillybean said, squinting up at the sun hanging just above the trees. They had four hours until sunset. She was tired and worn and didn’t want to take another step, however she didn’t want to sleep in the woods for another night, either. Laying on the hard ground, no matter how many leaves she managed to scrape up, didn’t feel like proper sleep. 
 
    Sadie went to the harness, strapped in, took a deep breath and began pressing forward. On the pavement, she made such good time that Jillybean, with her short legs, couldn’t keep up and lagged further and further behind. She might not have been able to go much further that afternoon, except Chris came to walk next to her. As always, he was tall and handsome with his hazel eyes and the carefree tumble of dark hair. 
 
    He told her jokes and laughed loudly at each as if he was the one hearing them for the first time. When he ran out of jokes, he sang in sweet voice that sounded like her mother’s. And just like Captain Grey, he growled encouragement whenever Jillybean faltered. She was deep in conversation with him when a gunshot nearly stopped her heart. 
 
    A zombie had come stumbling out of the woods to their right heading straight for Sadie. It was one of the big ones, looking as huge as a brown bear as it tore aside tree branches as thick as Jillybean’s leg to get at the goth girl. Jimmy shot it at point blank range. “Holy crap! Look at the size of that fucker,” Jimmy said, standing over the beast. “He’s like twice my fucking size.” 
 
    “That’s a bad word,” Jillybean said, not understanding the purpose behind casual cursing. It was one thing to exclaim in a moment of stress, but to just sprinkle the words into everyday sentences didn’t add up.  
 
    Jimmy only rolled his eyes since she had corrected him five times a day for the last week. “Let’s button this up,” he said to her. “You got to stay closer, just in case.” 
 
    She wasn’t happy about sticking close since Chris left her, saying I gotta go. They don’t get me. She understood and gave him a hidden wave as he slipped away as quietly as he had arrived, disappearing among the trees. From then on, she talked to Sadie, or at least she hoped she was talking to Sadie. When a person was crazy, there was no telling for sure. 
 
    They found another sign that they were nearing civilization not long after: a lone cabin that could barely be seen tucked up a scrubbed-over dirt driveway. Part of the ceiling had fallen in the winter before making it not just uninhabitable but also unsleepable. Jimmy took one look at it and wanted to press on. Jillybean took one look at it and noted the intact windows and the front door still neatly shut. She saw the front curtains that were faded but not tattered and she saw the shed off to the side, weathered but still relatively new. 
 
    No one had gotten to this place yet. Was it a hunter’s cabin? A little man-cave where some hen-pecked husband went to get away from the wife? 
 
    Jillybean pulled her .38 and her maglite before saying: “Hold on now.” Jimmy whined and Sadie tried to scold her back to the road, but the little girl wouldn’t listen. As expected, the front door was locked. “See?” she said over her shoulder as she went around to the back to where there was a little porch with sliding glass doors. 
 
    She cupped her hands and peeked inside at a little den with wood paneling for walls and no-fuss white linoleum floors. “Hmm,” she said, giving the handle on the glass door a yank. It rattled but wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Do you want to pick the lock or should I get this?” Sadie asked. In her hand was a stove cut log she had plucked from the top of a stack of them which ranged along the side of the house. 
 
    Jillybean stepped back and even though she guessed it wouldn’t be that loud, she stubbed her fingers into her ears. There was no telling what would set off the whispers.  
 
    “Hey, batter, batter,” Sadie said, grinning and swinging the log. The glass came down in a curtain of shards and made enough noise to make Sadie wince and Jimmy look around, afraid that someone might have heard.  
 
    The place smelled of wet leaves and mold. Jillybean did a quick inspection of the den with her maglite before moving on to the next room which was a combined kitchen and dining room. After that she discovered a front room and hall to the bedrooms and bathroom. 
 
    There was a disease of black speckles eating up the walls in two of the bedrooms where the ceiling had collapsed, but the place was otherwise snug.  
 
    “Why are we here?” Jimmy asked. He was in the front room peering out one of the windows.  
 
    Sadie had stopped in the kitchen. She came out holding a can of chili in both hands. “It’s not a complete waste of time. There’s like twenty cans of this sort of stuff in the pantry and there’s toilet paper, thank God.” In their rush to get away from the ambush, they had forgotten to grab the toilet paper from the Humvee. 
 
    “And did you guys see these on the walls?” Jillybean said, pointing to a light switch. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Jimmy asked. 
 
    Did he just say: yeah, so? Ipes asked inside Jillybean’s head. Is he crazy?  
 
    “I know,” she whispered before adding in a louder voice: “This place isn’t connected to a grid and that’s what means it has to have an in-de-pendent source of ‘lectricity, and that’s what means a generator and that’s what means there’s gas around here…probably.” It wasn’t a guarantee, but it was likely. 
 
    Sadie shot Jillybean a smile and said: “I’ll check the shed.” 
 
    And we’ll check for cookies, Ipes declared. I kinda like this place. It sure is better than sleeping on the ground like common mules or something equally bad like camels or salamanders. 
 
    “I agree, but…” She glanced out the back door where the sun wouldn’t set for another hour or two. “But we don’t have time.” Ipes was the soft part of her, the part that didn’t want to have to always work so hard to prove herself. He was the part that wanted to play and be a kid and sleep in and read a book next to a fire. 
 
    “It’s not the time we have to worry about,” Jimmy said from the doorway, thinking that he was part of the conversation. “We still have to cart this stuff around. More gas is great, except it’ll just weigh us down even more.” 
 
    He was right. They found twenty-three cans of food, twelve bottles of water, two six packs of Pepsi, seven rolls of toilet paper, twenty shotgun shells and four gallons of gas—altogether over a hundred pounds of goods that had to be left behind. Or most of it, that is. The Pepsi was a treat and the toilet paper a necessity. The rest was buried in the woods not far from the house. 
 
    Jillybean relished her first can of Pepsi, lagging far behind once more. It was hard to drink, burp the alphabet and walk at the same time. The burping part was Chris’ idea. Why waste a good burp, right? He never wasted an opportunity for fun and not the quiet-time fun that Ipes was fond of, either.  
 
    I say you make a statement, like this. He borrowed the can, took a huge swig, put a hand over his heart and burped out: I pleeddge aleeegence to… he ran out of burp before he could get any further. 
 
    He reached for the can one more time, but she pulled it back. “You’ve had enough. I’m with Ipes on this one. You should never chug a soda just so you can burp. It goes too fast.” 
 
    You’d rather have a tea party with it, I bet, Chris remarked. 
 
    The idea was a good one. “At least that way I could savor it for longer than five sec…” 
 
    “Jillybean!” Jimmy shouted. “Catch up for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “Fuck’s sake?” she muttered. “What does that even mean? Nothing good, I bet.” Somewhat reluctantly, she caught up and when she did, she noticed that she was alone. Chris and Ipes had left her and now she only had Sadie and Jimmy as companions and then just barely. 
 
    Sadie had been in the harness for most of the day and looked done in, and Jimmy was only slightly better off, trudging along, carrying his M4 as if it weighed as much as a tree trunk. 
 
    “How ‘bout I pull the cart for a while?” Jillybean offered. She was tired and her feet hurt bad, but she knew she had to pull her weight. A part of her wished that Sadie would say: No, I got this. Captain Grey would have. In fact, he probably would have let Jillybean ride for a while, or so she liked to think. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Sadie said, shrugging off the harness. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t have it on for a minute before she regretted her decision and it wasn’t another minute before Eve began cackling. The little fiend was up on the cart letting her feet dangle and leaning back. If I only had a whip, I could get you moving right proper. 
 
    “Shut it,” Jillybean hissed as she lumbered along. Very soon she was too tired to pay attention to Eve or even their surroundings. She pushed on and on, staring at her feet and it was sometime before she realized that the sun was dipping below the mountains in the west. “Ho-lee mo-lee,” she gasped. 
 
    “It could be worse,” Jimmy said with a short: ha-ha, which was all he had the energy for. “It can always get worse. Think about it. It was a pretty day, neither hot or cold. It wasn’t raining or snowing. And there weren’t all that many zombies. If it wasn’t for…”  
 
    He faltered. The day had gone on for so long that it seemed like a week or longer that Sergeant Steinman had died, but it had only been that morning. “I mean, all in all it was a nice day for a walk. I remember when we were coming out of Durango with like a million stiffs after us. Let me tell you that was a road march from hell. Picture it: three hundred miles of mountains, in December and it snowed every single day. Man, it was fucked up. When we found Estes, I thought those days were gone. But I guess nothing lasts, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” she said, suddenly feeling the weight of the cart as if it had doubled. She didn’t like the idea of nothing lasting. That was more depressing than being crazy which seemed like it was going to be a forever kind of thing for Jillybean. 
 
    She was broken out of her brief stint of depression by Sadie, who had strayed ahead and who now came jogging back. Her goth appearance had suffered in the past couple of days. Her black clothes were grey with dust and her hair was no longer spiked. It sort of laid across her head like the flukes of a dead whale. 
 
    “I think you’ll like this, Jillybean,” she said, taking a position at the back of the cart and pushing. 
 
    Jillybean asked what it was, but Sadie wouldn’t say. They crested the hill they had been suffering up and down below were the fields of what had been a farm. The land was flat and cut into squares by crisscrossing drainage ditches. That wasn’t the interesting part and neither was it the different houses that could be seen dotting the open land. 
 
    What was interesting were the buffalo—hundreds of buffalo. They were everywhere, a brown carpet spread over the field. 
 
    Sadie held out her M4 for Jillybean to take and for just a moment Chris was inside her, hungering not to kill, exactly, but to hunt. Having lived with Eve’s evil, she knew the difference. One was a primal need: man versus nature in an eternal struggle for survival. The other couldn’t be explained by Jillybean simply because she didn’t understand murder. She had committed it, but she never truly understood. 
 
    “Look, babies,” Sadie said. 
 
    This only confused Jillybean even more. “Do you want me to kill one of them? I don’t think I could.” 
 
    “No silly. Use the scope to see them.” That made much more sense. She put the scope to her eye, eased back an inch to bring everything into focus—and there were the baby buffalos. They were humped and tiny and precious as they gamboled about. 
 
    The desire to hunt faded almost to nothing as she scanned the field, watching them, however she saw something that stoked the desire to kill. 
 
    “Are those wolves?” Jimmy asked. He had his own M4 up, but because of his wounded arm, he was having trouble holding the rifle steady enough to focus. 
 
    “No,” Jillybean said, not realizing that her finger had slid into the trigger guard. There were things down on the plain that were dressed as wolves, but they weren’t wolves. They were men arrayed in fur and they were hunting, going for one of the babies. 
 
    “Jillybean,” Sadie said, “What are you doing? Take your finger off the trigger, okay? Please?” 
 
    “They’re going after the babies,” Jillybean replied. There were at least a dozen of the “wolves” stalking closer, moving inward. Yes, they’re going after the babies, Eve whispered. You don’t want that, do you? You can stop it. Just pull the trigger. 
 
    Sadie eased around next to Jillybean, kneeling down, her hands out. “Hey, hey, slow down. You don’t know if they’re going after the babies, Jilly. Please.” 
 
    “Oh, we know. We know,” Jillybean said.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, Jillybean,” Sadie whispered, approaching the little girl as if she were a bomb that could be triggered with the slightest touch and in a way, she was. Jillybean had settled in behind the rifle, her eyes twitching, her lips moving in odd sporadic jitters, forming parts of a smile and then puckering and then going up and down. 
 
    “Th-they need t-to die, can’t you see that?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    “But do we need to die?” Sadie gently put her hand across the front of the scope. “If you kill one of them, they’ll come after us and I’m too tired to run, just now. My feet hurt. What about you? Do your feet hurt?” 
 
    She blinked and said: “Yeah, they really do and so does my shoulders and my ba…huh?” She paused, her head cocked, listening to the voices. 
 
    Sadie interrupted: “Jillybean. Hey, look at me. Forget what you’re hearing and pay attention to me. Okay? Good…good. Now think. We don’t know if they’re good guys or bad guys or just normal guys. They might be just hungry and you know what? I’m hungry. What about you?” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes had lost their twitch and her lips were soft and pink, once more the lips of a little girl. “I am hungry, I guess. But I don’t want to eat a baby. That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s just a few of them,” Jimmy suggested, using a voice that he must have thought was soothing, but was so condescending that Jillybean’s eyes went to squints at the sound of it. “They probably don’t want to waste food. One of those big ones would feed, like a hundred people. A little one might be just right.” 
 
    Sadie gave Jimmy a look that suggested he should be quiet and be quick about it. The danger had passed, at least for the moment, but there was no telling when it would come screaming back. Jillybean had not been her usual, “just a little crazy” self ever since the ambush. She had been talking to herself with greater frequency, but so far, she had been trying to hide it. This suggested to Sadie that she was still in control. 
 
    “Let’s just see what happens,” Sadie said. “Here, can I have the gun?” She took the gun back and eased down next to Jillybean, putting an arm around her scrawny shoulders, fully prepared to grab the girl’s arms if needed. Sadie knew all about the .38 in her right front pocket and the knife on her belt and the hidden razor blade. 
 
    “Maybe she shouldn’t watch,” Jimmy said. “You know, in case something bad happens.” 
 
    Sadie glared over the top of Jillybean’s head. “Nothing bad is going to happen. We’ve all hunted before so it’s no big deal, right Jillybean? I remember you used to make the prettiest little snares. She’d use vines and flowers and long grasses to camouflage them. It was like art. Mine were always…” 
 
    There was a sudden snort and a long bellow from one of the buffalo that seemed to have fallen over. It was a big male with a head the size of a dishwasher. It was blowing loudly, making a commotion as it struggled to get to its feet near one of the irrigation canals. Around him, the herd didn’t know what to make of it. Those closest circled and pawed the ground. One came near and swung it’s horned head back and forth, perhaps trying to see what the problem was with its beady little eyes. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Jimmy had his rifle up again and was squinting through the scope. “It looks like it might have broken its leg. Wait, no, it’s got something on its leg. Huh, it’s a bear trap. It stepped on a bear trap.” 
 
    Sadie had never heard of this hunting tactic before. She raised her rifle and saw the wounded buffalo laying on its side, its chest heaving. Every once in a while it would pointlessly give the trapped leg a little shake. The bear trap was affixed to a nearby boulder with a chain that was as thick as Sadie’s arm. 
 
    “The hunters are moving,” Jimmy said. In short spurts, the hunters began to draw closer. At first the remaining buffalo tried to circle their wounded friend, however the hunters used the ditches to divide the group. The buffalo did not like to cross them. They would go to the edge and turn skittish and it was easy for the hunters to scare them off. 
 
    Soon it was just a stalwart group of maybe twenty buffalo left defending the injured one. They formed a ring that didn’t look as though it could be broken by the tiny humans unless they used their guns, which they hadn’t tried yet. It was then that Sadie noticed that half the hunters weren’t armed with guns—amazingly, they carried crossbows. 
 
    She would see why a few moments after some of the men began lighting handfuls of grass on fire. They waved them in the air, creating a hazy cloud. The total amount of smoke couldn’t have been much more than what came from an average cooking fire, and yet the buffalo began to move away. They turned little circles in their retreat, confused over the smoke and their innate duty to protect the herd. 
 
    As they retreated, the men moved up. Those with the crossbows quickly turned the trapped buffalo into a pincushion. It was dead in seconds and in minutes its hide was peeled away and its bones stripped of meat. They were so fast that the zombies lurking in the woods didn’t have time to make it halfway across the wide fields before the men pulled their wolf fur about them and slunk off, heading north into the hills. 
 
    “That was something,” Sadie said.  
 
    “Do you think they left anything for us?” Jimmy asked, getting to his feet. “I’m sick of this canned shit we’ve been eating. I’m gonna go check.” 
 
    Before he got three steps, Sadie said, “Hold up. One of us has to follow those guys and the other has to watch Jilly.” He didn’t seem to like either choice; both would be dangerous if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    After a deep breath—his way of agreeing with Sadie—he gestured with his good hand towards the north. “I’ll follow them, but listen, I want some buffalo when I get back. They left the ribs. Can I trust you to cook some of that up?” 
 
    “Yes, yes but get going.” Forgetting his injured arm, she gave him a shove, almost toppling him. She whispered an apology and watched him make his way along the edge of the forest in the dimming light as the sun went behind the mountains. 
 
    “How you doing?” she asked Jillybean when he was lost among the shadows. “You gave me quite a scare there for a few minutes.” Jillybean shrugged without looking up. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    The little girl shook her head. 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m not a therapist or anything. Let’s go see what they left us, what do you say?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess.” They trudged down to the fields, climbed a wire fence and jumped a ditch before they came to the scattered remains of the buffalo. Jillybean had seen enough death in her time that the mess of bones and blood shouldn’t have affected her, but for some reason she didn’t want to get too close. “I’m sorry about what I almost did. I let it get away from me.” 
 
    Sadie put an arm around her. “It’s okay. It’s been a long few days. Do me a favor? Watch for stiffs while I get us some rib meat.” There was plenty to be had, which made Sadie wonder how good it would be. She collected it in her shirt, having decided the moment she had seen the farm houses that she’d be getting a new one. 
 
    She smelled pretty ripe and would have loved to collect some water for a bath, but her labors weren’t over for the day. There was wood to collect, a fire to start, a meal to cook and perhaps a late evening mission to check out what sort of people they had stumbled across. 
 
    “What did you think of them?” she asked Jillybean as they trudged up to the closest of the farm houses. “It would be cool if we could end our journey right here, you know? We really weren’t under orders to go all the way to the ocean. We just have to find the right community.” 
 
    Jillybean pushed her way through a screen of bushes and trees that surrounded the house. She paused, staring up at the weathered building with its peeling paint and tired shingles. “They’re well led, so that’s good,” she said. “It’s too bad that there’s just not that many of them.”  
 
    “I’m sure that wasn’t all of them.” 
 
    “No, of course not. There’s probably a hundred and fifty there abouts. Judging by the decayed nature of the different carcasses and bones in that field, I’d say they come out every couple of days to get one. Sometimes they get a little one, which is sad but what’s worse is when they get a mommy.” 
 
    Sadie turned back towards the screen of vegetation. “There’s no way you could tell the sex of a buffalo from the bits that were left over, at least from that far away.” 
 
    “Huh? No that would be impossible, but I know there were six different mommies killed because there were six real skinny calves that weren’t getting their milk. Calves is what means they are babies. They’re gonna starve.” 
 
    Were there six skinny calves? Sadie wondered, trying to think back. She couldn’t remember. She had been too focused on the men to pay attention to the makeup of the herd. “Anything more you can tell me, about the men that is?” 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re good guys or bad guys, if that’s what you mean. I think they’re getting low on ammo, which is not so good, but they are efficient and that’s something, I guess. Are you gonna go check them out tonight? And if so can I come? I won’t be bad, I promise.” 
 
    A somewhat sane Jillybean would be an asset on a reconnaissance run; a Jillybean on the edge of a breakdown would be a disaster. Sadie gave her a close look, and saw that her eyes were clear and the twitches were gone. Still it was better to be safe than sorry. “No, I better go alone. Someone has to keep Jimmy company, right?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess, though he does curse a lot. Hey, what if he goes to sleep, then can I come?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Sadie said, using a tried and true expression every mom who had ever walked the face of the earth had used. “Let’s see what’s in this house before we make any decisions.”  
 
    It turned out there wasn’t much in the house. It hadn’t just been searched, it had been stripped down to the floorboards. The beds were taken, and dressers, and the cooking gear, all the tools and most of the clothes. Sadie only found a replacement shirt down in the basement in the dryer. 
 
    Even the couches had been taken. The closest thing to a bed was a reclining chair that sat alone in the family room pointing at a useless TV. What was left didn’t add up to much. “Well, this sucks,” Sadie said as she touched a fake tree four inches in height. It sat on a homemade table that took up most of the basement. On it was a train set with fifty feet of track. 
 
    “I think it would be cool if we could get the ‘lectricity going,” Jillybean said. “And look under here.” Beneath the table was a heavy duty kite with four hundred feet of line on a spool the size of rolling pin, a stack of photo albums, and some boxes of decorations: Halloween, Christmas, and Easter. 
 
    Jillybean eyed the kite the longest and had to be dragged out of the gloomy basement. “You saw the trees, didn’t you? This must be a great kite flying area. We could…” 
 
    “We can get a fire going and cook some of this meat, that’s what we can do.” Sadie directed her back to the main floor and went in search of firewood. Normally Jillybean would have helped, but she pouted on the recliner instead. By the time Sadie got back with the first armful of wood, the little girl was fast asleep. 
 
    “Lucky girl,” Sadie mumbled, wishing she could join her. She was bone tired, but there would be no rest for her. This new group they had discovered would have to be evaluated and not just by Jimmy. The soldier had yet to show any spark of intelligence beyond the ordinary and unless he came back saying that there were just thirty guys sitting around a campfire, Sadie would have to check things out. 
 
    “And I’m so tired,” she said, setting her Zippo to a crumple of paper in the fireplace. She yawned her way through cooking the rib meat. Her only utensils for this process was a stick which she had tapered to a point. She gave each piece a fair dusting of salt, pepper, and oregano, but without barbecue sauce and the chance to slow roast, the meat was more than disappointing, it was an annoying exercise in chewing. 
 
    When Jimmy got back, he was polite enough to lie about how awesome it was, and yet it took him ages to down each bite. It didn’t help that he talked while he chewed: “It’s very promising,” he said around a smiling mouthful. “I followed them up into the hills and came to this big-ass wall. I gotta say it was damned impressive. It was like ninety feet tall and, I don’t know, maybe two hundred feet wide. They set it up across the face of this valley. It’s not as big a valley as Estes, but it’s still good sized.” 
 
    “You got past the wall?” Sadie asked excitedly. “How many people were there?” Jillybean’s estimate had been depressing and she didn’t want to believe it. Her hope was that there were a thousand very nice people sitting in a pristine valley that was an exact mirror of Estes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, one second after taking another bite. He chewed for a bit before saying, “They had guys up on the wall, so I climbed this other hill that was close and could see into the valley a bit. It looks safe. Ain’t no zombie gonna get in, that’s for certain. The hills are way too steep.” 
 
    Sadie sat back, disappointed at the vague description and the lack of effort on Jimmy’s part. Had this been Captain Grey or Neil, or even Dianna, they would have braved the hills surrounding the valley and come back with a full report. She sat there with her feet thrumming, watching Jillybean sleep. Eventually, she said, “I’ll go check things out here in a little while. When I’m gone watch over her.”  
 
    It was already well past sundown, but it was still too early for her to head out. There’d be too many people awake, perhaps too many enjoying the fine weather, maybe too many taking evening strolls. She had already conjured a vision of the valley as practically a utopia and yet that didn’t stop her from donning her black gear and daubing ash on her face. 
 
    When she set out an hour later, she went light and fast, carrying only her M4 with its Starlight scope. In the dark, she blended so well that when she looked down even she could hardly tell where her feet stopped and the shadows began. 
 
    Finding the valley was easy. The stream that fed the fields cut through the hills on a straight course for two miles and then, rather unexpectedly, took a sharp left. A quarter of a mile further on, it came bubbling out from beneath the wall. Sadie scoped it with her rifle, seeing the green shapes of men high up on the wall. 
 
    The wall’s edge closest to her smacked right up against a looming and very steep hill that ran in a gently undulating ridge for a half mile before it wedged up against more hills, cooling Sadie’s hope that this group had set themselves up in a valley after all. 
 
    “More like a box canyon,” she mumbled, fearing that Jillybean’s guess concerning their numbers might not be far off. There was only one way to tell and that was to see for herself. With little enthusiasm, she slunk along the base of the ridge line heading for the further hills, thinking she would come at the valley via the back door, which would be the least likely guarded. 
 
    There was plenty of forest and brush to conceal her movements as she made her way to the hills. Once there, she slung her weapon and mounted the slope. Because of the sharp angle, she went from tree to tree like a monkey. Jimmy had been right about the zombies, she thought. Tired as she was, even she was having trouble getting up the hill and twice she slipped. 
 
    Then she found a deer trail running at a diagonal towards the summit. As a bonus, it headed in the direction of the valley, but whether or not it actually got there, Sadie never found out. She was fifty yards from the top when she hit a snag and tripped, going down hard on her hands.  
 
    It wasn’t just a simple branch that tripped her, however. A sudden blast of light and heat just to her right shocked and blinded her. It was a military grade flare that consumed her retinas and turned everything utterly black, the black of deepest space. She tried to stand and struck her head on something sending her back down to her knees. 
 
    She tried again, flailing her hands about, hitting branches and trunks, not knowing where anything was save for the damn flare and the hill that wanted to suck her down. She tried to turn around to get down the hill in one piece, however the branch she had hold of snapped and she pitched sideways, rolling like a log until she whammed into another trunk. 
 
    Now, she was a good ten feet from the flare and desperate to get away. A whistle had been blowing and with it were the raised voices of men. Once more she tried to stand, only now it felt as though she were being pinned down. Her jacket was pierced and snagged in places by the jutting spears of broken branches. She tugged backwards, catching what felt like the edge of a saw across the face, cutting her cheek. 
 
    “Mother!” she hissed, grimacing and throwing an arm across her eyes which made moving on the slope impossible. Around her, the night was filled with orange blobs and dancing shadows. Her only chance to get away was to take a moment to get used to the light from the flare.  
 
    She turned away from the intensity of it, shielding her face and blinking until she could see the forest as it really was. Finally, she could see properly—or at least well enough to see the men hurrying down the trail to get at her. She tugged away from the tree and crawled back up onto the deer trail, thinking that on this ground she had the advantage. She was too fast and they were too slow. 
 
    A heartbeat before she showed them her heels and fled with the speed of a leopard, the flare made a strange fizzing sound and abruptly died. For the second time in the space of half a minute, Sadie was blind and yet the same orange blobs were there to torment her. 
 
    The men weren’t blind, however. Behind her, flashlights came on, catching her standing there on the path like a simpleton. With a curse, she tried to run, but now the race was unequal. They could see and she could barely make out what was a shadow and what was a stick in the eye…or a branch creeping up out of the earth. 
 
    It felt like a hand reached up and grabbed her Converse. With a curse, she went down again and before she knew it there was a knee in her back and a gun to her head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Jimmy’s chewing woke the little girl, or rather, it was the leading cause. Sadie’s disgust over the sloppy mastication caused her to speak louder than she wished, obviously trying to drown the sound out. 
 
    Five feet away, Jillybean lay in a little ball of pink curled up on the lone chair in front of a fireplace looking just like a house cat. Her fly-away hair was more of a mess than usual and it hid the eye she cracked as she listened to their conversation. Sadie’s idea was to go for a late evening reconnaissance and so it was only natural that Jillybean was already forming a plan to slip away to go exploring with her sister. In her mind, they belonged together when facing danger. 
 
    What’s wrong with just staying here? Ipes asked. He came waddling from around the back of the chair and stood on his tiptoes to peer into the slit of Jillybean’s eye. His shadow was a wavering thing, that looked to be doing a belly dance in tune with the flames. She’s awful smart. She should be fine. 
 
    “Hmm,” Jillybean murmured under her breath thinking that, as much as she love her sister, Sadie wasn’t all that smart. She had above average intelligence, that was true, but she was nobody’s genius. 
 
    Okay, she’s fast as lightening, Ipes said. She’ll be untouchable. Really, have you ever known anyone who could catch her? Here, shove over. You look comfy as a cat and I want in on some of that. He hopped up and wormed his way into her arms and somehow managed to get in under her chin, where he was warm and comfy. 
 
    You know, if we’re going to be cats, we might as well purr. Ipes began to rumble contentedly. It was a soft, hypnotic sound and when it was combined with the heat from the fire and Jillybean’s exhaustion, it was no wonder that she was soon fast asleep again.  
 
    How long she was out this time, she didn’t know but there was a quite a puddle of drool in the crook of her arm when the back door banged open waking her. Bleary and disheveled, she sat up on the cracked leather recliner as Jimmy came in, his eyes wild and his hands shaking. “You gotta see this.” 
 
    He practically dragged her from the family room and out onto the porch and then through the backyard. “Wh-where are we going?” she asked, her hand slipping into her pocket where she had her .38 ready. 
 
    “Through here,” he said, pushing through the screen of trees. “Look. What the hell is that?” 
 
    Away to the north was a glow of yellow light that was partially hidden by an intervening hill. It lasted about ten seconds and then went out. In the dark that followed they could hear the carrying notes of a whistle blowing from the same direction. “That was a flare, wasn’t it?” Jimmy hissed, gripping his short hair with one hand. “Son of a bitch it was. That means they got her, right? They got her. Fuck me. First Steinman, and now this. I knew this was going to happen. Why didn’t I stop her?” 
 
    Jimmy was afraid for himself, while Jillybean was afraid for Sadie. That fear had been with her since Hank the Humvee had crashed; it had been at a simmer before, but now it came to roil within her. It made her want to do things, bad things. 
 
    “You couldn’t have stopped her,” Jillybean said. A harsh thought followed this up: And you won’t be able to stop me, either if I have to go get her. “And we don’t know if they got her. Sadie is awful fast. And you know what? That was a pretty low flare. She probably just triggered a warning flare. It showed her up and she booked it out of there. That’s what happened.” 
 
    She turned on her heel, walking back to the house. “We need to be prepared to go,” she said. “Sadie will be here pretty soon and she won’t want to wait.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Jimmy said, catching up to her in three strides. “For a moment there, I thought you were going to get all weird on me. I say we put some miles between us. Just a couple of hours should be enough. Besides it’ll get us that much closer to Idaho Falls.” 
 
    Jillybean cast a dubious eye up at him. “I doubt we’re leaving the area just yet. A flare doesn’t tell us if they’re bad guys or good guys. It only tells us that they know something about defending their land. I would have went with a sound trap and that’s what means they don’t use up supplies.” 
 
    Jimmy pulled her up short. “Wait. We can’t fuck around here. They know we’re here. They’ll be coming for us.” 
 
    He sometimes didn’t make sense to the girl. “They don’t know where we are, Jimmy, or who we are, or how many of us there are. But I think they will come to protect their buffalos. That’s why we got to move. I think we should get up into those hills behind them. If there’s no roads back there, they probably won’t expect it, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, calming slightly. “I guess.” 
 
    “Okay, then let’s get ready to go.” She had him smother the fire with dirt from the yard. While he was rushing back and forth with a little pail, she loaded up their few possessions onto the handcart and brought up some of the choice items from the basement. Despite her firm belief that Sadie had gotten away, she had plans turning in her mind for the worst case scenario. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they were ready to go. They waited for Sadie, sitting across from the house near the edge of the field where they could either greet her or slip away unnoticed if someone else happened to come by. 
 
    As they waited, Jillybean picked green branches from a bush, transforming her monster outfit into a ghillie suit. At the same time, she did some basic calculations. “Two miles at night would be a thirty minute walk, unless she ran,” she murmured not quite under her breath. “If she ran, then it would be twenty…and she’d be here by now. Hmm, but if she was running to lose people following her, it would take her more like forty or forty-five minutes.” She checked the watch on her wrist and declared: “I’ll worry at sixty.”  
 
    It was a bald-faced lie. She worried for every one of those sixty minutes and as she did, she felt the whispers crawling up from the depths of her mind like a bunch of black ants. And she heard from Ipes telling her that it was time to run, and she heard Chris laughing and telling her not to sweat it, and she felt Eve in the background hoping to come out to play. Hoping to take over once more. 
 
    “I won’t let you,” Jillybean hissed, making Jimmy look at her all queer. She pretended not to notice, something she had become very good at. It was easier than facing the truth of what everyone thought of her and what she thought of herself. She didn’t like to think about herself too deeply, especially ever since Chris came around, or rather, ever since she had discovered that she had invented Chris, an entire person with thoughts and feelings and a history and everything. 
 
    In the last few months, Jillybean had not been herself. She felt shook up like a snow globe with the different parts of her floating around waiting to find out where they would settle down. 
 
    When they did, would she be a doctor? Or would she be an assassin? How about an engineer or a dancer? Was it possible that she could be just a little girl?And would she be crazy for always? Or would she get better? Or would her crazy be situational, coming and going depending on the weather or the stress? Would she keep inventing new people or would she reinvent the old…like Ipes? Were those whispers ever going to form a body to take their revenge on her like she deserved? 
 
    She didn’t know any of it. The one thing she did know was that Eve was never going to take over again, or if she did it would be in the two seconds before Jillybean splatted on the ground after a leap from a tall building. That was fact. It was such a cold fact that a shiver took hold of her from the inside and she shuddered uncontrollably for a good thirty seconds and in that time, Jimmy only stared. 
 
    After a long breath, Jillybean got a hold of herself and pushed aside the snow falling inside of herself and decided that what was also fact was that Sadie had been captured. She checked her watch and saw that it had been almost eighty minutes since the light had flared in the hills.  
 
    A cold anger swept her. “We have to go get her.” 
 
    Judging by his reaction, Jimmy thought this was the craziest thing yet. “Hey, hold on. Like you said, we don’t know anything just yet. Think about it, if those are good guys, they might just be talking to Sadie. You know, finding out that we’re harmless and shit like that.” 
 
    “And if they’re bad guys, they could be peeling her fingernails back right this second.” It’s what I would be doing, she thought. Almost too late, she added: If I were bad that is. 
 
    Jimmy looked shocked at the description. “And if they’re good guys and we go in fucking shooting? What do you think will happen to Sadie? Look, I’m not saying that we don’t do anything, I’m just saying give it time.” 
 
    He could be right, Ipes said from inside her backpack. His words came to her muffled and a little mumbly, as if he were in the very depths beneath the bombs she had hidden away when Jimmy had been inside worrying over the fire. 
 
    He could also be wrong, Chris chimed in. If I hadn’t acted quickly that time with the slavers, they would have sold you off. You need to act now before they recover from their initial shock. You got to get in close. 
 
    “Knife distance,” she said. 
 
    Jimmy crossed his arms and glared down on her. “You need to stop. This is how you got Sergeant Steinman killed. You went running off doing your own thing and he died because of you.” 
 
    Jillybean was too stressed to deal with Sadie being captured and the accusation, especially not as tired as she was. The black whispers flared, forming a black cloud over her black mind and out of it came a familiar voice hissing: “I didn’t do nothing! He was stupid. He was too stupid to deal with one monster and stupid people deserve the death they get. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    The savageness coming from Jillybean’s lips shocked Jimmy, who slowly reached out for his M4, keeping his eyes steadily on the little girl who was just as stunned and was only just realizing that the cold lump in her right hand was her .38 police special. She lifted it, not to aim at Jimmy but to see if what she was feeling was correct. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cool, Jillybean,” Jimmy said. He was frozen in an odd stooped contortion, his hand inches from the tip of the barrel. “It’s cool, okay? Don’t do anything…bad.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she said, attempting to push the pistol back into her pocket where it belonged. She pushed against resistance; an invisible hand perhaps. But it was weaker than she was and the gun disappeared from sight. When her hand came out empty, Jimmy snatched up his rifle. As he did, Jillybean felt her lips twist into a sneer. 
 
    Did he not feel the difference in the weight? How could he not notice the missing scope? Or the magazine? She had taken them ten minutes before when he had walked away to tinkle. She had nothing to fear from that gun, at least not until he dug around in his pack for more bullets. 
 
    He was just beginning to realize something was wrong when she said: “Wait here, Mister Jimmy. If Sadie shows up, fire twice with a three second interval. 
 
    “Until then, keep quiet. I…I won’t be bad, okay? But there might be some explosions.” 
 
    Jimmy had been staring at the open port of the rifle, looking as if Jillybean had performed some sort of magic trick. Now, he jerked. “No, please. We…we have a mission, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course I amember.” 
 
    “And do you remember what happened to Bobby Hernandez and Ray Trainor?” For a moment, Jillybean was at a loss. The names weren’t immediately familiar. Ipes had to remind her: Bobby’s girl was taken by slavers while on a scouting mission. The two went after them and were never heard from again. That could be you. 
 
     “You can only get lucky so many times,” Jimmy said. “And when your luck runs out, we all lose, Jillybean. Your family is counting on you.” 
 
    “Sadie is my family,” she said, defiantly. “And I don’t need luck.” She knew exactly what she needed: an equal combination of genius and unbridled violence—but only if they forced her hand. A part of her wanted that violence to bloom out of her in fiery glory, but she wouldn’t let it. Unless they forced her hand. Unless they did something to Sadie, and then…a queer shiver of anticipation racked her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    A half dozen flashlights sent beams crisscrossing her prone body so that everything around her was strangely black or white with no middle ground. Because she seemed to blend in with the earth and with the heavy knee crushing down on her back, the blending was somewhat literal. 
 
    “Lights off,” a man ordered and immediately the forest went dark. “Get him up.” Hands grabbed her, hoisting her to her feet. The gun across her back was pulled off, the strap scraping right up the side of her face. Rough hands worked their way into her pockets, taking her knife and lighter. They swept up her slim frame, stopping at her breasts, where they went back and forth between the two for a moment. 
 
    “Holy crap! It’s a girl.” 
 
    Sadie was blinded for the third time that night as a flashlight, with what felt like laser intensity, was shot into her face. “Yeah, I’m a girl, so what?” Brazenly, she swung her head back so that her black hair lifted away from her face. “If any of you try anything, I will guarantee you will live to regret it.” For emphasis she snapped her teeth. 
 
    “Right,” was all the leader said before turning from her. “Broadway, you and Two Forks keep an eye out until we get another flare set up. The rest with me.” Eight men moved off after the leader, hauling Sadie along with them. With iron hands gripping her arms, she had no opportunity to run. 
 
    They went along the deer trail for another sixty yards before they came to another trip wire. Sadie was lifted over it. If she could have seen the filament, she would have given it a kick out of spite, only it was such a thin line that she was already past it before her eyes could pick up on it. 
 
    All along the length of the top of the hill was a bristling hedge made up of thousands of stakes made from sharpened tree branches. At the head of the path, there was a gate of sorts made up of these stakes. They had been banded together on a frame that could be swung forward like a door. 
 
    Another group of men, fewer in number than the one that had captured her, waited in the gloom beyond the stakes. “How many?” someone asked. 
 
    “Just one as far as we know,” the leader said. “And it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    Sadie was frisked a second time and then passed off to the smaller group. In silence, they followed a path down into what she had hoped would be a spacious valley utopia. It was disappointingly small. The box canyon was shaped somewhat like a football: three hundred yards long and two hundred wide, tapering towards the giant wall. 
 
    A further disappointment were the accommodations. There was one two-story house that looked, even in the dark, to be at least a hundred years old, and somewhere around fifty mobile homes set up on concrete blocks, giving the valley an abused and sullied appearance which she suspected would be ten times worse in the daylight. 
 
    “Jillybean was right,” she murmured under her breath. It was a rinky-dink operation and not one worth getting caught over. “Too late for that.” 
 
    It was early enough that there were lights on in most of the trailers as well as in the big house. There were also little campfires here and there with empty chairs parked in circles around them, but there weren’t any people in sight. Sadie guessed that they were manning their perimeter, called away from their cigarettes and their hooch. 
 
    On the porch of the big house was a big shadowy figure standing on the top stair gazing down. Behind him were two women, both armed with M16s and both filled with glares, which they offered to Sadie right up until it was announced that she was a girl. 
 
    “I prefer the term woman if you don’t mind,” Sadie said. The only people who seemed to mind were the two women, who glared with an even greater ferocity as Sadie was once more transfixed with flashlights. The teen was svelte and beautiful and stood in stark contrast to the two women, who were thin from sideways on, but broad and flat from the front.  
 
    “We don’t care,” said the man on the porch. He gave her a long look before turning to the men who had brought Sadie. “Keep everyone in place, except Baggy Pants. Find him and tell him to bring his bat.” 
 
    Sadie rolled her eyes, but when she saw that it hadn’t been noticed in the dark, she made a production of sighing before saying, “A bat, oh please. You would have been more scary if you had said…” She paused, cleared her throat and when she spoke again it was rough and gravelly like the man’s on the porch: “Tell him to bring the drill.”  
 
    She laughed at the man, though it was all show. The bat threat had seemed a little unconvincing, but there was no way to be certain and she was suddenly nervous that she had given him an awful idea by mentioning a drill. “Y-you guys do a lot of t-torture out here?” 
 
    “As much as needed,” the man answered. “Let’s get you inside. No need to stir up the local stiffs. They like a good scream.” 
 
    Sadie wanted to laugh this off, however the man’s face was shrouded with the night and as dark as a demon’s; he had a way about him that suggested he was not to be taken lightly.  
 
    She was at a loss at what to do. Jimmy and Jillybean were more than likely oblivious to her predicament and probably would be for another couple of hours. She could be beaten to a pulp by then…or raped a dozen times over. “Fuck,” she whispered, climbing the stairs. Up close the leader of the little valley was surprisingly tall; her eyes were nipple level to the man who caught her by the back of the coat just below the collar in a fierce grip. 
 
    “Is that how you treat a lady?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s how I treat a spy,” he answered. 
 
    She spat out another laugh. “A spy? What on earth is there to spy on, here? I don’t care about your stuff. I came to find out what sort of people you are. You know slaver or free. Or whether or not you’d be interested in trading.” 
 
    One of the woman hissed: “Don’t listen to her, Baloo. Who goes about asking for trade deals in the dead of night? Huh? No one, that’s who. I say you use a drill on her like she asked. She’ll be talking in no time.” 
 
    “I got this La-La,” Baloo grumbled. “Go fetch me some rope. Try the garage.” La-La, plain as a fence post with dull brown hair, pushed past, heading into the house. Sadie was marched in after her. 
 
    Just as she suspected, it was a very old house, but sturdily built. The floors were varnished pine that creaked with every step, making a sneaky getaway highly unlikely. The walls were also wood and with the candles burning, there was a rustic charm to the place. 
 
    The basement was a different story altogether. Dusty and dark, it smelled old. The walls were made of crumbling concrete as was the buckled floor. There was a rift running through the first room—there were many rooms. The place was a rabbit’s warren of shadows, old junk, cobwebs and rat droppings. Baloo’s flashlight swept back and forth; he seemed to be looking for something. 
 
    “Is this where they filmed Silence of the Lambs?” Sadie joked, trying to laugh away the jittery feeling eating up her stomach. 
 
    “Don’t know about that,” he said, dragging a chair with broken back slats out from one of the cubby-like rooms as above, they could hear La-La crossing the floors.  
 
    She was not light-footed and the thuds approaching the stairs were like a countdown clock to Sadie who began to feel a soft dread turn her bones to jelly. She was almost thankful when Baloo set her down in the chair.  
 
    “I got twine. Is that good?” La-La called from the doorway. 
 
    “Yeah. Get your ass down here.” The twine was coarse, seeming as old as the house. It bit Sadie raw as Baloo cinched it down tight. He gave each knot a hard tug before he ordered: “I want you and Mad Jenny to watch over her until Baggy pants get here. Don’t let him do anything until I get back.”  
 
    Sadie had a desperate fear radiating out of her and she hurriedly said: “But I didn’t do anything wrong. This is not how you treat people.” 
 
    He paused, one foot on the stairs. Without looking back, he said: “This isn’t how I used to treat people, but it’s a hard world now. You never know who to trust, right?” He left them and when he crossed the floor above, his steps were thunder. 
 
    The moment he was gone an uncomfortable silence filled the dark basement. It stretched on and on. “I like your jacket,” Sadie said to Mad Jenny when she finally couldn’t take it anymore. The woman had on a Vietnam era OD green army jacket. Back in her old life as a rebellious teenager, Sadie would have killed for a jacket like that. 
 
    Mad Jenny’s lips poked up for all of a second and then she resumed her silent glare. Sadie tried hard to keep her eyes from rolling upwards. More minutes of silence passed. “So, what do you guys do for fun around here?” 
 
    “Shut up,” La-La commanded. 
 
    Sadie lifted a shoulder as if she didn’t care one way or another, however she did care. She needed to find out who these people were and what they planned on doing with her. “Why should I shut up? It doesn’t make sense. Don’t you want me to talk? Or is it all about torture with your men? Is that it? Ve haf vays of making you talk, right? You guys are a bunch of Nazis, I’m betting.” 
 
    “You think we are the Nazis?” La-La laughed, showing a huge gap in her smile where her front teeth used to be. “That’s rich. That’s fucking funny. And you can talk. Go right ahead. Tell us where you’re from and how many…” She was stopped as more steps shook the boards overhead. 
 
    Someone even bigger than Baloo was striding slowly through the house. “Baggy Pants?” Sadie asked. Mad Jenny, who had gone pale, nodded. Even La-La didn’t seem so self-righteous. 
 
    Baggy Pants was tall and lean as a straw. The jeans he wore weren’t baggy in the least; they were like a second skin. He seemed disappointed in Sadie. “This is it? This is what everyone’s losing their shit over? Phh.” He carried an old, pitted Louisville Slugger, which he tapped on the cracked floor as he walked around Sadie. 
 
    “Seems like a waste,” he said. He didn’t look all that sad, however. “I’m going to need better light than this. Mad, go get some candles.” Mad Jenny was happy to get out of there and scooted up the stairs without looking back.  
 
    Sadie was starting to wig. She could feel her pulse bounding in her temple and she grasped at a straw. “Baloo said to wait,” she said. “You don’t want to cross him, do you? He doesn’t look like the kind of guy who takes insubordination light…” Unexpectedly, Baggy Pants swung the bat, cracking her across the right shin. He didn’t swing for the fences and nor did he need to. He used just enough force to make Sadie scream. The sound ripped out from between her gritted teeth. The pain was electric and went on and on. 
 
    It took minutes, her breath rushing in and out, before she was able to gain some sort of control over herself. When she could, she begged: “Please, you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s more of a need. Speaking of needs, La-La we’re gonna need a bucket. You see when I hit you again, girlie, you’re gonna puke and it ain’t gonna be pretty.” 
 
    Her unsatisfying meal of chewy rib meat was already threatening to come up. Sadie had to fight it back down her throat. La-La backed to the stairs, passing Mad Jenny who had stopped midway down. She held three red Christmas candles in her hands, but they were forgotten as she stared. 
 
    “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Baggy Pants demanded of Jenny. Quickly, she placed the candles on the floor in a triangle around Sadie who couldn’t help feeling like she was being sacrificed to some demon. 
 
    “Listen, Mister,” she said after taking a steadying breath. “Baloo told you to wait. Has it ever occurred to you that I’m not currently your enemy?” 
 
    “Currently? Were you my enemy before?” By the way he said this, slow and carefully as he studied her, Sadie got the idea that he’d had a checkered past and one that he probably didn’t want to have to face. 
 
    “No,” she told him. “But it doesn’t mean I won’t be your enemy going forward. And you don’t want that.” 
 
    He relaxed, letting out a short bark of laughter. “Ooh, am I supposed to be scared of you? Are you a ninja? Is that what all the black is about?” The bark of laughter now settled into a slow chortle. Sadie desperately needed to stretch the time and so she only smiled as he laughed at his own joke. When Mad Jenny failed to join in and the laughter became forced, his smile dipped into a dangerous looking frown. 
 
    She was over the pain in her shin enough that she managed to give him her usual one shouldered shrug. “It’s not me you should fear, not until I’m standing over your bleeding body. No, you should fear my family. If anything happens to me they’ll burn this bitch down, and trust me, they’ll find out who did what to me and there will be retribution.”  
 
    This was no lie. Sadie was sure that if she died, Jillybean wouldn’t be able to recover and God help anyone near her when she melted down.  
 
    The idea of revenge seemed to resonate with Baggy Pants. “And where is your family?” he asked, once more eyeing her closely, the baseball bat unmoving from his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll tell Baloo whatever he needs to know. You have nothing to fear from us as long you keep cool.” 
 
    “Keep cool?” He cracked a smile and began walking around her, once more tapping the bat, hoping to freak her out. It didn’t work. With every minute that went by, she was that much closer to safety. Jillybean would come. She would come like a tornado destroying everything in her path. It had happened before. Baggy Pants should have been the one terrified. 
 
    “I’ll keep my cool,” he said, coming to stand before her, leaning jauntily on the bat as if it were a cane and he an English rake. “I’ll be all sorts of cool, but don’t expect ol’ Baloo to be a gentleman tonight. Oh no. We don’t take to strangers poking around where they’re not wanted.” 
 
    Sadie nodded but said nothing. Silently, she began to count to sixty over and over again. She had counted twelve times and was in the middle of the thirteenth when Baloo’s distinctive tread could be heard coming through the house. He paused somewhere on the main floor to talk to La-La, who hadn’t come back with the bucket. 
 
    “Keep yapping,” Sadie murmured. “Every minute counts, every minute.” The conversation was over all too quickly and Baloo made his way down the stairs. He seemed to think that a slow, heavy approach would set the fear of God in Sadie and she played along, dipping her head to appear afraid, or rather more afraid than she was. 
 
    The bat was a scary interrogation device and she didn’t want to get hit with it again. Once had been more than enough. At the same time, it was an odd tool to use. If they messed her up too much, they wouldn’t get a good price if they decided to sell her. Did that suggest that they weren’t going to sell her at all? Did that make them actual good guys?  
 
    Possibly, she thought. What was a greater possibility, she figured, was that they would beat her just enough to make her talk and then sell her once her bruises had healed. Clearly Baloo had used Baggy Pants and his bat before. 
 
    Baloo leaned against one of the support beams and stared at her. “Look at me,” he ordered. Not wanting things to escalate too quickly, she shook her hair back and stared at the man. In the candle light, he was not quite the monster he had seemed under the harsh beams of the flashlights. He had a heavy shock of black hair that hung over a pale, somewhat washed-out face. 
 
    “Why don’t we do this the easy way? You can tell me what you were doing sneaking around my forests.” 
 
    “Could you tell me what you are planning on doing with me first?” she countered. “Do you plan on selling me? I assume traders come through every once in a while.” 
 
    Baloo gave her a sad smile. “That’s not how this works. I ask the questions and you answer. It’s pretty simple really. Now, you were going to tell me what you were doing sneaking around my forests.” 
 
    Did she dare trust a man who was so quick to use fear and torture with the truth that there were only two others out there, and one, a child? She didn’t think so and yet she didn’t think she’d be able to come up with a lie that would keep her from being beaten. She would fumble around, making up terrible lie after terrible lie until Baggy Pants used the bat again. 
 
    The only question was if she could draw out the easy part of the questioning long enough. Her only hope was that Jimmy had to be freaking out. He had to be doing something, but she didn’t know what that something would be. Was he waking Jillybean? Or was he trudging out to the box canyon alone to check things out for himself?  
 
    He’d wake Jillybean, Sadie thought. Jimmy had never been a great thinker or a leader. He’d wake Jillybean and she would immediately jump to the worst case scenario and she would come with fire in her eyes and lightning on her fingertips—this wasn’t anything she could tell Baloo. 
 
    “I was scouting,” she admitted without elaboration. 
 
    Baloo waited for a few seconds and then sighed. “Annnnd? Please don’t make me…you know.” He gestured to Baggy Pants who had picked up his bat, the barrel of it resting in the palm of his left hand. “Who exactly were you scouting for?” 
 
    “Our group coming out of Wyoming. There’s about six hundred of us looking for a new place to settle down in the west. There’s just too much crap going on out east with the Azael and the River King and all that. We…me and a platoon are scouting for a way through to the Pacific.” 
 
    “Okay, that wasn’t so tough. It seems logical and perfectly fine. It’s just too bad you’re lying. Baggy?”  
 
    Sadie’s eyes flicked to the enforcer just as he swung the bat aiming for her left shin this time. With her ankles tied to the chair there was no way she could move or dodge. The pain was once again outrageous. It roared, not just in her shin, but throughout every bone in her body. 
 
    She was still screaming when Baloo grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. “Does this valley look like the Pacific to you? Is there a beach out front I missed? No? Then you’re lying. Tell me the fucking truth!” 
 
    “You don’t want to do this,” Sadie answered, when she could catch her breath. Her glare was all hate. 
 
    Baggy Pants snorted and said: “She has friends that will…what did you say? ‘Burn this bitch down.’ Supposably, we should be afraid.” 
 
    “Oh, you have some tough friends?” Baloo asked, bending down to look into her face. When she nodded he nodded right along with her. “I believe you and that’s why we’re here. And that’s why I’m going to beat you bloody until you tell me who they are and where they are.” 
 
    “And how many there are,” Baggy Pants added. “Ain’t no six hundred out there or we woulda known and a platoon seems too small for a raiding mission.” 
 
    Sadie shook her head. “No, I said a scouting mission. I know this isn’t the Pacific, I was just hoping not to have to go that far, okay? We were ambushed and…and we lost people. That’s the truth. We saw you guys hunting the buff…” She stopped her tongue, afraid that she had already said too much.  
 
    “You saw the hunters,” Baloo said, sounding suddenly, not just reasonable but friendly. His eyes weren’t anywhere close to friendly, however. They were slitted and shrewd as he took in this bit of information. “What did you do then? Did you go down and snatch one for yourselves?” 
 
    She was slow to answer, feeling turned around by the pain and the terror of saying the wrong thing. “No. We, uh took some of the leftover meat. It was just going to be scavenged anyways, right. There’s no harm in that. We took it and went up into the hills.” 
 
    “Which hills?” 
 
    The question was innocent enough and yet Sadie couldn’t answer. Her mouth came open and for some reason she couldn’t just spit out a direction or a description or anything. 
 
    “Will you do the honors, Baggy?” Baloo asked. 
 
    “No!” Sadie cried, but too late. It was her right shin again and this time she vomited from the pain. The misery went on and on, and she wasn’t able to concentrate on the next question until Baggy Pants threatened her with the bat once more. 
 
    Baloo pulled him back. “I know you’re just trying to protect your friends,” he said, trying to sound reasonable again. It was comforting in a way and Sadie began nodding. “That’s what I’m trying to do as well. It’s not easy out here in the sticks. We got bandits everywhere. You understand…” 
 
    He was interrupted by a sudden crackle of sound. There was a radio clipped to his belt. From it, a hissing voice whispered: “Baloo! Baloo! We got something happening over here.” 
 
    “Who the fuck is this? Wrinkle?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s something going on down the hill from us. It’s hard to see…is that smoke? Is that smoke? Hey Baloo, we got smoke all down the hill. I mean it’s a lot.” 
 
    Baloo glanced over at Sadie and once more his eyes went to squints; he had seen the hope in her face. She knew what the smoke meant: Jillybean. “I’d release me right this second if I were you,” she said. “It’s going to get bad for you.” Her self-assurance wasn’t an act and Baloo saw that too. 
 
    “Hey Wrinkle, tell the boys to keep cool. I’m going to switch some of Dingo Dan’s guys over to you.” Baloo changed the frequency and pulled half his men from the southern stretch of hill and sent them to the northern side. Sadie made sure to keep her face neutral. Jillybean had likely planned for this very outcome. She had probably been hoping for it. 
 
    A tense few minutes passed before Wrinkle came back on, whispering: “Someone triggered one of the flares. Shit, they’re coming!” A lone crack of gunfire was the catalyst for a hundred more. Through it, Wrinkle could be heard yelling: “Another flare! Another flare!” 
 
    Baloo was frozen by the sound of the gunfire. He stood staring up at the ceiling of the basement as the cracks and bangs went off all along the northern hill. When it petered out, he turned to Sadie and yelled into her face: “You are going to tell me how many guys you got right this second or so help me, I’ll break your knee caps.” 
 
    She was utterly unfazed. They had no idea what sort of terror they had unleashed on themselves. “Do you want to die?” she asked. “If you let me go right now, I might be able to save you.” The two locked eyes for a good thirty seconds before Baloo turned away. For a moment, Sadie thought she had won, however, without looking, he jerked a thumb at Baggy Pants, who slowly stepped forward, not nearly so full of swagger as he had been.  
 
    “She’ll know what happened here,” Sadie said through gritted teeth. What was about to happen would hurt terribly, but at least she knew there’d be revenge. “She’s going to torch this valley and everyone in it.” 
 
    The words were barely out before Baggy Pants swung the Louisville Slugger.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    Her breath sucked in as her face twisted into a grimace ready to scream in anticipation of the searing pain she knew was coming. The bat could shatter her knee cap with the same ease it could destroy a Christmas bulb. The pitted hunk of wood whistled through the air, but then…“Stop!” Baloo ordered.  
 
    Baggy Pants tried to check his swing, but too late and the barrel rapped against Sadie’s right knee with just enough force to have her cursing. “Son of a bitch! Motherfucker, that hurt!” The pain was similar to that of walking into an end table in the dark. It hurt enough to turn her face red, but at least it wasn’t debilitating and it wasn’t anything like what she had already experienced. 
 
    “What is it?” Baggy Pants asked. 
 
    “I…I, just hold on for a second,” Baloo said, once more his head cranked upwards as if he had heard something. There was only the confused stutter of gunfire and Wrinkle yelling through the radio trying to find out what everyone was shooting at. “We’ll never know what she’ll say is a lie or not. At least not in the time we have, and I have to see what the hell is happening.” 
 
    He clenched an impotent fist at Sadie and then hurried up the stairs, the pine boards creaking loudly under his feet. They stopped somewhere in the hallway. There was a pause and then they began heading back. Sadie was stuck midway between hope and fear. 
 
    Was it Jillybean? If so, she had worked amazingly fast. But what if Baloo had changed his mind? She was pretty sure that she would spill her guts after another swing of that dreadful bat. 
 
    When she saw Baloo’s hands up, Sadie let out a weak but happy laugh before saying: “Careful, there’s three of them down here.” 
 
    The three people in the basement looked confused at first and none of them reached for a gun until it was too late. Baggy Pants dropped his bat and had a hand on the pistol holstered at his hip when he saw Jillybean decked out in leaves and branches, dressed like a tiny shrub. Sticking out of what was arguably the best camouflage Sadie had ever seen was a small hand holding a .38. 
 
    Slowly Baggy Pants lifted his hand away from his gun. “Wh-what is this?” he asked. 
 
    “Shut up,” Jillybean said, pulling back her hood and showing them a twisted, unsettling version of herself. 
 
    Next to Sadie, Mad Jenny swallowed loudly. If she was truly mad, it wasn’t obvious compared to Jillybean, who had never looked worse. The grin on her face was stretched so far back that all of her teeth showed in a maniac’s smile. Worse were her twitchy eyes. 
 
    As they watched, one blue orb slid to the right to stare balefully at Baggy Pants who took a step back, saying, “Whoa, that’s freaky. How did she do that?” 
 
    “Cut me loose,” Sadie said, speaking as evenly as she could. Jillybean was on a hair trigger ready to explode at the slightest provocation, real or imagined. “Baloo, cut me loose if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    The leader of the valley ignored her. He slowly turned to face Jillybean. “Hey, slow down, okay? You got to see this isn’t the right way to do things. Okay? Listen to me, you’re on a path that has only one destination and it isn’t good.” 
 
    One of Jillybean’s eyes turned up to the man. “You’re wrong. There are many—perhaps an infinite number of possible endings here.” She spoke in a dreamy voice as if what was happening wasn’t real. “Do you know what permutations are? It’s a math word that kinda means possibilities. The ending of all of this depends on so many, what’s the grode-up word? Yes, thanks Ipes, factors is the word.” 
 
    “What factors?” Baloo asked, trying to sound calm despite the utter insanity in the little girl. 
 
     “To start, do you try to grab my gun or not? If so, I will shoot you in the heart and then I will shoot the tall guy in the guts so he’ll die slow. Then I’ll probably shoot the women because they’ll run. But what if you’re faster than you look and get the gun? That changes things. Then I’ll flick this switch.” 
 
    She held up a remote control detonator, her thumb already on a black button. “And what’s that do?” Baloo asked. 
 
    “It’ll blow up your fuel depot. No one was watching it. There wasn’t even a lock on the gate and now there’s a pipe bomb attached to the runoff valve. When it goes off, it’s gonna be big.” 
 
    “Why the hell would you want to blow up the fuel?” Baloo asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. You,” he said, pointing at Sadie, “can you tell her not to blow anything up and maybe not shoot us, either.” 
 
    Before Sadie could say anything, one way or the other, Jillybean said: “I don’t want to shoot anyone, but Eve does. She wants to shoot someone real bad.” 
 
    Suddenly, Sadie felt as though the real bomb wasn’t attached to some runoff valve, it was right there in the room. “Is that the same Eve from before?” she asked, careful to keep her voice calm as possible. 
 
    One of Jillybean’s eyes swiveled chameleon-like toward Sadie as she answered, “Yes, she says she wants vengeance on them guys for hurting you, but I don’t think that’s true. I think she just wants to kill these people. She likes that. It makes us feel strong, like we can do anything and we don’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    “Can you control her?” The ultimate question. If Eve could get loose within Jillybean, there was a good chance that they were only minutes from a blood bath. “Can you tell her that we need hostages not corpses. Can you tell her that for me?” 
 
    Jillybean shook her head. “She can hear you, but doesn’t care. And I can only control her for a little bit. She’s strong and doesn’t want to go back. When I tried, I couldn’t. It was like trying to wrestle an octopus into a soda can.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Baloo asked. 
 
    “Shh!” Sadie hissed. “If you want to live, shut up.” She glared him into silence and then assured Jillybean: “It’s going to be okay. You’re just stressed. You’re afraid for me, but now I’m safe. La-La, cut me free and don’t do anything stupid. She’ll shoot you and not even blink.” 
 
    La-La’s hand shook as she slowly reached into her pocket for a little folding knife. She went down to one knee, not noticing that she was kneeling in Sadie’s vomit. “Are you Jillybean?” she asked, glancing back for a flash before she began to saw at the twine. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t wanna, but there are stories of a little girl who…does things. You know who blows stuff up and rescues people. That sort of thing.” 
 
    It seemed like the sort of question that would bring Eve right out, however it had the opposite effect. It was almost as if the name “Jillybean” had sent Eve scurrying back into the dark. But it wasn’t all good news. Both of Jillybean’s eyes snapped right to Sadie’s face and the fear in them couldn’t be more obvious. They had been hoping to ditch the name Jillybean but even out in the middle of this empty wilderness, a thousand miles from anything, the stories had spread. 
 
    “No,” Sadie said, quickly. “She’s not real. Jillybean is just a myth or a rumor. Now cut me free, damn it.” 
 
    “Either way, we don’t use names here,” Baloo said. “You know the rules, La-La. Now, uh, little girl, we don’t really care where you’re from, or who you are. We just don’t want anyone to get hurt. So be careful with that gun.” 
 
    Sadie groaned as she tried to get to her feet. Her shins ached so badly that she couldn’t stand without trusting most of her weight to the rickety, broken-backed chair. “You don’t want anyone to get hurt? That’s funny, Baloo because I’m hurting pretty bad right now. What do you have to say about that?” 
 
    “Hey, wait,” Baggy Pants said, interrupting. “Is someone attacking us or what? What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    Baloo was standing in the flickering light of the three candles, blinking slowly as something dawned on him. “No, it was just her. I think we made a mistake.” 
 
    A harsh bark of laughter escaped Sadie. Her fear was draining away, leaving a hangover of bitter anger in its place. “Ha! Beating me with a bat is what you call a ‘mistake?’ You know what? It might be more of a mistake than you realize.” She took Baggy Pants’s pistol and then backed to Jillybean, limping as she went. “Why don’t you give me the detonator?” she asked the little girl. 
 
    “But Chris wants to blow up the fuel depot,” Jillybean whispered. “He’s like real keen on it. Do you think we can? It’ll be awful cool.” 
 
    “No, we need it as our ace in the hole to get out of here. Okay? Can you give it to me, please?” The hand twitched once and then slowly lifted. It was even slower to open. “Alright, good. Now, all of you get on the ground, face down with your hands behind your back.” 
 
    Mad Jenny and La-La were quick to drop down. The two men, however were slower. Baloo had calculations clicking along in his eyes, while Baggy Pants held fear. He clearly didn’t want to put himself in such a vulnerable position after what he had done. “The bat wasn’t my idea. It was Baloo. He did it. He made me.” 
 
    Sadie’s dark eyes flashed and the anger began to pulse in her head. “So you’re saying that I shouldn’t be mad because you were just being a good little Nazi and following orders? Well, that’s not going to cut it as an excuse. At a minimum, you’re going to get a taste of the bat. If I was you I would consider praying and begging for mercy.” 
 
    “Can I beg for mercy for him,” Baloo asked. “He’s right. I’m the leader here. I brought him here knowing full well what would happen. His punishment should be my punishment.” 
 
    It infuriated her even more that they wanted to be suddenly civilized as if the chair and the burning twine and the vomit weren’t sitting out like exhibits in their trial. Furious, she advanced on Baloo with the pistol pointed and her finger pulling back on the trigger. She was prepared to shoot him, however Jillybean stopped her by asking: “Can Eve kill him. She promises to go back if I let her kill him.” 
 
    This smothered the fire in Sadie. “No, sorry. You can fight her, Jil…I mean just hold on for a few minutes.” It didn’t appear that the little girl could. Although her eyes were centered, they twitched in a dreadful manner. This was also Baloo’s fault, however Sadie’s anger didn’t come surging back; she didn’t let it. 
 
    To save Jillybean from herself, she needed to de-escalate the situation as fast as she could. “La-La, get the twine and tie everyone up. And if I don’t see the twine cutting into their flesh, I’m going to take it out on you. Baggy, if you want mercy, I need you to start talking: where’s the closest vehicle? I’m talking a Jeep or a hummer or a Range Rover.” 
 
    “In the garage,” he spat out as quick as he could. “Right upstairs. It’s a Suburban, but if that won’t do, we also have a couple of Jeeps parked over by the wall.” 
 
    “The Suburban is fully loaded,” Baloo added. “The keys are in it and it’s all gassed up. Take it if you want to. There’s food upstairs, also; enough for days.” 
 
    Sadie suddenly felt her anger spike. She had to count to ten before she could trust herself to speak and not yell. “Wow, your generosity is sooo overwhelming that I might just forget what you did to me. Maybe if you hadn’t started in with the…” Wrinkles on the radio asking for guidance cut her off. She listened for a moment and then told Baloo: “Have them hold in place.” 
 
    She held the radio to his face and thumbed the talk button. “Have everyone hold their positions while we interrogate the girl,” he said. Before Sadie could take the radio away, he continued: “This might have been a mistake, so try to calm everyone down.” 
 
    Sadie yanked the radio away. “Look, Baloo, I’m not buying the goody-two-shoe act, so you can cut it out.” She turned to Jillybean and nearly blurted out her name again, “Jil…” She stopped in mid-word, grimaced and started over. “Sweetie, we don’t have a lot of time. Can you go check out the Suburban? Can you handle that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so now that Chris is gone.” Although her lips were still a little crooked and the gun still held in a stiff grip, her eyes were clear blue and the twitches were fading into nothing. “You shouldn’t be mad at him. He likes bombs, but he’s actually real nice and just wants to have fun.” 
 
    “I’m not mad, just get going.” When Jillybean had slipped away. The room grew tense. “Lie down, La-La,” Sadie ordered and then hobbled to each person to check the tightness of the twine. La-La had done such a good job that Mad Jenny was practically crying. Sadie wanted to feel sorry for her but bit it back.  
 
    Keeping a sharp eye on the others, Sadie tied up La-La and then went to the bat and picked it up and went to stand over Baggy Pants, who watched her with one glaring eye. Baloo shook his head, sweeping the dusty floor with his shaggy hair. “Don’t do it,” he ordered. “You’re not safe, yet, are you? If you give in to revenge and the tables get turned, what do you think will happen? What do you think Baggy will do?” 
 
    “If he’s dead, he won’t do anything, will he?” Sadie shot back. “I’m sorry but I’ve seen too much of this crap. I’ve seen too many bastards just like this guy. You wanted him, Baloo because you knew what he would do. You knew what kind of monster he is. Whatever else happens, I think the world would be better without him in it. He’s a perversion.” 
 
    Sadie shoved the pistol down the back of her pants and took the bat in both hands. She didn’t want to have to kill Baggy Pants, but knew in her heart that it was the right thing—he’d been just too quick to swing that bat himself. “Live by the bat,” she said and hoisted the hunk of wood. “Die by the bat.” 
 
    “He’s not a perversion,” Mad Jenny said in a squeaky little voice. Sadie paused with the bat held high. “He was bad, that’s true. He was a slaver like a lot of men. But he saved me. He risked his life to save me and some other women, and he didn’t ask anything for anything in return, like favors or none of that. So, you’re wrong. He’s not a perversion. He’s just a hard man doing what he has to.” 
 
    “And you think that he had to beat me with that bat?” Sadie demanded, raising her voice. “Huh? You think he really had to? Is that what you want me to believe?” 
 
    Baloo answered with a quick: “Yes. And I had to order him to do it. If you and that girl are really alone and you were just poking about to see what kind of people we are, well I’m sorry about what happened. But you would be the first truly innocent people to come along since we walled off this little valley. All we get are bands of slavers coming through here, always looking to kill and rape and steal. You can hit us with that bat all you want, but it won’t change the fact that you came here in the dark of night just like a hundred slavers before you.” 
 
    Sadie’s fists turned white on the bat for a moment before she growled and tossed it aside. She had to admit to herself that Neil would have done the same thing and she probably would have been cheering him on. Right and wrong were no longer so easy to define as they used to be. It had become terribly subjective. 
 
    And she had to think how Jillybean would take it if she came down to see a man’s head dashed in and Sadie holding the murder weapon. “Fine, maybe you’re right,” she said through gritted teeth. She still wanted to grind her heel into his eye. She turned away and gave a little jump.  
 
    Jillybean was on the stairs watching her. She had moved through the house so silently that for a moment Sadie had the peculiar sensation that she was a ghost. “Uh, is there really a car in the garage?” 
 
    The little girl nodded. “Yessum, but we can’t stay too much longer. There’s a time limit to these sorts of things. Like a clock. You keep it in your head. Are you gonna take one of them?” 
 
    “She’s going to take me,” Baloo said. “I’m the leader. I can get you through the gate.” 
 
    Sadie didn’t like how quickly he had volunteered. Was it a trick? Did he know something about the Suburban that they didn’t? Perhaps it had a tracking device on it, or maybe it had a bad belt and would break down after only so many miles. But did they have time to get a new vehicle? Jillybean was right about the lack of time. The valley was small, too small to try anything fancy. They had hostages and a vehicle. It would get them to safety. 
 
    “We’ll take Baloo and La-La,” Sadie said. “And Baggy, you better believe it that I will kill them if I have to.” 
 
    With Sadie barely able to stand, it took some doing to get their hostages on their feet and moving. Jillybean went first, stalking through the candle-lit house like a cat. She directed them to the garage, stopping in the kitchen long enough to stare around as if she had heard something when in fact she had noticed crumbs. 
 
    “Bread crumbs,” she whispered as if the little specks were made of diamonds instead of ground wheat. Like a blood hound hot on the trail, she went directly for a drawer beside the sink. “Holy-moly. Can I have some of this?” From a bag, she pulled a roundish lump the size of her head. One end of it had been cut off and was flat and white. 
 
    “I think it’ll be all right,” Sadie said, giving Baloo a look, daring him to say anything. Wisely, he kept silent. Against all hope, Jillybean then went to the refrigerator. She glanced in and the face she made, as if she had just sniffed a rotting corpse, told Sadie that it wasn’t working. 
 
    “I was hoping for some butter. That would be the dream, right, Sadie.” Jillybean didn’t notice the accidental drop of the name. On the other hand, Sadie heard it as though it had been broadcast to the world. She glanced at Baloo, whose eyes had widened. He quickly dropped his chin. 
 
    He had to have heard, but had the name meant anything to him? And did it really matter? Mad Jenny had picked Jillybean out of a one girl lineup and most people who knew Jillybean knew who she traveled with. There was no getting that cat back in the bag, there was only clearing out of there as fast as they could. 
 
    The bread disappeared beneath Jillybean’s ghillie suit as she headed into the garage, where she stood just to the side of an immense green SUV that took up the entire garage. She had a faraway look which Sadie always took to be her “thinkings” look. “Mister Baloo will have to drive,” Jillybean announced. “And Miss La-La will be in the back with me. He will call on the radio to open the gate…but why? Why would he?” 
 
    They all understood the question. What would be urgent enough to get Baloo to open the gate in the middle of what had begun as an attack? What excuse would be believed? 
 
    “You could say that someone with you guys is pregnant,” La-La offered. “Like they had begun to have the kid out there in the woods. Everyone likes babies, you know.” 
 
    As much as she was into babies, Jillybean was unconvinced. “I don’t know if that would work. Is Mister Baloo your resident medical specialist?” she asked. He shook his head. “That’s what I thought. And either way, we need something more urgent to you guys, not to us.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with just saying they’re our hostages?” Sadie asked. “It should work just fine…unless your people don’t really like you, Baloo.” 
 
    “They love him,” La-La stated as if it was a fact that shouldn’t have been questioned. “His people would do anything for him.” 
 
    That sounded a little too much like the Believers of New Eden, one of whom had happily jumped on a grenade for their false prophet. That sort of cult worship was frightening. “They might love him too much for our needs. We need something else.” 
 
    A second later, Jillybean snapped her fingers, her face lighting up. “I got it. The buffaloes! A little while ago, Chris said we coulda gotted one of the babies with all of the hubbabaloo going on. He thought it would be a good idea to, you know to raise it for cheese and milk. That’s what we can say the smoke was for. It was a distraction to keep you guys here while bad guys were going after the buffaloes, you know shooting them and stuff.” 
 
    Baloo considered this, managing to look calmly thoughtful even with both of his arms tied behind his back. “It might work. I’ll say that there’s only a few of you and that one truck might scare you off.” 
 
    The plan was as sound as any and Sadie agreed to it quickly. Before cutting the two hostages free, she searched both of them and the Suburban. Once they were free, she was extra twitchy and true to her training under Captain Grey, she kept her pistol tucked in close to her chest. Baloo might have been a big man and slow on his feet, but that didn’t mean he had a dull mind or slow reactions. She was sure he would be looking for any lapse in concentration or vigilance on her part. 
 
     Once they were all in the SUV, she handed over the radio, saying: “No funny business.” 
 
    “I just want to get this over with,” he replied. True to his word, he stayed on point and if there were any hidden messages, they were so subtle or arcane that all the vigilance in the world wouldn’t have helped. 
 
    “Hey, Jonny Jam are you on the wall tonight? This is Baloo, over.” 
 
    A moment of crackling and then: “Yeah, this is me. What the hell’s going on, do you know? We getting attacked?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. The smoke was just a diversion. Supposedly we got some poachers going after the herd. Open up the gate, will you? Me and some…a crew are going to check it out real quick. While I’m gone, keep the place buttoned up tight, got it?” 
 
    It wasn’t ten seconds later that the night air was disturbed by the squealing of metal on metal. The radio crackled some more, this time it was Wrinkle panicking. “What the hell? What the hell? Someone tell me what the hell’s going on.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Wrinkle. I just found out that we might have some poachers going after the herd. There’s just a few of them. Me and Baggy are going to run them off. To be on the safe side, I want everyone to hold still for a bit longer.” 
 
    Baloo had a low, gravelly voice that exuded calm and Wrinkle gave a: “Ten-four,” and just like that, suspicions were allayed, panic was forgotten and the four of them buzzed through the gate. They were, to Sadie’s great amazement and joy, free.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Holding the gun had bothered Jillybean. It was like touching the posts of a battery. Not one fully charged, but one with just enough juice in it to send an unpleasant zing through her nerves, along her bones, and deep into her where the dark things lurked.  
 
    The gun was heavy and felt evil as though it hadn’t been made of metal, but of sins, millions of sins compressed and formed into the perfect shape to make murder. It was the same gun she had used to execute the Colonel and his three men, and the River King and the man who had shot Ipes… 
 
    With the gun in her hand it was hard to remember her little friend. He was there in the darkness begging her to get control back, however the whispers were too loud. As she had stalked toward the box-canyon and Baloo, there had been a hissing, roaring static in her head, drowning everything out. 
 
    THEY had her sister and THEY would have to pay…and yet when she tried to picture Sadie she saw Neil lying in the rain, bleeding, or she saw Captain Grey being whipped to death, or Sarah, burned and tortured, stepping in front of her to catch the bullet in her chest. 
 
    It was so confusing to her that when she had first walked down into the basement, she wanted to ask the man with the bat if they were back in New Eden? Or were they on a ferry boat she had set on fire? Would Trey come through the door all water-logged and dead? 
 
    And who was the man with the bat? She didn’t know and yet the bigger question was what had he done to Sadie with that bat? Did it deserve execution? Sadie’s face had been pinched and her teeth clenched—she was in pain. He had hurt her just like so many others had. Thinking about pain and bad people…oh, there had been so many bad guys and so many dead friends and now there were so many voices in her head that she couldn’t remember exactly who she was herself. 
 
    But then the plain, straggle-haired woman they called La-La had asked if she was Jillybean. That had been like throwing ice water on a simmering lust. The whispers fell silent and there was only Chris and Eve in her, and when Jillybean had been distracted checking out the Suburban the two seemed to shrink from her consciousness. 
 
    Now, as Baloo drove, Jillybean barely felt them. She was too wigged out as La-La wouldn’t stop staring, as if the little girl was some sort of celebrity. They weren’t a hundred yards past the gate before the woman blurted: “Did you really blow up that bridge? You know the River King’s bridge? It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone your secret. It’s our way—no names and no past.” 
 
    “Is that because you guys all did bad stuff?” Jillybean asked. She didn’t mean the question in a judgmental way. Surrounded by the glass house of her past, she would be the last person to throw a stone. 
 
    Baloo answered for La-La: “We’ve all done some bad things. Really, I don’t think there’s anyone alive who hasn’t had to set aside their morals at least once during the apocalypse. We understand that and we accept it. And we accept anyone who is willing to put the past behind them, as long as they’re willing to live under our rules.” 
 
    Jillybean felt her heart kick up a notch. “And what are the rules?” she asked with unrestrained eagerness. “Are they normal rules, like how people used to live?” 
 
    “We don’t have human sacrifices, if that’s what you mean,” La-La answered, once more showing off the wide gap in her teeth as she smiled. “It’s just normal stuff like not stealing and stuff like that. You could come and be with us. We’d take you and your friend. Is she…” She turned her dull brown eyes toward Sadie. “…Is she really the River King’s daughter and did you really kill him?” 
 
    Baloo sucked in his breath. “La-La, you know our laws. We don’t ask this sort of thing.” 
 
    La-La arched an eyebrow. “We can ask strangers anything we want. There’s no rule about that. We do it all the time, Jillybean, so don’t think I’m picking on you. It’s how we find out what’s going on out in the world. Also, there’s nothing else to do now that TV is gone. Everyone sits around the campfire telling stories. You’re something of a folk hero to a lot of people.” 
 
    Jillybean had been about to ask that they change the subject, but the term folk hero stopped her. She knew what a hero was, but had no idea what a “folk” was. Still, it seemed very much like a compliment and she temporarily forgot about the gun in her hand. 
 
    “I guess I did blowded up the River King’s bridge,” she admitted. 
 
    “Jilly!” Sadie hissed and then a second later grimaced at having used her name. “Damn. Okay, listen you two, stick to your laws and stop asking questions or I’ll…” She fumbled over her words, unable to finish the useless threat. In exasperation, she turned back to Jillybean and said: “We really don’t know these people so let’s plead the fifth from here on, okay?” 
 
    “A fifth of what?” Jillybean asked. She had heard of something called a fifth of whiskey, but Sadie wasn’t much of a drinker. It had to be a fifth of something else they were supposed to ask for but she didn’t know exactly what. 
 
    Sadie growled: “It means we have the right to remain silent, so let’s do that, okay? Let’s just find Jimmy and…ugh! Forget that name, too,” she ordered, giving a little flick of the black pistol towards Baloo. 
 
    He smiled—Jillybean thought him far less intimidating when he smiled. “Sure, his name is forgotten. Where is he? Down by the fields, I take it. The uh, girl did mention the baby buffaloes. They sure are cute when they’re small.” 
 
    Jillybean agreed that they were and had to resist the urge to prattle on about them or about any baby animal, even though she really wanted to. Despite everything, she trusted Baloo and had to ask: “You had kids in the Before didn’t you?” His smile went thin, becoming more of a line with a poked-up little grimace at each end. He said nothing and she went on, “I know from the name you picked. It’s from the Jungle Book. Baloo the Bear. I liked him.” 
 
    “Everyone likes our Baloo,” La-La said, touching his shoulder. When Baloo didn’t say anything and only drove with his hands clenched on the wheel, she went on, “Hey, you know what’s funny? If you joined our group, you’d be the only person who could take a normal name, like Sally or Jane. You know because Jillybean is already kind of out there. But you wouldn’t have to, you could take any name you wanted.” 
 
    “I’d be May Flower,” Jillybean said automatically. “On account that’s what my mom said once.” The memory of the warm May day swam in front of her like a mirage—the barking dog, the constantly curving frisbee, her mom so happy. Sadie shook her head, dispelling the memory. Jillybean understood that head shake much better than she did begging for fifths. It meant they weren’t going to stay with Baloo’s group. 
 
    The reasons were obvious: there were too few of them. Their supply situation, stuck out in the middle of nowhere like they were, would be forever tenuous, and, by their own admission, they were surrounded by bad guys who were already nipping around the edges of their world like wolves around the buffalo herd. The community was precariously balanced and there was one thing Jillybean knew about herself: she drew trouble like a magnet. 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, La-La, but we can’t stay. We have to get going west to the Pacific.” 
 
    “So, it was true, you were scouting,” Baloo said, seeming disappointed in himself. He was still shaking his head when they rolled down from the last hill and came on the fields. Sadie pointed to the nearest house and a minute later, he pulled up the drive. Before they got out, he stopped Sadie. “Since you are scouting, let me give you some advice, steer clear of Idaho Falls. There’s a group down there that’s all sorts of trouble. Slavers and bandits and everything in between. They’ll take one look at you and Jil…and her, I mean, and that will be it for you.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s right where we were heading for.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he answered with a shrug. This was followed by silence that stretched out. When it grew awkward, Baloo said: “Okay,” which seemed to be the signal for the four of them to climb out of the SUV.  
 
    Now the guns were no longer held with the same enmity as minutes before. In fact, Jillybean forgot she was even holding hers. She was squinting around in the dark. “Jimmy?” she called in a carrying whisper. “Hey, Jimmy! It’s us.” 
 
    Sadie, who was sitting on the running board, tried next: “It’s okay, Jimmy, they’re our hostages.” When she realized that didn’t sound so great, she turned to Baloo. “I guess you and La-La can take off. Will you be alright walking back?” 
 
    La-La stepped forward and nervously asked: “You’re taking the truck? Can we at least take your old car? You know, because of the stiffs?” 
 
    “We don’t have a car,” Jillybean said, quietly. Whenever she thought about Hank the Hummer and all the work she had put into getting him ready for the trip, it made her more than a bit sad. “We had a Humvee, but there were bandits and a bomb and it fell off a mountain with us in it. He didn’t make it and we’ve been walking for days and days ever since.” 
 
    “Then take the Suburban,” Baloo told Sadie. “It’s the least we can do and, um hey, I hope there’s no hard feelings. I really was just trying to protect my people.” 
 
    Sadie gave a shrug. “I’ll heal, so I guess not.” Baloo started to put his hand out as if he wanted to shake Sadie’s hand, but she still held the pistol she had taken from Baggy Pants and the moment became strained. Since they had both been hostage and hostage taker, it wasn’t likely going to get any less strained and the fact that it was the dead of night didn’t help. 
 
    “Bye,” Sadie said, “and good luck.” After exchanging good byes, Baloo and La-La disappeared into the night. Jillybean could hear their steps on the gravel as they trudged away. Sadie listened awhile as well and then turned a little, hobbling circle calling out: “Jimmy! Come on, man. It’s us.” 
 
    Jillybean worried that if she got any louder she would start attracting monsters. And what good was the calling doing, anyway? If Jimmy was where she had left him, he had to have heard by now. Which meant he was either afraid and cowering in the forest or he had left for some reason. 
 
    “He was over there near those woods,” she said, walking across the dirt trail to the forest of pine that overlooked the field and the little farmhouse. The handcart was there but there was no sign of Jimmy. 
 
    Sadie grumbled: “What the hell? I bet he’s gone to the valley to see if you needed help. It’s a fine time to grow a pair.”  
 
    Jillybean had heard that saying before, but never knew what it meant. In this case, she guessed there was some sort of sarcasm involved. But she didn’t think he had gone to the valley—it wasn’t his way. She had been with him for days on end and had heard his stories of war and fighting and close escapes. In none of them had he taken the lead.  
 
    He was a natural follower who had shrunk as a person when Sergeant Steinman had died, and had shrunk even more when Sadie had been captured. What had he been like when Jillybean left?  
 
    No better than a mouse, Ipes said. 
 
    I’d say an ant, Chris suggested. He’s probably crawling around in the bushes. 
 
    He’s a turd, Eve said. We all know what happened to him. He ran away. He didn’t believe in you, Jillybean. He thought you were crazy. Ha! You sure proved him wrong. 
 
    “Shut it,” Jillybean said, under her breath.  
 
    Sadie caught the mumbled words and turned slightly towards her sister. “Huh? Did you say something?” 
 
    “I-I said darn it,” Jillybean lied. She hated being crazy and she hated that everyone knew she was crazy. Lying was wrong, but a thousand times over it had been proven that being crazy was more wrong, even with her sister. Maybe, especially with her sister. Jillybean wanted more than anything for Sadie, not just to like her, but also to respect her. But how could someone respect a maniac? 
 
    “I think Jimmy ran off,” Jillybean said. “There’s stuff missing from the cart. His backpack and some food and all the rest of the M4 ammo, which really is a weasel thing to do, not that it matters, I guess.”  
 
    Sadie was no longer toting around her M4; the only conclusion that could be drawn from that was that it had been taken from her when she had been captured and she had forgotten to get it back in the rush to escape. Now they were down to the bombs Jillybean had rucked about for the last few days, her .38 and the black pistol that Sadie had grabbed with whatever ammo was in the clip. 
 
    “Jimmy, damn it!” Sadie said poking around in the handcart, seeing for herself the truth. In frustration, she gave the contraption a shake. “Okay, he couldn’t have gone far. Thirty minutes on foot…what’s that, two miles? I bet he’s heading back to the cabin.” 
 
    Jillybean wondered if going after him was worth it, and yet she didn’t have a better idea. Her brain was still a bit squirrelly.  
 
    They loaded up the Suburban with everything from the handcart and slowly drove back to the cabin. It had been a three hour trek on foot; with the SUV it took a quarter of that time and that was only because they rolled slowly along, shouting his name. 
 
    They saw nothing but a few monsters, which lumbered at them, crashing through the undergrowth uncaring that the branches further shredded their flesh and tore away the last remnants of the rags they wore. Whenever that happened, Sadie spurted the Suburban forward until the monsters were struggling to catch up. 
 
    As they both expected, the cabin was empty. Jimmy would have had to run all the way to beat them there. “So what do we do?” Sadie asked. She had limped around the cabin and now was on the couch in the front room, looking too tired to make it back to the Suburban even if they had a destination in mind. 
 
    Jillybean walked to the kitchen, stood for a moment with her hands on her hips and then went to stare at the bedrooms, two of which were crawling in black mold. She tsked at the sight before heading back into the living room. “We spend the night,” she stated. “I’ll hide the truck. We’ll get you set up on that couch and in the morning…I don’t know, go on, I guess. We can’t go back, that’s for certain. What if the other teams are doing even worserer than us?” It seemed like a farfetched idea and yet the world was a bad place these days. 
 
    Sadie’s eyes were closing by degrees. She was exhausted from her long labors hauling the handcart, and the injuries she had been dealt at the hands of Baggy Pants and his bat.  
 
    “We’ll spend the night,” Jillybean said again, this time quieter. “I’ll get you a blanket. How about you lay back?” Her sister had her eyes closed by the time Jillybean came back with the least musty-smelling blanket she could find. 
 
    She trusts you, Ipes told her. Jillybean was also exhausted and his voice was the only one in her head. The rest was white noise which had her brain going fuzzy. She fought against the desire to sleep. There were traps and alarms to set. She had to picture Jimmy as she worked. She had to take everything she knew about him into account as she strung wire and placed her pipe bombs. 
 
    As cranky as she was with him, she didn’t want to waste a bomb on him. They were strictly just in case Baloo wasn’t what he seemed. She had read him as an honest man, but she had been wrong before.  
 
    She wove a web around the cabin. It was perfect in its construction and yet it caught nothing. Jimmy kept far away and Baloo was either the good guy Jillybean thought he was or he was smart enough to know when he had come up against an opponent who was beyond his depth. Whichever the case, the two slept through the remainder of the night and well into the morning. 
 
    Jillybean woke with a fright. A hand shook her and when she looked around she was shocked to see Sadie laid out on the floor lengthwise, almost like a snake. “I need your help,” Sadie said around what Jillybean at first though was a warped smile. It was, in fact, a grimace of pain. Both of her shins were purpled and swollen, unable to bear her weight. 
 
    It was up to Jillybean to bathe and feed her sister, as well as to gather up all of the hidden supplies they had left behind only the day before. The most important of these supplies was the partially filled five gallon gas can. The thing weighed nearly as much as the little girl. She went about these chores slowly. There was no rush. The idea of traveling through bandit country while the sun was up filled them both with dread. 
 
    They whiled away the daylight hours, napping in Sadie’s case and, for the most part, reading in Jillybean’s. She felt she was too much of a big girl to take a nap. After preparing the Suburban’s brake and gas pedals for her short legs, a process which only took four empty tin cans, some glue and seven minutes, she went in search of appropriate reading material. 
 
    Sadly, there wasn’t much that a little girl would be interested in, however among the dry Ludlums and dull Micheners, she found The Call of the Wild and devoured it in one long pull that lasted for hours. She was so captivated by the adventures of Buck the sled dog that even after reading to the final period, she sat there in a near dream state, picturing herself in the frozen Klondike, living the life of a timber wolf, which seemed much better than the life she was living now. 
 
    She was so lost that she didn’t notice for some time that the sun was setting and that her sister was awake and staring at her. “We have to talk,” Sadie said, her voice a sad whisper. Alarm bells rang inside Jillybean’s head. There was only one reason for her to use that voice. “Is Eve back?” 
 
    That was the reason. Ipes was Mister Safety and Chris was Mister Juvenile Fun, But Eve was evil. 
 
    The non-answer was answer enough and Sadie sighed. “She can’t be back, Jillybean. I saw Neil throw her into the fire. She’s dead…so why talk about her?” Jillybean sat there in silence, while the world outside took on a pinkish hue as the sun dipped between two peaks. She couldn’t bring herself to tell the truth. 
 
    “Jillybean? Please.” 
 
    Her little mouth opened and closed twice before she answered: “She came back, that’s why I said her name. But I-I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m not blaming you, I’m just trying to get you to see that she can’t be back. She died. She burned up into nothing. And once something’s dead, they don’t come back.” 
 
    “That’s not always true, Ipes is back, too. He’s quieter now and doesn’t make fun of people as much as he used to, so that’s good, right?” 
 
    Sadie was silent for well over a minute, her eyes searching the growing shadows as if for answers. Eventually, she came up with one: “Maybe Ipes didn’t actually die. He is made of fluff, and…and he’d been hurt before and came away just fine. I think he just recovered, but Eve is dead. You have to accept that.” 
 
    Even if Jillybean wanted to accept it, Eve wouldn’t. I got out of that doll before they could kill me, Jillybean. Tell her that and tell her to mind her own crummy business. 
 
    “She says she got out of the doll before Mister Neil could burn it. That’s what she says.” 
 
    This seemed to infuriate, Sadie who cried: “Stop, Jillybean! She isn’t real. You made up Eve just like you made up Chris. And now you need to unmake them. They’re dangerous, sweetie. They could hurt you. They could hurt me. You don’t want that, do you?” 
 
    The very idea had tears springing up in her eyes. “I’d never hurt you, never ever.” 
 
    “Then please get rid of Eve. Please, for me.” 
 
    Jillybean nodded, swiped away her tears and tried to smile as convincingly as possible, while inside, Eve only laughed. You can’t get rid of me, but even if you did, look at what would take my place. 
 
    No, Jillybean replied. I won’t look at anything you have to show me and…and you know what? Sadie’s right. It’s time for you to go. I’ll get Chris and Ipes to help me get rid of you. 
 
    That sounded like a good plan only Ipes was suddenly tiny and Chris was reluctant. Maybe you should look. It’s not good, he said. 
 
    She knew right away what they wanted to show her: the whispers. Or rather what made the whispers. Jillybean pulled herself out of her own mind before she could see what was inside, feeding on her insanity. The very idea filled her with terror because she guessed that if she really saw what made the whispers she would turn and become like her mother: a withered vegetable who died with her eyes sunk into her head and her dank mouth open. 
 
    Jillybean had seen inside the mouth—sores and blood and missing teeth. Her mom looked as though she had aged a thousand years, and why? Had she seen the monsters inside of herself? Or had she seen the future? Had she seen what the world would turn into: the death and the endless pain and the agonizing fear? Jillybean guessed that if she had seen her own future, she would have died right alongside her mother. 
 
    She was picturing her little body shriveled like a white raison, when Sadie pulled her close and stared into her eyes. As always Sadie’s eyes were so dark that it seemed as though Jillybean was looking down into twin wells that went far deeper than her sister’s skull. 
 
    “Jillybean, you don’t need any of them anymore. You made Ipes and Chris because you were alone and afraid, and you made Eve because you had to do tough things to live. But you have me now. You will always have me. Say it.” 
 
    “I will always have you, Sadie.” 
 
    “Now say that you will trust me to keep you safe.” 
 
    She won’t! Eve cried. She’s a liar like all the rest. She’s going to turn out to be just like your mother—dead and staring at the ceiling. And you’ll be alone. 
 
    She would never do that to me! Jillybean screamed so that the words bounced around her skull, silencing Eve and the whispers. The sudden quiet made her smile and aloud she said: “You’ll keep me safe, I know it.” 
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    They had both hoped that Jimmy would miraculously show up just as they were about to slip away from the cabin. They even sat in the Suburban with the windows down, listening as the night grew deep and dark. 
 
    “What a turkey,” Jillybean grumbled. “I’d call him a chicken but since he went off on his own he really doesn’t even know what to be a chicken over. He’s probably now ascared of being alone. Silly. My dad used to call the president a turkey, did I ever tell you that? Yep, when he was reading the paper, he would say: Oh, what a turkey! Funny, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sadie said answering automatically. At the moment, nothing felt funny to her. Her shins were aching something fierce just from hobbling from the couch to the SUV. She couldn’t stand without support; she couldn’t walk without stifling a cry of pain and she couldn’t run even if her life depended on it, and that had her stomach turning a little sour.  
 
    What if they were attacked by zombies and the windows were broken? What if they ran out of gas and couldn’t find more? What if, what if, what if? There were so many scenarios where her life depended on something so simple as running. 
 
    She had relied on her legs for so long and now that they were nearly useless, she felt a little useless. Jillybean had fetched the water and made a fire for a much needed bath, and she had loaded up the car and made their dinner and really, everything else. Sadie couldn’t even drive and had to put her life in Jillybean’s hands.  
 
    The little girl was absolutely tiny looking in the huge vehicle. In order to see over the steering wheel, she sat propped up on pillows and the wheel looked as big as a garbage can lid in her small hands. Steering the beast of an SUV proved not nearly as easy as her old Jeep. For the life of her, Jillybean couldn’t tell where the front right corner of the vehicle ended and where way too many trees began.  
 
    After an hour, Sadie’s anger with Jimmy only escalated. Not only had he run off when they really needed him, he had also taken all the morphine from the medbag. There had been aspirin in the cabin but with the date 02/21/83 stamped in fading ink on the bottom, she decided not to risk it. 
 
    Their first task was to find a way west that didn’t go anywhere near Idaho Falls. Unfortunately, I-15 was the only road west. If they didn’t take it, they would either have to detour far to the north or attempt to cross a wilderness that was four times the size of Yellowstone. 
 
    “This sucks,” Sadie said gazing down at the map. “If we go north we really limit ourselves. It’s either I-90 or this little no name squiggle that runs by this river. Aw, man, look at how narrow it gets. If anyone wants to set up an ambush, that would be the perfect place.” 
 
    Jillybean leaned over to study the map. “I say we go with 90. We need supplies and there are some good sized towns along it. There could be good guys up there, you never know.” 
 
    “I don’t know, look what the last good guys did to me. But, I think you’re right. There are too many things we need. I feel vulnerable without a drone flying point for us.” 
 
    “And I feel naked without armor.” Jillybean tapped her window. “This is way too weak. You know, I wish I had armor. You know, like a suit of armor. But it would have to be like Iron Man’s armor with motors and such since I wouldn’t be able to lift any armor what could stop a bullet.” 
 
    She drove in silence for nearly an hour and the entire time she had her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed. Sadie guessed she was thinking about what it would take to create an armored suit. She truly thought that if anyone could make one, it would be Jillybean.  
 
    Eventually, her body gave a little shake and she glanced over at Sadie. “I don’t think it can be done,” she declared. “His armor must have been special infects. That’s what means it’s a fake.” It was all she had to say on the subject that had consumed her for so long. After that she concentrated on driving. In spite of the dreadfully slow speed they were making, there was still enough trash, stalled out cars, downed trees and zombies to make the drive far more exciting than any ten mile an hour car ride that Sadie had ever been on. 
 
    It was draining for both of them, and yet they had little choice but to go on and on. By four in the morning, they were both getting punch drunk and when, a half hour later, they saw a sign for Butte, Montana, they broke down in giggles that went on for so long that Jillybean had to pull over. 
 
    Just when they got themselves under control, Sadie, with tears in her eyes, had to ask: “Do you think there’s a Butte proctologist?” 
 
    The question was lost on Jillybean. “What’s that?” she asked. “What’s a prog-tologist?” This had Sadie laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe. She forgot about the pain in her legs and her exhaustion and even the recent death of Sergeant Steinman. She just laughed and it felt good. 
 
    When she was finally winding down, she tried to explain what a proctologist was to Jillybean, whose look of disbelief set Sadie off a second time, but she didn’t have the strength to keep it up even when Jillybean just sat there shaking her head, waiting for a proper explanation. 
 
    “Wow, there really is a doctor for someone’s butt? That’s gotta be the weirdest job ever. And what about this town? Do you think they meant the name as a joke?” Jillybean asked. “For reals, who would name a town, Butte?” 
 
    “It’s pronounced ‘bute.’ Like beauty without the Y. We should probably find a place and maybe do a bit of scrounging…or I guess you should.” She had forgotten about her bad legs but just shifting them caused the pain to come flooding back. 
 
    Jillybean stuck the SUV in gear and pushed on to the town and when she saw the sign reading: Entering Butte, she started giggling. Sadie couldn’t help herself and started in as well, however the smile died on her lips as she saw the first corpse strung up by its neck. 
 
    It had been a man, long and lanky. In death, he was even taller. His neck was a horror that looked like flesh-colored taffy. “Jillybean,” she gasped, putting her hand out to the girl who stomped on the soup cans, stopping the SUV so suddenly it skidded in the loose gravel that covered the road.  
 
    There were other bodies hanging from signs and street lights. Both girls slunk down in their seats, their eyes huge and wide as they stared around for the attack that had to be coming. When nothing happened, Sadie hissed: “Let’s get out of here. But slowly. We don’t want to wake anyone.” 
 
    Jillybean nearly took out a mailbox as she swung the vehicle around. She was so squinched down she was peering through the steering wheel. Once they made it safely back into the hills around the town, both of them wilted in relief. “To the squiggle?” she asked. 
 
    It was their only choice. They had to backtrack a few miles before taking a two lane road into the foothills where they twisted and turned and went up and down the seemingly endless hills where the view of trees and more hills remained constant. Sadie spent as much time looking back as she did forward, afraid that at any moment she’d see a pickup truck filled with men bearing down on them. 
 
    When they finally broke out into the open, overlooking a wide valley, this fear was swept away by the view below them. 
 
    Save for a blue strip of river, the land was covered in yellow flowers, miles and miles of flowers. Jillybean drove down into the valley, looking as though she were dreaming. “What are they?” she asked.  
 
    They were Black-eyed Susans, but Sadie didn’t know. She shrugged and rolled down her window, sticking her elbow out, letting the warm May wind sweep over her, feeling as though this one place in all the world was perfect. “I could live here forever,” she said. The scent of the flowers was, in its way, intoxicating and Sadie was suddenly so relaxed she could have walked out into the field and slept there in complete happiness. 
 
    Her eyes were just getting sleepy when she spotted another cabin. It was small and cozy, sitting under the only tree on the valley floor. The tree was a tremendous oak, both tall and wide, and from one of the lower branches hung an unmoving tire swing. “Look at the house. We should spend the day there.” In her mind she pictured soft beds, draped with handstitched quilts, perhaps a rocker on the porch, and the smell of cinnamon wafting through the house.  
 
    Jillybean gave it a single glance and, in a blink, that gentle dreaminess about her was gone; she was all business. “No. We’re too close. If anyone saw us, they’d check this house, I bet.” 
 
    “But…” Sadie said, wanting to argue with Jillybean as if their roles were reversed and she was the child and Jillybean the adult. Then she saw a beast off to the right of the house, its grey flesh out of place and unwanted in the beautiful picture. 
 
    It could have been killed easily enough and the cabin would have been theirs, however there would be the body spoiling the view, and there would be the echo of the gun, and the smell of the thing. 
 
    “You’re right,” Sadie agreed, turning away from the zombie and trying to get the peaceful feeling back. It wouldn’t come. She only felt tired from the long drive. The two passed through the last of the valley and then they were once again in the hills and the moment of perfection passed. 
 
    They found another cabin not long afterwards. It was far from the imagined rustic beauty that Sadie had pictured. It had been broken into, seemingly not by hungry people in search of food, but by vandals who delighted in destruction. Sadie stood, pistol in hand, leaning against the door staring at the tattered curtains, the overturned chairs, the broken glass. 
 
    “Why would anyone do this?” she asked. 
 
    Jillybean, who was struggling to hold up Sadie snorted. “People are crazy, and not just me. Here, get a chair.” Just as the day before, Sadie felt useless as Jillybean rushed around, preparing dinner, setting alarms and putting the cleanest sheets she could find on a mattress that she dragged into the living room. 
 
    “Something was living under the bed,” she explained, wiping sweat from her forehead. The mattress had an animal odor to it that wasn’t exactly unpleasant, only strange. The little girl also explored every inch of the small place and collected items she thought they would need: a can of WD40, a mismatched lump of magnets she had pried out of the electronics, two mouse traps that were still in their packaging, a heavy length of chain that was rusting but still strong. 
 
    Sadie didn’t question any of these items, she was just glad that Jillybean seemed too busy to dwell on the ghosts in her head. She didn’t catch the little girl whispering to herself even once before bed. 
 
    With the sun sailing in the sky overhead, Sadie couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, and so, with their alarms set, the sisters snuggled on the mattress and slept. They did not sleep deeply or well. It seemed to Sadie that her eyes cracked open with every crow’s caw. And when she closed her eyes, the fading images of the bodies strung up by their necks were always just there in her mind. Once she sat up gasping. Jillybean threw an arm over her and pulled her back down. 
 
    By four, after an hour of fighting for the last strands of sleep neither of them could lay on the mattress any longer. Sadie crawled to a chair and sat gazing at her bruises, which were darkest purple and felt as if they went deep into the bone.  
 
    As she sat there, Jillybean went about getting the Suburban ready. The most difficult aspect of which was adding the last of their gas into it. The five-gallon red jug was bigger around than she was. 
 
    The chain came in handy as she created a simple hoist, counterbalanced by stack of bricks she had found on the sunset side of the house.  
 
    She was barely ten seconds into the operation, which seemed to please her to no end, when they nearly lost all the gas. A zombie, what once had been a soldier and which was now bursting the seams of the armored tactical vest it wore, came lumbering out of the forest. It still had its helmet on and so Jillybean shot it in the face with her police special. 
 
    Although it knocked out a tooth, the bullet seemed to have no other adverse effects on the zombie and it kept coming. Jillybean took off, running around the Suburban, wasting two more bullets. Sadie heaved herself out of her chair, pistol in hand. It took three bullets from the black gun to bring down the creature. 
 
    She didn’t celebrate. The pistol was a Beretta that had started with fourteen rounds. Now they were down to eleven. Jillybean had more ammo for her .38 however it was an awful weapon, imprecise and weak with an effective range that didn’t extend much further than throwing distance. 
 
    “We’ll conserve our ammo until we can find some more,” Sadie said. “In the meantime, we’ll get more bumble balls.” She didn’t mention where they would get  these bumble balls or the batteries that would make them do their flashing dance. 
 
    Once the sun slid down beyond the world, they mounted the Suburban and crept along, driving almost literally blind. With the bandit presence, they had been warned about, and without a drone up above, they couldn’t risk using headlights. The miles went steadily and monotonously by. They passed little ranches and a few roadside stores, some were little more than single pump gas stations, while others acted the part of the local grocery store as well. All of them had been ransacked and drained of every drop of fuel. 
 
    Still they paused to check them out, searching with flashlights like a pair of rather unimpressive burglars. The only thing they found were more zombies who came rushing out of the oddest hiding places, attracted by the beams. Sadie came away from the last encounter with four fewer bullets. She was starting to get worried. 
 
    Jillybean skipped the next station altogether and Sadie didn’t say anything. They made camp at sunrise with over four hundred more miles to go. There was no way they would make it on the little fuel they had left. Fortunately, they were coming up on Hamilton, Montana which sat at the head of the fifty-mile long Bitterroot River Valley, which had once been the home to over seventeen thousand people all told. There would be gas there, found at the very bottom of tanks and in the odd places few people thought to look. 
 
    But would there also be bandits and slavers? She had to assume that there would be. 
 
    The valley was ten miles wide for most of its length and so she had Jillybean get off the main highway that ran through it and drive on the side roads to the east where there was wide open farmland. Her prudence paid off not a minute later as they saw light—someone had a bonfire going, square in the middle of the highway. 
 
    “I see people,” Jillybean said, one eye to the scope she had taken from Jimmy’s M4. “Looks like three of them sitting on chairs…wait there’s another. It looks like they’re holding sticks. You know, like they’re cooking stuff.” 
 
    Sadie had been expecting something far more sinister, and for a moment wondered if they were simply normal people, and said so to Jillybean. 
 
    “I don’t know what normal is any more. Everyone says I’m crazy, but I think everyone else is, too. Like, what is normal? With so many people trying to kill you or sell you the second you meet them, I think being a slaver is the real normal and all the good guys are the weirdos.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sadie said, breathing out the word. It was a depressing thought, one she didn’t want to dwell on. “I say we go wide around them. Let’s not take our chances.” Jillybean made sure to put all the distance she could between them and the bonfire and soon it was far away, just a little light in their rearview mirror. 
 
    Only then did they dismount and begin the hunt for more gasoline. Sadie’s shins were doing a little better and she was able to hobble along with a drill of her own. She went on one side of the street while Jillybean went on the other, keeping pace with each other, just in case they ran up against any zombies, of which there were very few. 
 
    Most of the zombies were led away from the odd drilling sound by Jillybean and her laser pointer, however one wouldn’t take the hint and had to be put down by Sadie. The gunshot seemed to roll from one end of the valley to the other. They quickly went back to the Suburban with their collected gas, filled the tank and zipped out of there at a heady twelve miles an hour. 
 
    They didn’t stop again for a few hours and when they did, they were only six miles from the college town of Missoula. It sat on the junction of four river valleys and, after one look at the map, both of them wanted no part of the place.  
 
    They hunted for more gas in a wide spot in the road called Florence and after, as the sun was just thinking about making an appearance, they took a rutted dirt road that went on and on. “Don’t they build roads for a reason?” Jillybean asked. “Aren’t they supposed to go somewhere?” 
 
    She was cranky from the endless drive, which was understandable. “I’ll be able to drive tonight,” Sadie assured her. “We just need to find a side road that…whoa.” Ahead of them the road suddenly ended at a river. “Where’s the bridge? There’s supposed to be a bridge.”  
 
    On the map the road looked larger and the river they came to looked far smaller and there was definitely a bridge. The only sign that there had ever been a bridge were two strange pylons of concrete sticking up out of the water, that and the road that rose up like a ramp as if it was used only by daredevils or teenagers looking for a challenge. 
 
    “Is there any way around?” Jillybean asked. There was, but unfortunately it meant going through Missoula or back to Butte and wasting two days. Neither idea was palatable to the tired girl. “What about a ford? A ford is what means a shallow part of a river for like horses.” 
 
    Sadie knew the term, only the map didn’t show anything like that on this river. “No,” she said with a sinking feeling as Jillybean climbed up on her knees and tried to peer down at the water. In the dark it was hard to judge anything but the speed of the current and the wetness of the water: both fell in the “very” category and Sadie didn’t want to experience either. 
 
    Jillybean was clearly of a different mindset. “How deep do you think that is?” With the dark it could have been three inches or three yards. Sadie could only shrug. Jillybean made a noise n her throat and said, “You know what? This is the ford I bet. Think about it, this road had to have been built by those pioneer guys and they would have used, what’s it called? A road of least resistance, like in ‘lectricity.” 
 
    “The path of least resistance,” Sadie said, sitting up higher, hoping to take the measure of the water. The half-light made it seem that it would be feasible for the Suburban to make it across. 
 
    “Right,” Jillybean said, her eyes focused, but not focused on anything in particular; she was thinking, taking in the facts at her disposal. Without another word, she slid out of the SUV and dropped onto the road. 
 
    Sadie followed right after, limping, catching her right at the water’s edge where the girl was saying: “Hmmm,” to herself. Sadie knew enough not to interrupt. “The water is high,” Jillybean said, kneeling and picking up a rock. “Higher than normal. Maybe even higher than it’s ever been.” 
 
    She threw the rock. It splooshed as it parted the water and this was followed up by a thunk as rock struck rock beneath the surface. “But it’s still not that deep, so that’s good.” 
 
    “Are you going to try to cross it?” So far Sadie’s experience with western rivers had been the same as Jillybean’s: they were generally shallow but fast…and cold. And this unknown river was no exception. She touched the water as it lapped at the rocks; immediately she pulled her hand back. 
 
    Jillybean shrugged at the question. “I don’t want to go all the way back. What do you think? Do you think it’ll make it across?” 
 
    “You’re the genius, not me,” Sadie said. She didn’t want to go back, either. It would turn a nine-hour drive into a twelve hour one and she was just too tired. The pair went back to the SUV and Jillybean decided to risk some light, shooting her high-beams across the water, but it didn’t make their decision any easier. 
 
    “We have four wheel drive,” Jillybean said, putting the vehicle in gear. Getting stuck and having to slosh out of the freezing water was Sadie’s biggest fears and so she was wholly unprepared for what happened next. 
 
    The river in front of them had been a stream at one point however it had been ill-tended. Before the apocalypse, it had been fed off of by a hundred farms and twice that many ranches, each doing their part to keep the water level low. Without that constant drain, the stream had become an actual river. 
 
    Jillybean guided the Suburban into the water and was shocked at how quickly the river bed sank beneath them. The rear tires were barely in the water, while the front ones were completely submerged. She was quick to see that she had made a mistake and cursed, “Oh, for all darn it!” as she stuck the gear in reverse. 
 
    The engine revved and bubbles frothed all around the wheel wells, and yet they still slid forward, the tires unable to grip the slick, mossy river stones. The two girls shared a quick look of panic as the engine began to scream; Jillybean had her foot pressing down as far as it would go. 
 
    “Get the chain!” she ordered Sadie. The goth girl slid over the seats to the second row and then leaned over those seats to search the rear cargo section. The chain was buried and by the time she grabbed it, Jillybean was cursing again as she slid the gear selector to drive and hauled the wheel to the left. 
 
    With her rear precariously balanced in between the headrests, Sadie was not in a good position for such a daring move and was thrown into the cargo area. She scrambled to her knees and came up in time to see Jillybean almost get them out of the river. The SUV was running along the current with the little girl fighting the wheel to the left trying to balance the forces acting on the vehicle. Gravity wanted to pull her deeper into the river, while the current wanted to wash her down to the Pacific. 
 
    If she turned the wheels too far to the left they acted as rudders, which swung the Suburban’s tremendous hindquarters out into deeper waters. She had to be perfect to save the SUV, however nature was determined to soak the two sisters. A hidden log stopped the vehicle cold and an eddy caused by the obstruction acted as a lever and out swung the back end of the SUV into the river. 
 
    As the rear wheels were under her, Sadie was in a perfect position to feel the exact moment they lost contact with the river bed. They were floating!  
 
    But they wouldn’t be floating for very long; already water was trickling in around the doors. “Jillybean? Do you still want the chain?” The little girl was at the wheel still fighting to save them, this time, purposefully using the wheels as rudders. And she still had the engine going, using the four spinning tires as propellers. 
 
    She ignored Sadie’s question, “I just have to straighten us out and hope for a shallow spot.” It seemed like an impossibility and yet twice the wheels caught on something beneath them, giving them a moment of control. But then Sadie felt stinging cold water around her knees—they wouldn’t be floating for much longer. 
 
    The realization came just as the front headlights blinked twice before going dark. A second later, the engine made a gurgily noise and died. 
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    The floorboards were covered in water and as it flooded higher, there was a rush of hissing bubbles from the engine block and an unnerving thrunggg from somewhere beneath the hood. “Oh boy,” Jillybean said as the Suburban took on a nose-leaning tilt. “That’s not good.”  
 
    So far nothing good was coming from their little water adventure and yet she didn’t have an ounce of regret in her. The other choices presented to her at the time had all seemed far more dangerous; in fact, even with the water rising, this path was still better than risking the city with the hanging dead. 
 
    “What do we do?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “Get the chain,” Jillybean answered. She unbuckled and paused, looking around, and for once in that early morning she was struck with indecision. They would have to swim and her rank of “tadpole” would not allow her to carry much with her. “What to take,” she whispered, her eyes flashing over her pipebombs and her smokers and her medbag and her tools and the food. 
 
    With everything to take, Sadie looked confused at the idea of the chain. “Are you going to make an anchor with it?” 
 
    This stopped Jillybean in mid-pause so that she just sort of sat there blinking, trying to figure out how an anchor would help in any way. “Uh, no. I want you to use it to bash out that back window.” 
 
    “I can open the hatch. There’s a little lev…” 
 
    “No,” Jillybean said, holding up a finger, hoping to focus her sister. “Bash it, but don’t cut yourself.” This little moment centered her mind and the thoughts came to her rapid fire: since the hatch swung open in an upwards motion, they would be unable to access the roof when the time came; the pipe bombs and the smokers would have to be left behind—they were not waterproof and the electronics would be destroyed, rendering them unwanted weight. The medbag was too heavy to take, but was too important to leave behind. 
 
    “The gas can,” Jillybean murmured, seeing the empty jerry can. “That’ll work as a…” Sadie sent the heavy chain through the back window at that moment, cutting her off. “Make sure you get all the glass out of the way.” 
 
    “The doors still work, you know,” Sadie replied. 
 
    The Suburban was drifting in the current, slowly making its way to the center of the river. To Jillybean it was obvious that if they opened the doors the SUV would just sink that much quicker. As it was, the angle was getting precarious and she had to abandon the front seat. She climbed into the next row, grabbed her backpack and started tossing aside the bombs. 
 
    “You know we’re really low on ammo,” Sadie said. “We won’t have any way to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “I know. Here fill this with food,” said Jillybean. Sadie took the backpack and started stuffing it with cans. When it was half-full, she hefted it with an alarmed look. “Keep going,” the little girl assured. She was busy going through the med bag, chucking out everything that would be ruined by the water: gauze, bandages and tape for the most part. She then undid the strap and ran it through the gas can’s handle, looping it three times. 
 
    She was about to do a fourth when water lapped at her feet. The front seat was all but submerged. She jumped as if the water was scalding hot as opposed to dreadfully cold. A sudden panic gripped her. She could picture being trapped in the Suburban as it sank. In her fright, she had the unrealistic vision of the river being eighty feet deep with giant clams on the bottom that would clamp shut on your leg if you got too close. 
 
    “Grab my hand,” Sadie said. She was above Jillybean now sitting in the cargo area. The SUV was almost vertical, bobbing in the current and dipping lower with each bob. She grabbed Sadie’s hand and the teen, showing desperate strength, hauled her and the medbag up. Sadie tried to heave her through the broken back window, however the little girl still had tools to gather.  
 
    “Wait, I need my tools,” Jillybean said, scrabbling around in the cargo area trying to snatch up everything she could. 
 
    Sadie grabbed her hands and pinned them together. “No, leave all that, it’ll be too heavy,” she hissed, her own fear showing as the water level rose, creeping up over the seats. “We’ll find more, okay?”  
 
    Now water started seeping into the cargo area and Jillybean realized that her sister was right. They had all they could carry; the rest would have to be lost to the river. “Yeah,” she said, eagerly. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The pair climbed through the opening in the back hatch just as the sun inched over the wall of mountains in the east. It was a strange moment. They had been terrified only moments before, but now they found the morning to be strangely serene. The surface of the water was wide and flat, the air was still and the forest quiet as the birds took time away from their usual routines to perch in the trees and watch the Suburban as it drifted along, disappearing an inch at a time. 
 
    “Well,” Sadie said, looking at the water with a twist to her face. “It’s gonna be cold.” 
 
    “Freezing,” Jillybean added. The two of them stared into the water for some time and then both sighed in unison. This had them laughing, however it was a nervous laugh. Now that they were out in the open, neither of them feared drowning, but they both knew the swim was going to be painful and once they got to the far bank, there wouldn’t be blankets and hot cocoa waiting for them. 
 
    Jillybean bent down and buckled her backpack to the empty gas can. It was ready to go and there was no use waiting any longer. “On the count of three?” she asked. Sadie nodded and the two counted down together before jumping in with a squeal.  
 
    “Holy crap!” Sadie yelled. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jillybean agreed. Her teeth were already chattering. She didn’t wait for Sadie. Climbing onto the gas can which was already floating low in the water, she began to kick for the far bank. It was fifty yards, but for a tadpole in jeans that clung like a second, and far more constricting skin, it was a monumental task. 
 
    Sadie quickly passed her, huffing out: “I’ll get a fire going.” She swam on her side in a way that Jillybean wished she could emulate. The half-dog-paddle was exhausting and she could barely stand when she finally got to shore, where Sadie was hobbling about grabbing little sticks for kindling. 
 
    Jillybean wanted to do nothing but lay on the cool earth and breathe, however she feared that her core body temperature was taking a dive, so she forced herself up. Together they gathered plenty of wood and started a good roaring fire. They stood as close as possible and rotated in neat little circles. It wasn’t long before they grinned at each other every time they turned. 
 
    “I feel like a hot dog,” Jillybean said, giggling. 
 
    “I feel like one that’s about done, except…” She paused and looked around. “Except my clothes are wet and they’re gonna stay wet and I hate that. So…” 
 
    “No way,” Jillybean said, hunching in and holding herself as if the forest was just full of peeping toms. 
 
    Sadie laughed as she peeled off her wet clothes and set them hanging on branches. “Who’s going to see us? There’s not even any zombies hanging around here.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Jillybean followed suit. She didn’t like being naked around people. She felt vulnerable and ugly. The apocalypse had left her skinny, while their recent wearying travels had turned her from skinny to scrawny. And she had been raped. That particular horror was almost never thought about but was always there in the back of her mind. She had been used and made disgusting. 
 
    While they waited for their clothes to dry, she sat on her haunches, hugging her knees, looking like a little flesh colored ball with knobby knees. 
 
    “You’ll be warmer if you move around,” Sadie said. The teen kept herself busy, limping around, gathering more wood. She then opened the packs and laid everything out. “Beefaroni or…what is potato chowder? Sounds gross. Let’s try it.” 
 
    It turned out that potato chowder wasn’t gross, it was dreadfully bland and both girls glanced more than once at the river where the Suburban had sunk. They had left behind their small stockpile of pepper and salt. A few minutes later, Sadie realized they had left behind another item. 
 
    “I gotta use the bathroom and we don’t have any toilet paper, ugh! Oh, a fern. Maybe that will do.” The leaves weren’t broad enough. Thankfully there was a maple nearby with leaves as wide as serving plates. Sadie gathered what she needed and then squatted in the bushes, grumbling about the lost two-ply. 
 
    Soon their clothes were dry in a “good enough” sort of manner. This left them with the decision of where they wanted to spend the day sleeping. Neither of them really liked making camp with the forest floor as a bed and so they hiked back up river to where the road lay.  
 
    With Sadie’s legs hurting her, it was slow going and yet, she humped the pack with the food in it, which was nearly as heavy as Jillybean. The little girl was only able to handle the weight of her backpack and even that was exhausting.  
 
    They came to the dirt road and without a word, they turned north west, the direction they had been traveling when they had been interrupted by the river. “Any idea where this goes?” Jillybean asked after about an hour of trudging along. Sadie only shrugged; all of their maps had been left behind as well. 
 
    “At least it’s nice out,” Sadie said. “And the view is awesome.” The mountains were green with trees and the valley they were coming to was inviting and flat and richly fertile. “And look, that’s an apple tree.” Among the many pine trees surrounding the road was indeed an apple tree, however the only fruit left on it was wormy and wizened. 
 
    “You just don’t see this sort of thing in New Jersey,” Sadie started to say. “It’s always…oh, shoot. Zombies.” 
 
    There were four of them, each over six foot in height and healthy looking, or rather as healthy as the undead could look. The sisters didn’t get undercover fast enough and the beasts charged. With no time to attempt a disguise of any sort, the two jumped up into the apple tree and climbed just out of reach. 
 
    Sadie had her pistol out. “I hate to waste the ammo, but I don’t think we have a choice.” 
 
    “There’s a choice, just not a good one,” Jillybean told her. She pointed at the untended and dead tree branches. “We can create a smoke screen and try to slip away.” 
 
    “That would take a lot of smoke,” Sadie said, looking uneasy at the idea. “That much smoke might just kill us. No, there’s only four of them. I’ll shoot them. We’ll find more ammo. Remember that one cabin? I bet these mountains are chock full of them.”  
 
    It sounded good in theory, however, it took all the remaining bullets in the pistol just to kill two of the beasts. Sadie’s aim wasn’t the best. Still Jillybean’s was even worse and so she handed over her police special and remaining shells rattling around in their box. There were only thirteen left altogether and this should have been enough to get them out of the tree, except that the previous shots had drawn every stray zombie within two miles. 
 
    There were an even dozen, which meant that Sadie would have to be nearly perfect to get them out of there alive.  
 
    After it took two shots with the puny weapon to kill just one of the beasts clamoring around the base of the tree, Sadie handed back the gun. “Stupid pea-shooter is useless,” she griped. “Maybe we should go with the smoke idea.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy setting the tree on fire without killing themselves. Jillybean started by having Sadie gather all the broken and dead limbs and stacking them in a platform of sorts where the trunk branched in three directions. That was the easy part. 
 
    Jillybean had the more difficult job in creating ghillie suits using only her Swiss Army Knife. She knew that the smoke wouldn’t be enough. They would have to escape on foot afterwards and they wouldn’t be able to do it as humans. They were also on a bit of a time crunch. There was no knowing who or what had heard the gun shots. 
 
    After poking holes all through their jeans, Jilly’s were blue and Sadie’s black, and their shirts, the little girl started threading young shoots of green all through the cloth. Then she started on their hair. When she was done, the overall effect was underwhelming.  
 
    Sadie grimaced as she put her shirt on. “We look like some sort of cross between a shrub and a porcupine. And I sort of feel that way, too. I’m being poked in like, a hundred places.” 
 
    The little girl tried to shrug, but the little movement caused a dozen stems to scratch her. “Me too, but it’s all I have to work with. Are you ready to light them fires?” Sadie gave her a nervous grin and brought out her zippo. The goth girl had collected quite a few branches, big thick things with halos of brown leaves that would go up quickly. 
 
    She put a flame to the first and it went right up—a little too quickly. Sadie quickly dropped it among the zombies. Jillybean handed her another and another and another. Soon they were both coughing and squinting through the haze. They had gone through half the branches and as irritating as the smoke was, they both saw that it wouldn’t be enough to hide in. 
 
    The smoke had confused a few of the beasts who were wandering around in the forest. The rest were standing in the flames, clawing at the tree trunk, raking away bark and peeling back fingernails. 
 
    The two sisters gave each other a look that basically said: we’re in trouble. “Okay,” Jillybean said, thinking furiously. “You’ll distract them from over there on that branch.” She pointed to a low hanging branch that stuck far out towards the road. “When they’re all over there, I’ll climb down and get them to chase me. Do you see that…stop giving me that look. I’m faster than you right at the moment.” 
 
    “How about this,” Sadie said. “I’ll distract them and you climb down and then you leave. Try to find a working car or something and then come back and get me.” Sadie’s face was so stern that Jillybean knew that any argument would be a waste of time. The goth girl held out the .38. “It won’t do me any good up here.” 
 
    Jillybean took the gun. “I’ll be back as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “You better. Trees make terrible beds.” 
 
    “You know what you could do? You could…” 
 
    Sadie stuck a finger to Jillybean’s lips. “Start acting like a bush and shut up. See you soon.” She began edging out onto the branch, yelling as she did. “Yoo-hoo! Stupid monsters? Come get me.” With Jillybean keeping still and quiet, the monsters took the bait and swarmed under Sadie. 
 
    The path down the trunk was clear except for the clouds of billowing smoke which Jillybean had to descend right in to. She tried holding her breath, however she was already being blinded by the smoke and flailing for hand holds. One slip and she scrambled to cling to the tree, inadvertently coughing as she sucked in a lungful of smoke. 
 
    She was basically blind and had no idea how close the monsters were or if they had heard anything—she wanted to scramble back up the tree, however logic stopped her. If she were in trouble, Sadie would have said something. The fact the girl was still nattering on meant Jillybean was safe, or at least safe-ish. 
 
    Stepping down into a fire was hardly safe, even one that wasn’t all that big. The clusters of leaves had blazed away, leaving burning branches scattered about. Squinting, she stepped through them until she was out from beneath the tree and the sun was cutting across the sky and leaving a long shadow stretched out in front of her.  
 
    It probably wasn’t even seven-thirty in the morning and would be a long miserable day for Sadie if Jillybean didn’t get moving. Keeping her arms in and her head ducked down, she walked away from the tree, feeling much like a shoplifter exiting from a store. She kept watch out of the corner of her eyes and saw that her pathetic disguise hadn’t been enough to fool all of the monsters. 
 
    One must have seen something that pegged her as human. It came shambling after, moving at a pace that forced Jillybean along faster than she wished, further degrading her disguise as twigs began to fall away. When three more recognized her as a little girl, she gave up. 
 
    “Plan B!” she cried. “I’ll meet you…” She paused to look around. Far down the wide valley was a tall tree standing directly in a field. “I’ll meet you at that tree!” She pointed and then turned and ran, running in a wide circle with the monsters chasing. Because she had to have all of them after her, she ran dangerously close to the tree. That did the trick. They were all after her and in fact, they were coming at her from every direction because of the circles she had run. 
 
    “Oh boy,” she whispered, bringing out the snub-nosed police special. She would have to shoot her way out. Towards the road, there were the fewest and so she ran up to the first, stopped four feet away and plugged it once, twice, three times in the face before it went down. Because of the height difference between her and her enemies, she didn’t have a good angle for pure head shots. Unless, that is, she ran up onto the dirt road. 
 
    It was slightly elevated to allow for runoff. She climbed right up and, waiting to see the scummy mucus dribbling from where the whites of their eyes used to be, she fired and killed the first one with one shot. She planned on killing the next one that came up in the same manner, but it bobbed slightly coming up the bank and the bullet only skimmed the top of its brain. 
 
    Although it fell, it wasn’t dead and, as Jillybean turned to run, it reached out a long arm and caught her right Ked, dropping her in the dirt, sending the ends of fifty twigs scratching across her body. She turned to fire down the length of her body, however the .38 only “clicked” uselessly. 
 
    She had forgotten to reload and now the beast was pulling her back towards its gaping mouth. From in the tree, Sadie screamed at the top of her lungs trying to distract the beast, but it was no use and the only thing the scream accomplished was to have the closer monsters turn and trap her once more. 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t worry for her sister just then. She had her own problems. Her options were down to trying to kick away the monster’s fingers or kicking off her shoe. She let go of the shoe and jumped up to put some distance between her and the monster. As she hurried away, doing a hoppy-skip every other step, she tried to reload the gun. 
 
    Bullets kept spilling from her fingers and she couldn’t chance stopping to pick them up. With only one shoe, she wasn’t going to be distracting anyone. Her goal was survival and that meant trying to find a bigger tree than the spindly pines around her. 
 
    But the monster hounded her and she was forced to use two bullets killing it. She went on, reloading, not seeing any tree that would do. More bullets fell and more monsters were charging down on her, only now the rocks were biting into her foot, tearing her sock and her flesh.  
 
    Still she didn’t try for one of the trees, they were so skinny that she feared the monsters would uproot them to get at her and yet, she was beginning to tire. Her lungs were burning and, needing to give herself a breather, she stopped with a twenty foot lead on the nearest of the beasts and waited as it came up. 
 
    She willed herself to relax as she brought the gun up in two hands and sighted with her right hand down the short barrel. Cocking the hammer meant she wouldn’t have to fight the trigger—Bam! The monster went down. She took aim at the next—Bam! It went down as well. In five shots, she brought down four of them. 
 
    The last bullet was for herself. She stuck the .38 into her pocket and began to hobble on. She had a good lead now and if she hadn’t lost the shoe she would have jogged away into the forest on her right and disappeared. But that was too dangerous with a bare foot. 
 
    She turned to continue her hobbling getaway when she saw a cloud of dust ahead of her and glint of chrome within it—a car of some sort was bearing down on her. The sight of it froze her in place. What were the chances these were actual good guys who would kill the monsters and ask for nothing in return? 
 
    “Not very good,” she said, and once more began hobbling forwards. There really was no point in running; if she was having trouble outdistancing monsters, then men in a car would catch her in a second. She could only hope that they would be too busy with Jillybean and the monsters to notice Sadie, who would get away and be in a position to save her. 
 
    That was not to be. Jillybean expected a truck to materialize out of the dust cloud, however it was a white minivan that roared to a stop next to her. It wasn’t just the van that was a surprise. Out leapt four large adults; men or women, she couldn’t tell since each was covered in a white plastic suit, gloves and military style protective masks. 
 
    Jillybean’s nightmare began as the first person out leveled a shotgun at her, his finger all over the trigger. 
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    The man with the shotgun advanced on Jillybean until the bore was only inches away from her face. It smelled of spent powder and bleach. It wasn’t pleasant. He yelled: “Have you been bit?” 
 
    “No, I just fell out of a tree is all. I was…” The thunderclap of a shotgun going off stopped her and she jumped in fright. More guns went off as the masked people began gunning down the monsters. They were destroyed one after another, the shotguns making a sickening mess. 
 
    “Like I said, I fell out of a tree,” she went on, trying to get him to focus on her. “Thanks for saving me. I’ve been all alone and…” 
 
    One of the figures, standing among a pile of bodies pointed at the apple tree. “Hey, there’s another one!” Guns were trained on the goth girl, who had been caught climbing down the trunk. The closet person trudged over to her and then forced her at gunpoint to the van. 
 
    Jillybean was pushed in after Sadie, but before the door was shut on them, the person who had taken Jillybean prisoner sneered, “You were all alone? Fellas, there is a liar in our midst.”  
 
    Jillybean could feel the angry stares even through the masks. “Sorry,” she mumbled. The apology was actually for Sadie, who sat worn out and glum. 
 
    She gave Jillybean a warning look to keep quiet, but it wasn’t needed. Jillybean was very much afraid of the people in their suits. They didn’t look like people to her, with their giant oggly eyes, they looked like space aliens. They were as uncommunicative and cold as aliens as well. 
 
    The ride, although short, was terribly uncomfortable and only the one word of Jillybean’s was spoken by anyone. They drove up the valley to a little town sitting among fields of new corn and carrots and other vegetables laid out in long rows. There were people working in the fields with shovels and hoes, and more were tending sheep and goats, and others walking about under heavy loads. 
 
    It looked strangely normal, in fact, eerily so. No one carried guns and there wasn’t a wall or a gate or anything. It was bizarre. The workers could run away if they wanted and, what was more, bandits could come in at any time and steal as much as they wanted. And of course, the monsters could come and go. 
 
    Perhaps they have an underground city like the Believers of New Eden? she thought and then shuddered at the memory of the cult. 
 
    If there was an underground city, she didn’t see any sign of the entrances. They would be cleverly hidden, she knew that, but would they be so well hidden that she wouldn’t be able to spot them, she didn’t think so. 
 
    All of the buildings they passed: the houses, the farms, the stores, and especially the church showed no signs that they had been left to rot through disuse. It was amazing to Jillybean that the town was actually a town, very much like it had been in the old days. 
 
    Still, not everything was like it had been. The white minivan was the only vehicle in sight. Bikes were in abundance, leaning here and there, but there were no cars. Another difference were the people. There was something odd about them that Jillybean couldn’t quite put her finger on. Other than the white garbed men who had snatched her and Sadie, everyone was dressed in a manner that could only be described as “normal.” Not one person wore army clothes. 
 
    And they seemed strangely happy. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t like it. No gates, no camouflage, no guns and people waving to each other? She had been nervous before, of course, but now she started to get a real fright on. The town didn’t make sense. 
 
    You know what the problem is, Eve suddenly spoke into her head. Jillybean went stiff. This was the first voice she had heard in her head since she had freed Sadie days before. Oh yeah, you know. You said it. They’re like the Believers and look where we’re going. 
 
    They were heading for the church. There was only the one, sitting up on a hill overlooking the town, its stained glass windows facing the slowly rising sun. 
 
    Why would their captors be taking them to a church? Was Eve right? Was this another cult? The thought brought the whispers out from the dark. Jillybean clamped down on her mind, trying to stop the voices before they grew and grew, snowballing into an avalanche that she wouldn’t be able to control. She grabbed Sadie’s hand and squeezed tight, feeling instantly better, however not three seconds later the minivan stopped and her fear mounted again. 
 
    They were parked in the back of the church. The driver got out and went towards the building but stopped fifteen feet away. There he was met by an elderly man in black. It was the priest. 
 
    The man who takes God’s words and twists them for his own evil desires, Eve said. You have to prepare yourself. Get the pistol. You have one bullet left. Kill the… 
 
    Just then the priest stared right at Jillybean. He was small and soft, his thinning hair as silver as tinsel. His wrinkles were many and deep. He was old and his eyes should have been rheumy, but they weren’t, they were sharp blue crystals and they went right to Jillybean. “Sadie,” she whispered. “Say it’s going to be alright.” 
 
    Sadie must have seen the same things as Jillybean because she was slow to answer and when she did, it was in a voice calculated to hide her true feelings. “Yeah. We’ll be okay. This place looks real nice.” 
 
    The conversation between the priest and the driver ended and quickly the van was going again back into town to an auto repair shop which was pretty much the only building that looked to Jillybean to have been left to decay. In this she was wrong. They pulled into a bay where there was a pit in the floor where mechanics had once worked beneath cars changing oil filters and bleeding brakes. 
 
    “Get in the pit,” one of the white-garbed people said. By his size and the depth of his muffled voice, she guessed it was a man beneath the plastic. He carried his shotgun loosely, the bore pointing at Sadie’s legs. 
 
    Jillybean was absolutely terrified. The inside of the pit was black and scorched. There had been a fire in it at some point. Maybe even more than one. Maybe this was where they burned the bodies of intruders. 
 
    Kill him! Eve screamed inside her head. Slowly her shaking hand inched up to her pocket. Before it could get there, Sadie grabbed it and entwined their fingers together. Sadie was shaking. 
 
    Kill him! Eve screamed again.  
 
    “No. What’s the point?” Jillybean answered in a whisper. She had one bullet in the .38 and there were two of the white-suited people with them and they were both armed. 
 
    The point is to escape. Kill the one and Sadie will grab his gun. Then… The hissing voice inside her head was interrupted as the man raised the gun slightly. 
 
    “Come on. Get in the pit, now.” 
 
    A set of cement stairs led down and the sisters went down them, still holding hands. It was cold in the pit. Jillybean found herself clinging to Sadie as two more people in white plastic came into the room. They were both smaller and slim. Both were armed with .357s. 
 
    One heaved a heavy sigh from within her mask before saying to the men: “You can wait outside.” It was a woman behind the mask. “I’ll call you if we need you.” When the men went out and the interior of the repair shop grew dim. One of the women tossed down a green trash bag. “Take off your clothes, please. Put everything in the bag.” 
 
    As the girls stripped, the two women produced flashlights and, squatting down on the edge of the pit, beamed the lights all over them. “You guys are pretty well marked up. Did you get scratched by the zombies?” 
 
    “No,” Sadie declared with ice in her voice and a raised eyebrow. She was slowly getting her fear under control now that the men had left. “We lost our ride and most of our gear, so we had to make ghillie suits out of what was on hand which turned out to be only sticks and things like that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the woman answered. She pointed at Jillybean. “You, come up here.” Naked, she walked up the stairs, her arms clutching herself. “Put your arms out. Come on, like a bird.” 
 
    “Birds don’t have arms,” Jillybean told her, but stuck her arms out nonetheless. She was inspected closer now. The women saying only “Hmmm,” to each other When they were done, she was directed back down into the pit and Sadie was brought up and was forced to endure the same embarrassing inspection. 
 
    They’re going to sell you, Eve said. You know that’s what they plan on doing. Get the gun, now while they’re busy with Sadie. 
 
    “No,” Jillybean said, stepping away from the green bag. She opened her mouth to explain to Eve that she would avoid bloodshed if at all possible, but one of the women shot her light down at her. It was like a brilliant white eye and she crumpled beneath it, going down to huddle in her knobby-kneed ball. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, honey,” the woman said. “You guys don’t look infected. But just in case, we have to clean you with lye. Try not to get any in your eyes.” A hose was pulled to the edge of the pit and the two girls were doused with achingly cold water before they were ordered to clean themselves from head to toe with a bar of soap that had a harsh chemical smell. 
 
    When they had, they were rinsed down, and told to move closer to the edge, where they had a much more pleasant smelling shampoo poured on their heads. It helped to get rid of the awful lye smell. You’ll fetch a better price when you smell good, Eve said. They’ll probably dress you up all pretty and put lipstick on you like a whore. What do you think about that? 
 
    Jillybean was terrified of the idea and she began shaking so badly that she thought her teeth would fall out of her head. She wouldn’t have noticed if they had;  she was reliving the time she’d been raped and her eyes were glazed over and unfocused. Eve was making her remember. Eve wanted out, because Eve would know what to do. Eve knew what it took to survive. Eve was a cold-blooded creature who would kill anyone, including Sadie. She would sacrifice Sadie because… 
 
    “Stop,” Sadie said, gripping Jillybean’s arm. 
 
    The little girl jumped a little as though she had been startled out of a dream. She looked around, confused. One of the women had left and the other was staring down into the pit at Jillybean, but her expression couldn’t be read behind the plastic shields of her mask. 
 
    “You were sort of hissing a little,” Sadie whispered. “Try to keep it together, okay?” 
 
    Jillybean nodded, feeling jittery inside. Jittery, but no longer terrified. Eve had almost taken over and Eve was never afraid. It was the only good thing about her. 
 
    The other woman came back carrying two large white towels. “Up the stairs you two,” she said as if it were strange that they were still down in the pit. When they climbed out they were handed the towels. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” one of the women said the moment Sadie and Jillybean looked dry. “I hate this place and I hate these masks. Thank the Lord, you two weren’t infected. That would have been bad.” 
 
    Still shivering, the two girls, wearing only the towels clutched around them, were escorted out into the May sunshine. Immediately, the two women pulled off their masks. Each of them sighed and turned to face the sun. One was an older lady, somewhere in her forties. She had grey streaks wound all through her otherwise dark hair. The second lady had chestnut colored hair. She was soft and very white, her skin the color of cream, though there was a high pink in her cheeks. 
 
    The men were still there, and still masked. The driver nodded his alien-looking head and said: “They’re clean? Thank the Lord. Walt, burn their clothes. The rest of you…” 
 
    “There’s a gun in my coat,” Jillybean blurted out. “It might go off if you put it in a fire.” 
 
    For a long time, the leader looked at her without expression, eventually saying: “Okay, thanks. Rachael, she looks like she’s Corina’s size. Do we have anything to spare?” 
 
    The younger woman nodded. “I could probably scare up something for her to wear, but I got to hurry, services are going to start any time.” 
 
    The others all agreed and, except for one man who went into the repair shop to light the clothes on fire, and the leader who took the minivan and drove away, everyone hurried around the end of the building, leaving Sadie and Jillybean all alone. They looked at each other and both shrugged at the same time. 
 
    “That was strange,” Sadie said. She turned a little circle, gazing around at what she could see of the town. The repair shop had been tucked away so there wasn’t much to see except the backs of a few buildings and more farmland. “So, do we wait for clothes or what?” 
 
    There was nothing stopping them from attempting to escape across the fields, except perhaps the fact that neither of them had shoes. “I guess we wait,” Jillybean answered. “If they are this lax all the time, escape should be easy as a pie. They didn’t seem all that smart, neither. Maybe because they thought I was a kid, they didn’t even frisk me. Silly, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sadie agreed and then limped to the curb and sat down, tucking her toga of a towel between her legs. Jillybean emulated her and then yawned. It had been a long night followed by an even longer morning, and the sun was still only a quarter of the way into the sky. 
 
    The two sat there, getting more and more sleepy. Finally, Jillybean couldn’t keep her eyes open even for another moment. She laid her head in Sadie’s lap and was asleep in seconds. 
 
    An odd clicking sound came into the dream that she was having of sitting in a tree like a bird and eating soup. It was a fast tat-tat-tat noise. She blinked and for a moment was so baffled by what she was seeing that she wondered if she was still dreaming.  
 
    Four people on bikes were pedaling down the street. Two were women and two were children—girls with pink helmets and white dresses. They had baskets attached to their handle bars and streamers of silver. One of the girls had attached a playing card with a clothes pin to the back tire and it was that which was making the tat-tat-tat sound. 
 
    Jillybean sat up feeling numb. She couldn’t stop staring. Next to her, Sadie wore the same stunned expression. “Hi,” the goth girl said when the four came to a stop in front of them. A moment later they saw that it wasn’t four people, but five. Strapped in a toddler chair behind Rachael was a little boy of about three. Unbelievably, it was her son. They had the same sea-grey eyes and the same rose to their pale cheeks. 
 
    “Hi,” one of the girls said, jabbing her kickstand into the grass. This was Corina and she was very nearly Jillybean’s height. “This is for you,” she said, holding out a little bundle of pink. She also had the same color to her cheeks and her hair was thick and brown…just like Rachael’s.  
 
    She held the bundle out, but Jillybean didn’t take it from her. It didn’t seem real. None of it, not the bikes, or the white dresses, or the matching apple cheeks. Twenty minutes before, she had been in soot-stained pit with guns pointed at her naked body and now she was outside in the sun and the air was perfect and the people were smiling and Corina wore a Little Mermaid watch on her wrist. And her mom was right there.  
 
    How could that be? No one had a mom anymore and no one had a brother. That wasn’t possible. 
 
    Jillybean’s lips started to quiver and tears sprang up in her eyes. She turned away from the scene because it wasn’t real. It was a scene in her head. An image or a mirage. She was dreaming or she was crazy. Yes, she was crazy. That made far more sense. She was still in the pit. They were going to kill her because they thought she was infected. She would die. They would shoot holes into her and it would hurt so badly. And they would dump gasoline on her and set her on fire until she was nothing but the black stuff in the pit. 
 
    Or had all that happened already and she was dead? That made sense, too. She was dead and was only a ghost. It made sense. She could hardly feel her hands and her bare feet were numb and her mind was floating out of her… 
 
    “Hey, Jillybean,” Sadie said in a low voice, speaking into her ear. There was a hand on her shoulder. Sadie’s she assumed. “What are you doing? We should get dressed.” 
 
    “But they aren’t real. None of this is real.” Jillybean had a sudden horrible thought. What if Sadie wasn’t real? What if she had died? What if she had drowned in the river? What if a monster had scratched her? What if she was the one who died in the pit and Jillybean was making her up just like she had made up Chris? How could she know? How could anyone know? 
 
    A tremor ran through her little body and she began to shake all over. Sadie grabbed her and squeezed her in a bear hug. “They’re real,” she whispered, “just like you and me. Okay? Trust me. Come on, they have a dress for you. I know you like dresses.” 
 
    That was only partially true. Ever since the rape, she felt vulnerable in dresses and only wore them with pants underneath. 
 
    “Hi,” a voice chirped behind them. It was Corina, looking concerned. She had her helmet off and her hair spilled down her shoulders. “Here’s a dress you can have. My name is Corina Julian Woods. I’m six, how many years are you?” 
 
    Sadie gave Jillybean a nudge. In a daze, she turned to Corina, but didn’t answer right away. The other girl had let her bike drop with a clatter and was skipping over with a big smile on her face. She was missing her two front teeth just like La-La. 
 
    Beyond her, Rachael was unbuckling the little boy, who was squirming and eager to get down. “Hold still, Connor.” The other woman, thirtyish with straight blonde hair just like the gap-toothed girl, stood, straddling her bike. She reached out a hand and poked Connor in his round belly. 
 
    The moment was surreal. Sadie had to nudge Jillybean a second time to get her to talk. “I’m eight and my name is Jillybean.”  
 
    “Jellybean?” the gap-toothed girl asked. “Is that really your name? It doesn’t sound like a name to me. A real name is like Connor or Corina or Brian. Not Jellybean.” 
 
    “Anita!” the blonde woman barked. “Mind your manners.” 
 
    “Sorry, mom.”  
 
    “I thought she said Jillybean,” Corina remarked. “Did you say Jillybean?” It was only then that Jillybean remembered she was supposed to be keeping her name a secret. She tried to think of a lie to cover her mistake, only she was still too mixed up in the head and she only nodded. “That’s a cool name if you ask me. Here’s the dress. It’s the nicest one I have, but you can have it. My mom said that Jesus would want me to give it to you. That’s cool, right?” 
 
    Corina spoke very rapidly and Jillybean had trouble keeping up, especially when she mentioned Jesus. The only thing she knew about Jesus was that he’s born every December 25th and that Jillybean “creeps the bejesus out of people.” Everyone thought so. 
 
    “I guess that’s cool,” she said, reaching for the dress. As she did her towel fell in a pool around her feet. She looked at it glumly as the girls and the moms and little Connor stared at her skinny body. With its bruises and its scratches and her ribs sticking out, it was an ugly body. 
 
    The little girls were perfect and beautiful and their stares transfixed Jillybean. She began to cry again. Sadie stepped in front of her, taking the dress and draping it. “She’s just overwhelmed, is all. She really likes it. Lift up your arms. Jillybean? Lift up your arms. There, look how pretty you are.” 
 
    “I say she’s beautiful,” Corina said.  
 
    “Me too,” Anita chirped. 
 
    Jillybean looked down at herself. The dress had a bow right on her belly and there were flowers stitched all over it. When she looked up, she found herself face to face with Corina. They were inches apart. “Turn around, let me see,” the girl said. 
 
    Jillybean turned and felt the dress flare slightly; it was scary and wonderful. It was a reminder of how vulnerable she was in a dress, but it was also a reminder of the time when Ram had given her a dress so long ago. She had twirled and he had smiled and he had loved her. 
 
    “I like it lots,” she told Corina. “Thank you.” 
 
    Corina beamed showing even white baby teeth. “I knew you would like it. My mom said I was really very pretty in it and now you are. Oh, hey. I have shoes for you, too.” 
 
    “I’ll get them,” Anita cried and ran for the bikes. She snatched up a pair of white shoes from Corina’s basket and dashed back. She handed them over like they were a great prize. “Here go. Try ‘em on.” Unfortunately, they were too small and Jillybean had to go to the church barefoot. 
 
    But at least she didn’t have to walk. Corina was excited to let her ride behind her. They wobbled badly at first. “What are you doing?” Corina asked. “Put your hands around me. You act like you never did this before.” Jillybean was ashamed to admit that she hadn’t. She had missed a huge chunk of what most kids would call a normal childhood. She’d been too busy surviving. 
 
    Church was another thing she had never been to before, except of course for the evil church of the Believers. That weighed on her mind as she rode with Corina’s bottom bopping up and down in front of her face. “I didn’t even know it was Sunday,” she said aloud. 
 
    Corina glanced back. “It’s not Sunday, it’s Tuesday.” 
 
    “Then why are you going to church?” 
 
    “Oh, we go to church every day. Morning and night, even when it snows real bad.” Corina went on to relate a story of the previous winter’s harshest blizzard, but Jillybean wasn’t listening. She was trying not to panic.  
 
    They had made it to the church and there was the old man with the silver in his hair and the pudge about the middle. He had been dressed in black before, now he was in a robe of green. People were streaming into the church and each stopped to shake hands with the man. He would grin and clasp their hands, but his eyes were always on Jillybean. 
 
    Expertly, Corina stopped the bike near a line of others. “Come on. I wanna get seats near the front.”  
 
    Jillybean had her hand taken by the girl and was dragged along. She felt alone and vulnerable in her new dress. She was acutely aware of the fact that she wasn’t wearing any panties and that, not only was she shoeless, her feet were still black from the soot of the pit. And it wasn’t just the priest, everyone stared. 
 
    She wanted to run from the church and from these new types of Believers and as she got closer, her heart began to race and her breath raced in and out. Then she was in front of the priest. 
 
    “Hi Father,” Corina chirped. “This is Jillybean. My mom says she needs to be saved.” 
 
    Time slowed as Jillybean turned to Corina in dread. Saved? Saved from what? What were they going to do to her? What torture was being planned or were they going to sacrifice her like Sarah had been sacrificed? Were they going to burn her after all? 
 
    The priest reached for her with soft hands and Jillybean fell back, tripping, only to be caught by another man. “I got you,” he said and she recognized the voice as the man who had driven the minivan. She tried to tear away from him, but his hands were rough and callused and strong.  
 
    There’d be no escape from him, she realized and in the panic that suddenly raged through her, she fainted straight away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    Jillybean’s sudden fainting spell worried Sadie mostly because it made no sense. The pit had been frightening and the water from the hose terribly cold, but from then on, they had been treated rather well. Rachael and Nadine, Anita’s mother, had been kind to them as could be, and the two little girls had been innocent and accepting, treating Jillybean more like a long lost cousin rather than as a stranger. Even the priest seemed kindly and gentle, not to mention very frail. 
 
    The unknown reason for the faint was worrisome, however its length was even more so. She didn’t regain full consciousness for over twenty minutes, despite Sadie whispering her name in her ear and shaking her. By the time she blinked her eyes open, she had been carried down the long hill into the town. It had never been a bustling metropolis and could boast only a lone doctor’s office and even it was little more than a suite of four rooms, a short hall with an eye chart at one end, a reception desk and a single couch with a stack of Highlights on one armrest. 
 
    “She got the fever, doc?” Sheriff David Woods asked. He had been the driver of the minivan as well as the person who had caught Jillybean when she fainted. He was a mountain of a man, so tall that his sheriff’s hat scraped the top of the door frame as he came in. 
 
    The doctor, a woman named April Danahy, at least according to the diploma on the wall, was bent over Jillybean, her long strawberry blonde hair spilling down, creating a curtain that hid both her face and Jillybean’s. “No, no fever. Probably anemia or dehydration, or a combination of both. If you’ll clear out, I’ll work her up and give a diagnosis.” 
 
    Woods scoffed. “No way. Did you hear Corina? She called her Jillybean.” He gave Sadie a long look before asking. “Is that really her? Is that the girl in all the rumors?” He asked this with his hand on the butt of his holstered pistol as if Jillybean was about to pop her eyes open and start killing people. 
 
    “I really don’t know what you’ve heard about anyone,” Sadie answered, lying easily. She had heard the name “Jillybean” sweep through the crowd as half the people in the church had paraded down into town following after the sheriff. “Her name is Jillian, but people sometimes call her Jillybean, but she’s not famous or in stories or any of that. She’s just a kid who’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, right,” the sheriff answered, holding Sadie in a steady gaze. He wasn’t moving from the room and his hand was still on the gun. 
 
    The doctor rolled her eyes. “Will you please wait in the other room, David. I think I can handle one little sick kid. Besides, I doubt very much this is her. She’s too small to have done half the things people say she did.” 
 
    With the sheriff safely pushed out the door to join the throng outside in the street, Doctor Danahy began a closer inspection of Jillybean. She had a cuff on her arm and was inflating it when she noticed the little girl had her eyes open, cooly watching the woman in the process of taking a blood pressure reading. 
 
    “Hello Jillian, I’m Doctor Danahy. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes flicked to Sadie and then back to the doctor. “Feeling? Hungry,” she answered. 
 
    “I’m sure we can rectify that in a jiffy, but first we need to check to see why you fainted. Have you ever fainted before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Before you fainted did you feel any numbness or tingling, perhaps in your arms or hands? No? What about your vision? Was it clear?” 
 
    Jillybean tried to sit up. “I think I’m fine. Can we go now, Sadie? I don’t like it here and we don’t know these people and she might not even be a real doctor.” 
 
    Sadie pointed at the diploma. “I think she is. Her diploma is right there.” Sadie was terribly nervous that their cover was on the verge of being blown and yet they were being treated better than expected. When Jillybean had fainted, concern and compassion had been the only emotions displayed by everyone. It wasn’t until Corina had said her name that things had gotten a little tense. 
 
    “A diploma is right there,” Jillybean replied. “We don’t know if that is actually hers. Do you have a driver’s license ID card?” Danahy started to fumble out an excuse, but Jillybean cut her off. “You see?” 
 
    “I see someone who is trying to help,” Sadie said, putting a hand on Jillybean’s shoulder, holding her in place. “I see someone who is being nice. Not everyone is a bad guy, Jillybean.” 
 
    “But a lot are,” she countered. “Most, even.” Jillybean turned hard blue eyes on Doctor Danahy, studying her. “Okay. If you’re a real doctor, name the twelve cranial nerves.” 
 
    Danahy gave a short laugh that suggested she had now seen everything. “You’re testing me? Wow. Okay give me a second.” She stared at the ceiling for a moment and then began reciting the pairs of nerves starting with the olfactory nerve, which contained sensory nerve fibers relating to smell. She went through ten of them, but for the final two she turned the tables on the little girl. “Eleven begins with an A and twelve with an H. Let’s see who you are.” 
 
    “You’re testing me?” Jillybean asked with the same sort of surprise Danahy had exhibited a minute before. Sadie tried to say something to stop her from answering and perhaps revealing who she really was in the process, but the little girl didn’t need to think of the answers and blurted out: “The Accessory nerve and the Hypoglossal. There’s also cranial nerve zero, the Terminal nerve, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Danahy said, shaking her head in amazement. “You are her. I didn’t believe the stories. I mean, they’re so fantastic, but you are her. You’re Jillybean.” 
 
    Jillybean instantly became guarded, but it was too late. She dropped her head as if being Jillybean was something to be ashamed of. It boiled Sadie’s blood for anyone to question her sister. “Whatever you’ve heard is probably overblown or downright false. And…and there were mitigating circumstances.” 
 
    “I’m not here to judge,” Danahy replied, laying her hand on Sadie’s. “God is the ultimate judge.” 
 
    This did not have the mollifying effect she had hoped. “Will he hate me?” Jillybean asked in a small voice. “I’ve done terrible things.” Her eyes filled with tears. Sadie grabbed her sister in another hug, fighting back her own tears. She wished she could say something to calm the girl, but she didn’t know the bible or really much about God and she struggled for words. 
 
    “God is love,” Danahy said, smiling. “Repent and he will forgive.” Jillybean nodded, but Sadie could tell from the look in her eyes, she wasn’t convinced that murder could be forgiven so easily. Danahy saw it as well and said. “Trust me on this. Now about your physical issues, I think your syncope may be attributed to your diet, stress and dehydration. We’ll get some food in your belly and get you a good night sleep and you should be fine.” 
 
    Jillybean thanked her as did Sadie, who was ready to get out of there and dig into the promised meal. Danahy caught hold of her arm. “Your turn. Let’s look at those legs. My goodness it looks like someone took a bat to them. Did you get in a car crash?” 
 
    Sadie laughed. “No, someone took a bat to them, but it was…how many days ago was that?” Jillybean’s forehead creased as she shrugged. Sadie couldn’t quite remember, either. “Three or four. They feel a lot better than they did.” 
 
    “Someone hit you with a bat?” Danahy looked shocked that such a thing was possible. 
 
    “You know what? We also gotted in a car accident when someone blew up our hummer,” Jillybean said. “And we sank the Suburban, though that was mostly my fault. I never did see a river in the mountains get so deep as that one. It ate the whole car and it was big.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Danahy said. “You sure do get in your fair share of adventures. As a doctor, I have to tell you that they’re not good for your health. Ha-ha. Oh, sorry.” Sadie had flinched as she had pressed with her thumb along her shin. “Without an x-ray, I can’t be certain, but I don’t think your tibias are broken.” 
 
     “If they were, how would you go about fixing them?” Jillybean asked. “When I try to put a cast on brokeded legs, they always come out kinda bumpy.” 
 
    Danahy leaned back from her. “I don’t understand. You’re setting people’s legs?” She gave Sadie a look that suggested the idea of a child setting broken bones was preposterous. And it was, of course. Still, Sadie agreed with a nod. The doctor’s eyes narrowed. “W-we’ve heard stories, but…is this something that happens around you a lot, Jillybean? People get broken legs?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I have to use a hammer.” 
 
    This statement, uttered with complete innocence, shocked the doctor to such an extent that she looked to the door as if she were about to scream for Sheriff Woods. Sadie held up a hand. “It’s a little weird, yes, but Jillybean wants to be a surgeon and she practices on captured zombies. She’s actually very good.” 
 
    “Uh…um…uh,” Danahy said. 
 
    Jillybean glared reproachfully at Sadie. “It’s not weird. Doctors use cadavers to practice on, and that’s what means dead people. And everyone calls the zombies undead and that’s what means they’re monsters. And I saved Mister Neil when he got shot and remember Mister Van-Loggins and his tummy-ache? No one thought you could die from a tummy-ache ‘cept for me.” 
 
    “He died from a tummy-ache?” Danahy asked, her face set in such a way that it seemed as though she feared the answer. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jillybean answered. “He had his face eated off by a monster, but before that he had a real cute appendicitis. I popped that sucker right out of there. It was like a swelled-up sausage, but only an uncooked one. It was all red and all.” 
 
    Danahy opened her mouth to speak, but there was a knock on the door and she jerked. It was the Sheriff. “Father Amacker would like to see the guests outside if the little one is well enough.” 
 
    “She is.” When panic swept Jillybean’s face, the doctor smiled easily. “He won’t hurt you. We’ve heard the stories that came out of New Eden. Human sacrifices? How horrible it must have been. But we’re not like that. No one will stop you from leaving and no one will force you to come to God.” 
 
    “Then what does he want with us?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Perhaps to properly introduce himself.” 
 
     Sheriff Woods opened the door and gestured for them to follow him out through the lobby. There was a general hum in the air that had Jillybean backing into Sadie. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Sadie said. There was no way she knew this for certain, but she had a feeling. She wasn’t wrong. When they stepped outside into the beautiful May morning, they were greeted by two-hundred and seventeen faces. The entire population of the town was standing and sitting and playing in the street. 
 
    Jillybean froze and Sadie could feel her pulse through her skin. “It’ll be okay,” she repeated. 
 
    The crowd backed up a bit and the buzz settled down. Now, Sadie saw that two metal folding chairs had been set in the middle of the street. Standing next to them was the priest in his green vestments; he gestured for them to come forward, however Jillybean wouldn’t budge. Sadie’s only choice was to drag her forward and she wouldn’t do that. 
 
    When it became obvious that she wasn’t going to move, little Corina wiggled through the crowd, followed closely by Anita. “Come on,” Corina said. “He’s just going to wash your feet. See the basin? He’s gonna get all that soot off. My mom says that Jesus was like a servant. Do you know what a butler is? It’s like that, so you don’t have to be scared.” 
 
    With the two children taking her by the hand, Jillybean moved to one chair and Sadie to the other. It was a strange moment having the old priest grunt his way down to his knees in front of them. He began speaking what might have been a prayer. Sadie didn’t know. She had been so worried about her little sister that she didn’t realize how truly frightened she was. 
 
    She had spent the longest in the sterile dungeons of New Eden and she had been the object of desire of Abraham their false prophet, who had steadily fallen into evil. And she would never forget being chained to the post atop their sacrificial altar. Nor would she forget the flames burning her feet…and now here was another priest. She tried to smile at him, but her lips rebelled. 
 
    Her feet were so black from the soot that they looked as if they had been drawn from a fire. He took one foot and she flinched. “Do not be afraid,” he said. “I am simply a servant of the Lord before whom we are all equal.” He placed her foot into the basin; the water was cool and wonderful. She relaxed as he rubbed away the soot, and was able to smile at Jillybean. 
 
    When it was her turn, Jillybean giggled. “That tickles,” she said, shyly. 
 
    “See how the dirt comes off so easily?” the priest asked, taking her pinky toe and giving it a wiggle. “Would you like me to wash away your sins as well?” 
 
    Jillybean’s face clouded over and she dropped her pointy chin to her chest. “They won’t come out of me so easily. They won’t ever come out.” 
 
    “The Lord forgives,” the priest said. Jillybean shook her head in response, her brown fly-away hair falling across her face, hiding it. “Are you saying that you are beyond forgiveness?” She nodded. “Ahh, now I understand. You don’t understand the power of the Lord. Did you know he created all of this? The earth, the sky, the heavens…this little piggy?” Once more he gave the toe a wiggle. 
 
    “I heard he did that and that’s good and all but what I’ve done…” She couldn’t go on and by her shaking shoulders, Sadie knew she was crying again. 
 
    The priest gently put her foot back into the basin. “He is strong enough to create this world but he can’t forgive a little girl? Tell me, Jillybean, has Sadie ever forgiven you for something?” Slowly Jillybean nodded. “Was it bad?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jillybean whispered. 
 
    “Was it the worst?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” The word could barely be heard. 
 
    “And yet, she forgave you. The Lord can as well. Ask for forgiveness from the Lord and he will forgive because, as much as Sadie loves you, the Lord loves you more.” Jillybean thought about this in silence and, oddly, the entire population of the town was quiet waiting for her to say something. 
 
    “I want to be forgiven,” she told the priest. “I don’t want to be bad anymore.” 
 
    A broad smile broke across his face. “Then let’s take a walk back up to the church, and we’ll talk.” He straightened with a groan and then stuck out his hand. Sadie was a little surprised that she took it. Normally, she was very shy with strangers and not quick to put herself in a position that could be turned around on her. 
 
    Sadie got up to follow after them, but a hand caught her. It was Doctor Danahy. “Can I have a word, please? In my office?” 
 
    “Sure.” As the crowd broke up, some following the priest up to the church, some heading out to the fields and some standing about chatting, Danahy showed Sadie into her office. “Something wrong? With me or…” 
 
    “It’s Jillybean,” Danahy said, taking a seat behind her desk and gesturing to a leather-bound chair in front of it. Sadie sat down, suddenly nervous once again. Before speaking, the doctor glanced out the window where little clumps of people could be seen. “We’ve heard of her even out here. There’s been a few groups coming through looking for a better place. Some were Azael and some were refugees and some were soldiers from Estes.” 
 
    Sadie had been sitting upright and pensive. Now, she wilted into the chair. “Yeah, so? People talk.” 
 
    “People do talk and they all say the same things about your sister. Look, like I said, I’m not here to judge. Her sins are between her and God. My concern is for her mental health and the safety of the people around her. Is she quote-unqoute, crazy? Honestly?” 
 
    Her first impulse was to deny, deny, deny. “People talk. You know that. They grab onto any little…” 
 
    “Did she kill a baby?” This shut Sadie up. She found herself looking down at her bruised right knee. Slowly, she nodded her head. “And the stuffed animal? Did she talk to it?” Another nod. “And the River King, did she kill him?” 
 
    “He deserved it!” Sadie snarled, smacking her hand down on the arm of the chair as hatred roared through her. Her father deserved the death he received, in fact he deserved a far worse death…but had General Johnston? Had Eve? She dropped her head again. “Look, everything you’ve heard is probably half of what she’s done, good and bad, but she is the real victim here. The way she is, it’s not her fault, it’s been forced on her.” 
 
    Danahy looked evenly at Sadie. “I know and really, it’s a wonder there aren’t a lot more people like her. Luckily, she can be fixed through medication and a stable environment and we have both here. Hold on.” She hopped up and went to a locked closet which held a locked cabinet. 
 
    She opened both and began poking through drawers. “Yes, I thought I had some. This is Zyprexa, it’s an antipsychotic. It’s been proven to help with certain neurological disorders. Schizophrenia is one of them.” 
 
    Sadie didn’t know whether to grab the pills and shout with joy that there was a way to cure her sister, or cringe over the idea that she really was crazy. It was something she never liked to think about and had always assumed Jillybean would just “get better” somehow. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, taking the bottle and getting up. 
 
    Danahy stopped her. “She’s going to need more than just pills. She has to stop the running around and the adventures and all that.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Sadie. It is that easy. If she stays here, she’ll be cared for…please, don’t get mad. I’m sure you’ve done your best, but you’re a kid, too. You can stay as well. You’d be more than welcome.” 
 
    Sadie knew she couldn’t stay. The town and its people were weak. It was wide open and virtually undefended. How long would it be before they were overrun by a horde of zombies? Even a small herd of a couple of thousand would destroy them. And then there were the bandits. The town was large enough to make the little groups shy away, but would happen when the mountain bandits came together under some fell leader? 
 
    Murder, torture, rape. 
 
    The town was a temporary safe haven, just like Estes had been. Jillybean needed something more durable. She needed…hell, they all needed something that would last. But would the little girl’s mind be able to hold out long enough to find something like that? 
 
    “I have to leave, but I’ll try to talk Jillybean into staying.” 
 
    “No, you have to make her stay, for her own good.” 
 
    Sadie smiled at the absurdity of the statement. “No one makes Jillybean do anything against her will, not without paying a price.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    She was sitting on a stone bench behind the church when Sadie found her two hours later. It had been a long conversation with Father Amacker and now she was glass-eyed and staring. She was well overdue for sleep and tired from their long walk. 
 
    Around her, the children of the town ran in what seemed like a cyclone of energy, squealing with laughter. Jillybean couldn’t count them all because of how fast they were going. There seemed like a lot of them. She hadn’t seen this many children since back in the Before. 
 
    “Come play!” Corina would shout every time she came near. 
 
    “Come play or you’ll be a fat hog!” Anita only shouted this once and then had to sit out of the fun by her mother. 
 
    For the first time in her life, Jillybean didn’t want to play. What little energy she’d had in her had been sapped out of her during her confession. Father Amacker had made her tell everything she had ever done it seemed, and that included the stuff that Eve had done as well—and that had been all bad stuff. 
 
    Then he had asked her: “Are you truly sorry for your sins?” Jillybean had said she was, but didn’t know if she really was. She was sad about some of the stuff she did, but not sad about others. She had killed the River King and that had been good. She had killed the bounty hunter with the dead eyes, and that had been good, too. She had killed the Colonel and that had been good, however killing his bodyguards had felt less good, but still, she thought it had been necessary. 
 
    It had gone on and on like that for what felt like ages. Even Father Amacker looked exhausted when she was done, as if forgiving someone was as tiring as doing all that stuff she’d had to ask forgiveness for. 
 
    She was tired, but happy. Unlike Abraham, Father Amacker was a real priest and had used his priestly powers to save her soul from “eternal damnation,” and that was a real nice thing in her book. 
 
    When she had been sitting there for about a quarter of an hour, she saw Sadie limping up the hill from the main part of the town. She carried a picnic basket the size of a small suitcase, the weight of it had her limping with a tilt. When the children saw her, they dashed right at her like a stampeding heard of gazelles. Corina and a girl with skin the color of midnight took the basket, while some of the larger children tried to act as human crutches. 
 
    “Okay, okay, give them room,” Rachael Woods said, shooing away the children when Sadie was trying to set out the food. “Let them eat in peace. Besides, it’s about time everyone got out of their good clothes. Those of you who have mid-morning chores should get to them. Jenny? I know you have a goat that’s in need of milking. I can hear it from all the way out here.” 
 
    The children were well behaved and didn’t grumble as they ran for their bikes. A few, Corina and Anita among them, stood back, staring in anticipation to see what was in the basket. Rachael snapped at them. “Find something to do or I’ll start assigning tasks.” That was enough to scatter them to the winds. 
 
    Sadie cracked the lid of the basket when they were finally alone, or at least mostly alone. Three-year-old Connor Woods had waddled in a circle and was now back, pointing to his mouth. “Do you like fried chicken?” Sadie asked him. 
 
    “Ticken! Ticken!” he hooted and then plopped himself down in front of the basket, his chubby hands reaching inside. 
 
    At the words “fried chicken,” Jillybean was instantly famished. “They must really want us to stay,” she remarked. 
 
    “That’s what I said, but it turns out a few of the families raise, like a ton of chickens. Pretty cool, huh?”  
 
    It was cool but actually saying that it was cool, wasn’t cool. The words had been spoken with a purpose and it didn’t take more than a half-second for Jillybean to figure out what that purpose was. “You want to go on without me? Why? Why would you think I would be okay with you leaving me…” 
 
    She broke off as Connor pulled back from the basket. In one hand he held a perfectly fried drumstick and in the other was a glistening ear of corn which dripped golden juice. “Is that butter?” Jillybean asked, unable to take her eyes from the twin prizes. 
 
    “Yep,” Sadie said. She reached into the basket and produced another yellow ear. She held it out to Jillybean. “It’s homemade. They have a butter-churn and everything.” 
 
    “A butter churn?” she asked, sounding disappointed. She really liked butter. Sadie held out the second drumstick. “And fried chicken.” She liked chicken as well, and fried chicken she liked most of all. After the rationing that had gone on in Estes, it was like she was in heaven. 
 
    On her walk with Father Amacker, she had seen a dozen cows, flocks of sheep and penned-up goats. There had been fields of corn and wheat, and the apple tree they had sought refuge in was one of hundreds. There was more, too. The people had all waved and smiled, and everyone seemed just as nice as could be.  
 
    It had seemed utterly perfect and had the world consisted of just Sadie, Jillybean and the people in the town, it would have been ideal. But the world wasn’t like that. It was dangerous, fantastically dangerous.  
 
    In her estimation, the town could never be defended. It didn’t sit in a valley with mountains looming all around, but in a shallow dale. The hills surrounding it were too gentle to keep the monsters out, and the roads west and north were too wide open. 
 
    There was almost nothing to stop man or beast from invading. Not even the river was much of an obstacle. Although it was deep, it could be bridged with pontoons or, even easier, a few boats could be employed by an army and, of course, monsters could just float across. Having seen the land that looked as though it had been hand-drawn by Norman Rockwell, she estimated that it would take miles of walls and a few thousand warriors to protect it properly. And that would create a new problem since there simply wasn’t enough farmable land to support a population of that size. 
 
    “It’s nice and all, but…” Jillybean gazed, pointedly around at the softness of the land and its people. “It won’t last. There’s no future here for anyone. You know that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to stay here forever,” Sadie said, now handing over a white dinner plate and cloth napkins. “Just until we get settled, you know, once we find a place, that is. You know I’ll come back for you. Eat. Stop arguing and eat.” 
 
    Jillybean ate as ordered. She had a lot to say, however the food was too good and once she started, she ate two pieces of chicken, an entire cob and then she forced down half a tupperware filled with potato salad. By the end, her stomach bulged and she could feel the last bite caught somewhere midway down her esophagus unable to go any further down from want of room. Next to her Connor was covered in bits of everything. He was also somewhat dazed looking as though someone had conked him on the head with a mallet. 
 
    After a deep breath and a muffled burp, Jillybean was able to pick up where she had left off: “It’s if you live long enough to come back to get me. You…” Her jaws stretched wide in a tremendous yawn. “You need me.” 
 
    Sadie had stopped eating a few minutes earlier; now her eyes were drooping. She barely had enough energy to roll her eyes. “You act like you had to save me every other week. In case you forgot, you only saved me one time and I’m so thankful that you did, but I have been on my own before and I’ve done fine.” 
 
    “Well, I’m…” Another yawn. “I’m going with you and there’s not nothing you can do about it. Do you know…never mind, you probably don’t.” She raised her voice, “Miss Rachael, ma’am? Do you know where we can sleep. We’ve been traveling all night and we’re awful tired.” 
 
    “And so is Connor by the looks of it,” Rachael said as she and Corina walked over from where some of the moms were chatting. 
 
    “Jillybean can use my bed,” Corina volunteered, “and I bet Anita would let Sadie use hers. She’s very excited that you guys are coming to live here. I think it’s cool, too. I heard some people saying you guys are famous. What did you guys do to get fa…”  
 
    Her mom silenced her with a quick snap of her fingers and a glare. “Never mind that, Corina. That’s their business and you’re not going to pry. And…what are you doing, Corina? Don’t let Sadie take that basket. It’s too heavy and she’s hurt. Anyways, what was I saying? Oh yes. You can’t volunteer someone else’s bed. Sadie can sleep with Jillybean. Your bed is plenty big enough. It’s a queen.” 
 
    Sadie thanked her and told her that she was sure it would be perfect. Bikes were mounted, the basket mounted in front of Rachael and Jillybean riding behind Corina at least until they came to the hill leading to her house. Then the girl became shaky and the bike wobbled, perilously until, winded and sweating, Corina couldn’t go on anymore. 
 
    They walked the bikes from there. It was the strangest feeling for Jillybean. She felt like a kid. Not a young person or a child. She felt like a kid from the Before. It felt as if she were going to a friend’s house for a slumber party, where they would stay up late and play games and sneak junk food from the cabinet when the grownups weren’t looking. 
 
    The very idea was glorious and proper and good, and for just a minute, she wanted to take Sadie up on her offer and stay behind and be a kid again. She had been forgiven, after all. Her sins were gone, wiped clean by Jesus who, although far away in heaven, still heard Jillybean’s plea for forgiveness.  
 
    It made her think: If I’m not a bad person anymore, why can’t I stay? Why is it I’m always the one doing the hard stuff? Can’t someone else… 
 
    Her inner voice was silenced as she caught sight of Sadie trudging up the hill to their right, leaning over a bike she had borrowed. Jillybean had never seen her so haggard and tired looking. She was eighteen but, with the bags beneath her eyes and the fine lines beginning to show, the ones that the ladies called a crow foot, she looked forty. Jillybean had a sudden nervous premonition of death. 
 
    It wasn’t an extraordinary feeling for her. She’d had it many times in the past and usually just chalked it up to nerves before a battle or before she was about to put the finishing touches on a bomb. It never amounted to much—sometimes people died and sometimes they didn’t. 
 
    This was only different because it was Sadie. Why is it that she is always doing the hard stuff: the same inner voice asked. Hasn’t she done enough? 
 
    It had been Sadie who had saved the baby, Eve from Cassie. And it had been Sadie who had been drowned to death saving Sarah in New York. And it had been Sadie who had gone into New Eden alone, and it had been Sadie who had broken Grey out of the River King’s prison and it had been Sadie who had destroyed the artillery that had been tearing down the walls of the Blue Gate, and it had been Sadie who had singlehandedly attacked the Azael on the bluff above the Estes Valley. 
 
    Jillybean could have gone on and on, but there was no reason. Her sister had done enough, but she wasn’t complaining. “We’ll go on together,” Jillybean told her, “and we’ll find somewhere real nice.” 
 
    Sadie gazed at her a long time as they huffed and puffed up the hill. “Okay, we will, but you have to promise me something. Corina,, can you give us a moment?” 
 
    “Sure. My house is the blue one. See right there? And my room is the one that points out to the backyard.” She started again, pushing the bike, but stopped after only a few feet. “I don’t want you to leave. It’s bad for people out there. People leave and they almost never come back. And everyone says we’re real lucky here. They say that God watches over us and that’s why there aren’t all that many zombies. They say there’s like, a bajillion of them out in Denver and New York. Why would you want to go out to those places?” 
 
    “We have family,” Sadie told her. It was a simple statement that Corina could understand.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, and with a last smile, the little girl began pushing her bike on up the hill. As she went, Jillybean marveled at her tiny size. She was barely taller than her handlebars. And she was so skinny and weak. So vulnerable. 
 
    It was a moment before Jillybean realized that she was also that small! “Whoa,” she mumbled without enthusiasm. 
 
    “Stuff going on upstairs?” Sadie asked. Jillybean looked confused at the question. The only stairs she had on her mind were the stairs heading up to Corina’s bedroom. Sadie saw the look. “I meant, are you hearing anything?” 
 
    At first Jillybean thought she meant hearing anything as in any sound, but then it struck her what her sister was trying to convey. “Like voices? Like Eve? No, I was just thinking that she looks so small and Anita is even smaller. I wonder how they lived. Mister Father Amacker wouldn’t let me stray from what I done wrong. That’s what he said: stray. I was just asking questions is all.” 
 
    “I asked Mrs. Nelson, you know, Anita’s mom? She said that they had their trying times in the beginning. You know, the usual stuff: all sorts of people coming and going, and zombies all over the place, and no one knowing what to do. They eventually turned to Father Amacker and things just got better. They all think it’s a miracle and maybe it is.” 
 
    Jillybean knew her sister well enough to know that she didn’t think there had been any miracle. “It was probably because they’re all the way out in the middle of nowhere.”  
 
    “And because winter came. That’s my guess. When you combine snow and mountains, people and zombies aren’t going anywhere. But…” She didn’t need to go on. Jillybean nodded to the unspoken words: But it won’t last forever. “Anyways, if you are coming with me, then you have to do as I say.” 
 
    “I already do listen to you. Like right now you said: ‘and because winter came. That’s my guess. When you combine snow and mountains, people and zombies aren’t going anywhere. But…’ See? I listened.” 
 
    Sadie grinned and stopped pushing the bike. “I’m talking about something important.” She reached into her pocket and showed her a yellowed bottled. “Doctor Danahy wants you to take these. It’s Zyprexa. It’ll, uh, make the voices in your head go away.” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure that isn’t a placebo? A placebo is what means a trick. You say it’s one thing but you mean another, but then sometimes it works anyway. It’s like magic, or something.” 
 
    “It’s not a placebo. It’s a neuroleptic. The doctor has one of those big books you used to carry around. 
 
    “A PDR?” 
 
    Sadie nodded. “That’s the one. I bet she’ll let you borrow it before we leave and I’m sure it’ll say everything she told me. Take half a pill in the morning and half at night. And no matter what, don’t stop taking them once you start.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    A look of pain swept Sadie’s face. “The voices will come back twice as bad…and you may start to see things.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    The pair slept like cats. The reference wasn’t simply due to the twisted positions they assumed, wrapped around each other or stretched out, or curled in balls, but also because of the length of their slumber: fourteen and a half hours. 
 
    They woke, each within seconds of the other, at a little after two in the morning. They sat up, took a look at their watches and sighed, not knowing what to do with themselves. Normally, they would have hit the road as soon as they were dressed, but they were guests of the town in general and the Woods family in particular. It would have been rude. 
 
    On tip toe they crept down the stairs, thankful that they were carpeted. Sadie worried that they would be stuck sitting on couches twiddling their thumbs. She didn’t take confinement very well. She always had to be doing something…and that didn’t include reading. Books had never held her attention beyond the first few pages. 
 
    Thankfully, the Woods had anticipated them waking as early as they had. They left a kerosene lantern and an in depth note. Upon it were directions to the outhouse, which could be found in the very farthest part of the backyard, under a drooping elm, as well as orders to help themselves to the pantry—they went there first and exclaimed at the biscuits and drooled over the apple pie. 
 
    In a hard fought battle of restraint, they only took one biscuit and one piece of pie each, which they ate, sitting across from each other, smiling. 
 
    When they had washed down their breakfast with cold water that had been set in empty coke bottles, they poked around in the other items the Woods had set out for them. There were “age appropriate” books, a pile of board games, some puzzles and a stack of clothes to try on that were labeled vaguely as: Gifts. 
 
    They went for the clothes first. Jillybean took for herself a pair of blue jeans, four sets of panties, three pairs of white socks, two long sleeved shirts, and two dresses, both of which were white. It was quite a haul made less impressive by the fact that she found only a single set of magenta cowgirl boots to wear.  
 
    She wore them with a pair of blue jeans, one of the dresses and a long sleeve shirt which happened to be green. In Sadie’s mind, she seemed to clash with the carpet and the drapes and pretty much everything.  
 
    Sadie only had floral print dresses to choose from and thick, sensible, dull wedges, all of which were black and none of which exceeded two inches in height. “It’s like Little House on the Prairie here.” 
 
    “I read those books,” Jillybean mentioned as she pulled the white dress on over her other clothes. “They were okay. But you want to know a good book? The Call of the Wild, oh and The Three Musketeers. That was good.” As if reminded that there were books in the room, she went to the stacks and made noises of disappointment. “Read it, read it, read it, looks stupid, looks boring.” Next, she looked at the puzzles and sighed. 
 
    “You don’t like puzzles?” Sadie asked, somewhat shocked. “I thought you would. You know, because it engages the mind.” 
 
    She sighed again, pushing away the puzzles. “Sequential organization and pattern recognition? That’s not exactly a challenge. Hey, we could play Scrabble.” 
 
    It was Sadie’s turn to push away a game. She had played Scrabble with Jillybean before and it had not ended well. Jillybean’s vocabulary wasn’t really on par with her mental capacity, however her ability to see every possible permutation of the seven letters set before her, allowed her to double the score of, not just Sadie, but also Neil and Deanna as well. She felt that she had failed if her words weren’t at least five tiles long. 
 
    “Sorry no,” Sadie said, “I just don’t like losing every time. I think I’ll go with one of those crossword puzzles.” 
 
    Jillybean smiled at the compliment, and then sighed again as she glanced at the books once more.  
 
    As much as Sadie needed to be “doing” something, Jillybean needed to be “thinking” something. She hopped up to explore the house to the full extent that decorum allowed. And then, when that didn’t suffice, she bent the concept of decorum and went anywhere that wasn’t locked. 
 
    “Finally,” Sadie heard her mutter after ten minutes had passed. She came back with a leather bound book. 
 
    “An encyclopedia?” Sadie asked, though she had expected nothing less. 
 
    Jillybean pointed the spine at her. “Edward the Black Prince through Evangelical Association. Everyone says I’m sort of Einstein, so I figured I should know what that is. Does it mean you like school or something?” 
 
    “Read the book,” Sadie suggested. The little girl gave the “okay” sign and then cracked the encyclopedia. Her reaction was far more interesting than any crossword. Her little brow slowly creased the further she went down the page. She then hopped up and hurried out of the room, coming back with two more volumes. With great solemnity, she thumbed through the first. 
 
    For an hour, she was silent and then she took the second and cracked it. Now, she began sweating. Up she hopped, hurrying out of the room. When she came back, she had a five-inch thick dictionary weighing down her arms. “Oh, okay” she said, a moment later. “That makes sense.” 
 
    Sadie groaned, worrying that all she would hear about for the next month was relativity or quantum mechanics or whatever scientific gobbly-gook Jillybean was ingesting. Just watching Jillybean put her in a stupor and before she knew it, she was asleep again, her head resting on her folded arms. 
 
    When she woke, the table was piled with encyclopedias that were flapped open. The little girl wasn’t in sight. Nervous, Sadie crept around the house—no Jillybean and no Corina, either. The six-year-old had been asleep on a couch in what had been at one time, a TV room. 
 
    “They’re probably next door,” Sheriff Woods said from behind Sadie, making her jump. For a big man, he was surprisingly sneaky. “The Lopez family raise geese. Got a whole flock of ‘em and they’re going to start honking like crazy in about fifteen minutes.” She didn’t have to ask why in fifteen minutes. The eastern sky was already starting to glow with pinkish streaks. “Corina likes to feed them.” 
 
    “That sounds like something Jillybean would love,” Sadie said, unable to hide the sad note in her voice. 
 
    Woods caught it. “You two aren’t planning on staying, are you?” He sighed when she shook her head. “You know, I was supposed to talk you out of going. April Danahy said it was important for Jillybean. You know, for her…” He tapped his head. 
 
    “I tried to talk her into staying, but she is one headstrong little girl. If I left without her, she’d steal your minivan and hunt me down. She’d find me, too. There’s no fooling her.” 
 
    “She really that smart? April swears she is, and there’s all them rumors, but she strikes me as just a kid. And kind of a messed up kid. She needs to stay. She needs to be normal for a while.” Sadie knew there’d be no talking Jillybean into staying. She started shaking her head. “Let her stay for a week,” Woods suggested. 
 
    They couldn’t waste a week. The days were already passing faster than she had anticipated. “We have to leave today, sorry.” 
 
    “On foot? We’re seventy miles from anywhere. Plummer is the next closest town and it’s even smaller than Colton. I’ve been there and it’s been picked over so many times there’s nothing left to it but the bones of buildings. Even if you could find a car that runs, I don’t think there’s a drop of gas between here and Spokane.” 
 
    Envisioning more mountains and more scrounging and more hardship took the wind out of Sadie’s sail and she plopped down on the couch Corina had used for a bed. The pink sleeping bag on it was still warm. She ran her fingers along the zipper trying to find the courage to beg. Hating herself, she asked: “Do you have a car we could borrow? I promise we’ll bring it back or maybe a better one.” 
 
    Woods sighed, scratching his scalp under his sheriff’s hat. “Sorry, I don’t have a car. The town owns four, well three. One blew a rod. It’s probably only good for parts now.” 
 
    Sadie hunched her shoulders in what passed for a shrug. “It’s okay. We’ll make do. I should probably go get Jillybean. She’ll want to say a proper goodbye.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Woods said, Putting out a hand that was as big as catcher’s mitt. “I can maybe talk the town into giving up one of the vehicles, on the condition that you stay for a week and that you honestly try to convince Jillybean not to go on.” 
 
    “Four days,” Sadie countered. “Together, me and Jillybean are very resourceful. We could be in Spokane in four days; maybe even three and I hate to lose even a single day. We don’t have a lot of time.”  
 
    He considered this while the light grew in the east. Sadie looked out the window seeing golden light beyond the trees. With the sun not quite up, the tree trunks were black, looking like hundreds of poles holding up a dense and low slung ceiling. For a moment she was under the illusion that the trees were the bars of a giant cage. Then the sun cracked the horizon and she had to turn away from the power of the sun. 
 
    “Okay, four days,” Woods said. “Starting today.” 
 
    “Yes, starting today. I’ll go tell Jillybean.” perhaps because he didn’t trust her he came along.  
 
    Jillybean saw them as they crossed into the next yard. She came hurrying over, holding her cupped hands together. “Look at this, Sadie! It’s a chick! Have you ever seen anything so cute?” In her hands was what appeared to be a golden piece of fluff. It made a squeaky peep. 
 
    It was indeed cute right until it pooped in Jillybean’s hand. The little girl squinched up her face and hurried to put it back with the others. “They also have big ones, but Corina says they will bite you if you’re not careful. I never knew that a goose would bite. Do you want to help feed the…” Her blue eyes clouded suddenly. “Why do you have that look, Sadie? Is it time to go?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Sadie said, throwing a smile onto her face. She had almost been in tears. Jillybean belonged here. She needed a normal life. She had to stay at least until Sadie could find a safer place. “We are actually going to stay for a little while, until we can get a car. Probably about four days, but it may be longer.” 
 
    “Longer? Why can’t we get a car somewhere else? We could go back to Butte. That was a big town. I bet we could get a car there, easily. And you know what? They probably also have drones and everything else. ‘Sides, we can’t wait that long. Mister Neil and everyone is counting on us.” 
 
    Behind them, Woods cleared his throat. Sadie’s smile became strained. “We were offered a car by Sheriff Woods, but it’s going to take a few days to get ready. After all they’ve done for us, I think it would be rude if we didn’t accept. In the meantime, you can, uh, uh, learn about farm life. We’re going to need an expert when we get to, well, wherever we get to.” 
 
    “I suppose that would be a smart thing to study,” Jillybean admitted. “I wasn’t getting anywhere with Relativity. Those cycle-pedias were really very kinda vague. That’s what means they weren’t, uh deep. They kinda just skimmed stuff, like gravitational time dilation. They mention it but they barely even ‘splain how it’s different from gravitational red shifting, which only is what means the pull of electromagnetic energy from its source. See, if you have a big enough star then the light coming from it has a lower frequency relative to a smaller star because even though it’s shooting out, it’s also being pulled back on account of gravity.” 
 
    Woods mouth twisted back on one side in a half-smile as he said: “Whoa.” 
 
    Sadie knew that once Jillybean got going on a subject as complicated as this one sounded, she would go on for some time, especially if you asked questions. Looking confused didn’t help, either. She seemed to think that was a signal meaning: Keep going, I’ll get it eventually. 
 
    “Jillybean, honey,” Sadie said, “let’s go take your medicine.” 
 
    “I already did. Half a pill twice a day. If we’re staying for a bit, do you think Doctor Danahy will let me borrow her PDR?” Before Sadie could answer, Jillybean asked another: “Do you think she’ll show me how to set a broken bone?” 
 
    Sadie gave her sister a warning look. There was no way the people of Colton would let her stay if she began her gruesome experiments. “Let’s worry about the book for now.” 
 
    “Corina, let’s finish up here,” Woods said, pointing at the honking geese. “You have your own chores to get to before school.” 
 
    “School?” Jillybean asked. “Could I go?” 
 
    Woods started to shake his head, but then changed his mind. “Yeah, it’ll be good for you to be with kids your own age. It’ll be normal.” 
 
    As Jillybean got ready for school, Sadie felt more like a mom than an adoptive sister. She had every mom fear in the book: what if the other kids didn’t like her? What if they made fun of her for being smarter than them? What if they called her names? What if Eve got out, murdered the lot of them and then stacked their bodies like cordwood before burning down the school? 
 
    “She’s on medication now,” Sadie kept telling herself. 
 
    School in Colton lasted from seven until ten. Then there came a mid-day mass, a communal lunch and more school till about three. Sadie was able to sit with Jillybean during the mass, where she couldn’t speak unless it was to mumble along during prayers. She also sat with her at lunch, though again, there wasn’t much in the way of speaking. Jillybean shoveled food down her gullet as fast as she could before she was up and racing around with the other children. 
 
    “Looks like she’s getting along pretty well,” Rachael Woods said to Sadie as the two of them cleared away dishes. The few scraps that remained were being saved in an orange Home Depot bucket. They would go to feed the pigs being raised by a friend of Rachael’s. 
 
    “Yeah, it looks that way,” Sadie said, however, she knew better—something was bothering Jillybean. It wasn’t hard to guess the issue. Later that afternoon, Sadie waited outside the school. “So, what’s wrong with the teacher?” 
 
    Jillybean gave a one shoulder shrug just like her big sister usually did. “Nothing really, it’s just that Mrs. Whithers doesn’t like the way I do things, ‘specially in math. She says that I can’t make, uh, intuitive leaps until I’m a grode-up. Intuitive leaps is what means I can do math in my head. She says I’m supposed to learn like everyone else.” 
 
    “You mean really slowly?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    They walked for a while in silence, Sadie hardly even limping now. “I’ll talk to the teacher. She should know that people learn at different rates.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I don’t want to make the other kids feel bad. ‘Sides we’ll be leaving in a few days. I’d rather get working on this car. We need to get it up-armored and I’ve been considering a roof mounted periscope since I doubt this town has much in the way of imaging equipment. I drew up the plans when everyone was working on fractions.” 
 
    She handed over a single sheet of paper that was scrawled with her childish handwriting. On it were a list of items and then secondary items just in case the main components couldn’t be found. “It’s like a refractory telescope, well it is a refractory telescope, just one that’s not designed to peek at the moon. And it’s not one but four, each with their own…” 
 
    “Sweetie, I have three days. Make it simpler.” 
 
    Jillybean mumbled something of which Sadie caught a few words: “…and a pneumatically driven piston, what could be simpler than that?” Louder, she said, “I’ll need to see the car. I hope it’s a Humvee car or a Land Rover car.” 
 
    It was a red Camry. Jillybean walked around it three times and then said to Sheriff Woods: “What else do you have?” 
 
    Sadie glared at her and then turned, switching to a smile, which she leveled at Woods. “She means it’s perfect, thank you very much.” The smile fell away as she turned back to Jillybean, who dropped her chin to her chest. 
 
    “Sorry Mister Sheriff Woods, sir. It is a nice gift, thanks a lot. Uh, so what’s wrong with it? I mean other than the color and its lack of all wheel drive capability and the fact that its underpowered for our needs?” 
 
    A groan escaped Sadie. “It’s got a bad starter, okay? That’s why we’re waiting until Monday to leave.” Woods caught the lie and made a noise of disappointment. Thankfully, Jillybean didn’t hear it, she had dropped down to peer up under the car. 
 
    “You know we can get a starter from almost any car of about this size They are all sorta interchangeable and that’s what means they do the same job. Mostly the problem is the mounting, though sometimes they have that beak thing in front which we could probably switch out. Do we have any tools here? I could get that…” 
 
    “Jillybean, no. They’re using all the starters in town. We’re just going to have to wait.” 
 
    The little girl got to her feet again, still staring at the car as if the idea of not being able to fix it, right that moment, was getting under her skin. “You know, this is what they should be teaching at that school. Math and reading are good but everyone should have to learn about cars and farming and guns. Oh, and survival skills, too.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Mrs Whithers,” Sadie said. And she did. For the next three days, Sadie did everything she could to smooth over any bump there could possibly be in the transition from Jillybean the adventurer to Jillybean the small town girl. It should have been easy.  
 
    Other than fearlessly speaking her mind, Jillybean was a natural fit. Hard work was nothing new to her, especially when it came to caring for the many farm animals, all of which she adored. The people accepted her, unreservedly and welcomed her input and suggestions, of which she seemed to have an endless supply.  
 
    Best of all, whether it was due to the Zyprexa or the serenity of the dale, she found mental peace. Not once did Sadie catch the girl muttering to herself…or rather not once did she catch the girl muttering to one of the phantoms in her head. 
 
    She muttered plenty when it came to her math homework. “Fractions are just dumb. Why have fractions when you have decimal points? It’s archaic and that’s what means its old…even older than you, Sadie. And why show the work? The answer is either right or wrong. Grr!” 
 
    Despite this, Monday morning arrived and even before Sadie was up, Jillybean had her small collection of clothes set out on her bed, ready to go. The pink dress she had been given was set aside—it had no place in the wilds. She wore a pair of Corina’s blue jeans that ended an inch above her ankles, the magenta cowboy boots, and a white t-shirt emblazoned with Pikachu. 
 
    “Is this some sort of cat?” she asked Sadie. 
 
    “Yeah, kind of a Japanese one. Hey, um, I wanted to talk to you about, um, staying here.” Jillybean looked up from the shirt and stared at Sadie in that way of hers that made Sadie feel as though her skin was made of glass and her thoughts were like little cartoon word bubbles that Jillybean could read.  
 
    Over the previous four days, Sadie had tried her best to get Jillybean to fall in love with the little dale. She’d had the little girl pet every bunny and eat every type of pie. There had been sleepovers and games. In the evenings, when the sun was just over the western horizon twenty children would play capture the flag or hide and go seek. The squeals of laughter could be heard for miles.  
 
    It should have been easy but Sadie had trouble blurting out: “I think you should stay here, while I go on.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Jillybean answered. 
 
    This surprised Sadie. “Okay, good. Mr and Mrs. Woods said you can stay with them, and Mrs Whithers said she would let you dictate your own class schedule at school and…” 
 
    Jillybean interrupted. “I’m not staying. I was just saying that your oddityness of the last few days now makes sense. Colton is nice and the people are nice, but this can’t be our home. It’s not safe.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t leave you if I didn’t think you could take care of yourself in an emergency.” 
 
    Her downy brows converged at this. “That’s not what I meant. This place is not safe and it never will be. We are supposed to be finding a safe place for everyone and when we do, we’ll come back here and bring these people to it. And we’ll get Mister Neil and we’ll get everyone. But you can’t find it by yourself.” Jillybean was adamant and folded her skinny arms across her chest and stared with a raised eyebrow at Sadie. 
 
    “You’re right, I need you, but you need this place even more. You’re getting better here. Remember what you always said? Remember, you want to be normal? This may be the one place where you can be normal?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jillybean said. “Maybe I could be normal here, but if you die and I’m not there, and I could have done something about it…” She left off, her eyes going far away. Sadie guessed that she was picturing a bleak future, one in which she was dead. Jillybean would blame herself, except there probably wouldn’t be a Jillybean left anymore. It would be Eve, or worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    Once the decision was made, the two girls went into overdrive getting ready to leave. A good chunk of the day was spent fixing the problems Sadie had created while working on the Camry. Over the past four days, while Jillybean had been at school, Sadie had gone around the town searching for scraps of sheet metal. Her plan was simple enough: she would borrow a welder’s torch and, just like Jillybean had done with Hank the Humvee, she would layer the sheet metal an inch thick all around the exterior. 
 
    She envisioned a rolling hunk of Back The Hell Off. She hoped that when it was done, people would fear it and fear whoever was inside it; they would take one look at it and get running. The end result wasn’t what she had expected. The Camry was…strange looking. With some of the pieces rusted and others corrugated and others previously vandalized by taggers, the car looked as though it had either been pulled from a salvage yard or was on its way to one. 
 
    If that wasn’t bad enough, Sadie failed to take into account certain basic laws of physics. She had extended the armor too far in areas so that none of the doors would open more than eight inches. Even more of an oversight on her part was that the metal protecting the tires was too close to the tires themselves. 
 
    Worse than the armor issues was the periscope concept that Jillybean had worked out in painstaking detail. In spite of the scaled diagrams, Sadie hadn’t been able to get any of it to work. Cutting and fitting the PVC piping was so much harder than it looked, while setting the mirrors in each was such a chore that Sadie wanted to pull her hair out after hours of trying. 
 
    When she finally got the four sections perfectly set up, she accidentally let one slip. When it hit the floor, she could hear the mirrors inside of it slip out of place. Holding back a curse, she picked it up and gave it shake, hoping that it was just one mirror—it was all of them and at least one was broken, meaning she would have to spend another hour trying to cut a perfect circle of exactly five and a quarter inches in diameter. 
 
    “It’s just one,” she told herself, but then she glanced at the other tubes, suddenly nervous. The tube had fallen from all of three feet. Were the other tubes just as delicate? She had gently set them aside and now, as if she were going to pick up a bomb, she lifted one and gave it a shake. She didn’t realize that she was holding her breath until she blew out in relief. 
 
    She went to put it back down when she had a thought: What if we hit more than just a pothole? She gave the tube another shake—still fine, another shake and one of the mirrors came unglued and rattled down the tube, fell out of the bottom and shattered. Now the breath she had been holding came out in a scream that had Rachael running to see what was wrong. She found Sadie sitting on the ground with her head in her hands. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Sadie assured her. “It’s just…I don’t know how Jillybean does this. She takes all this junk and somehow turns it into stuff you can use. But I can’t. I just can’t. I was never good at arts and crafts or any of that bull…spittle.” 
 
    “I’m pretty good at this sort of thing,” Rachael said, holding out a hand. “Let me see those drawings and maybe together we can…” The smile fell away from her face as her eyes scanned the exactness and the complexity of the drawings. “Well,” she said after a few moments, handing the drawing back. 
 
    After two hours of working together, they succeeded only in coming to the mutual conclusion that the periscope idea wouldn’t work. At some point, Sheriff Woods came in to the garage. He stood with his hands on his hips, nodding gently. “That’s…that’s really something,” he said of the car. 
 
    What that “something” was, he didn’t elaborate, but Sadie didn’t really need him to. “It’s supposed to be kinda like a homemade tank.” 
 
    “And those tubes? They some sort of weapon?” 
 
    Sadie’s shoulders drooped. “They’re supposed to be periscopes so we can see out. The light comes in here, strikes a mirror at this joint and another midway along this tube and one at this joint and…never mind. It’s not going to work.” 
 
    “There might be a simpler way to see out,” he said. “You could cut a hole in the metal.” 
 
    “Huh,” Sadie said. “Thanks.” It was unlike Jillybean to miss something so obvious. Happy to be doing something that would guarantee results, she went right to work. Using the torch, she cut away an 8 x 2 inch hunk of metal from directly in front of the driver’s seat.  
 
    She squeezed herself into the car, got behind the wheel, and immediately saw why Jillybean had wanted a different solution. The view was terrible. In fact, she really couldn’t tell what she was looking at unless she leaned far over the wheel and put her face to the slot. 
 
    “Oh boy,” she said as she sat back, turning her head this way and that, squinting through the gap she had made. “Maybe it’ll just take practice.” 
 
    “Or you can make the hole bigger,” Rachael suggested. 
 
    Making the hole too much larger could have dangerous consequences. “But so would running off a cliff,” Sadie reasoned under her breath. She decided to enlarge the hole by another two inches. It helped a little. Next, she cut a hole in front of the passenger seat and out both side “windows.” The views out of each weren’t great, but they would suffice—she hoped. 
 
    On that Monday morning when Jillybean saw the altered Camry, her mouth came open and then just sort of hung there until she said: “Uhhhhh, I guess since Miss Rachael said I shouldn’t say anything unless it was nice, I will say that…that…it looks real protective and…uh, do the wheels turn?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” Sadie squatted down and only then saw that she was wrong. 
 
    “And how do we see out the back?” Jillybean asked. She went around the Camry and saw the jumble of PVC pipes and the broken mirrors. “And what…are those the periscopes? Why did you use schedule 80s? You were supposed to use 40s and those are schedule 80s, didn’t that throw everything off?” 
 
    Sadie looked back and forth from the pipes and the wheels and the slab of metal that sat over the rear window. “Schedule 80s?” was all she could think to say. 
 
    “Yeah, right there. It says 80.” She pointed to the side of one of the pipes where in blue lettering there was indeed the number 80. But it wasn’t the only number. 
 
    “Well, it also says: 480PSI@73F*ASTM OD5.63 ID5.13. Am I supposed to know what all that means, too?” When Jillybean opened her mouth again, Sadie snapped: “Don’t answer that!” 
 
    “This is my fault,” Jillybean said. “I shoulda helped you but I just got all wrapped up with…” 
 
    Sadie put an arm around her shoulders. “You were too wrapped up with being a kid. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “I guess, but I shoulda knowd that you haven’t ever worked with PVC before. It’s really kinda simple. The numbers at the end represent the exterior and the interior diameters of the pipe. Diameter is what means the width…” She stopped, seeing Sadie’s glare. “Right, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that stuff. Anyways, these loopholes are a smart idea. Simple can be good.” 
 
    Simple was good, except when it turned from simple to simpleton which Sadie felt like as she glanced again at the tires. They were perfect if straight was the only direction that they would have to travel. Jillybean went right for the welding machine. “That fix will be easy as pie,” she said, strapping on the gear. 
 
    The leather apron looked to weigh nearly as much as she did, and the heavy welder’s mask hung far down her chin and the gloves went to her elbows. With her knees jutting out on either side, she looked like a catcher on some sort of intergalactic baseball team where they threw fireballs instead of fastballs. 
 
    She also looked cute as a button and seeing her like that made Sadie’s heart swell. Jillybean didn’t know what she looked like and probably wouldn’t have cared, at least not just then; she was all business and in no time she cut away the metal from the tries. She had Sadie cant them as far over as possible. Then, using the scraps from the trash, she welded layered strips of metal at three points on the armor around the tires, and to these she added the arc of metal she had just cut away. 
 
    “It’s not pretty, but now the wheels can turn,” she said as she lugged the welding equipment to the back of the car. Squatting on the trunk, she cut out a small rectangle from the rear armor that matched the ones Sadie had used in front and on the sides. 
 
    As she was working, Corina and Anita came into the garage. They stood there staring in amazement as sparks flew everywhere, bathing Jillybean in them. It was a few seconds before Sadie remembered they weren’t supposed to stare directly at the white-hot arc. She turned them away to face the wall and had to hold Anita in place. 
 
    “That was so cool!” Corina said, when Jillybean shut off the gas. “I didn’t know you can work one of these things. What is it, a laser?” 
 
    “No, it’s an oxy-fuel welder. It can melt or cut metal. It’s pretty cool except it gets super hot.” The sweat running down her face was proof of this. 
 
    Anita pressed forward, grinning widely, the gap in her teeth showing in her excitement. “What else can it melt? Like a refrigerator? Can I get a turn on it?”  
 
    Sadie pulled her back just as she was about to pick up a piece of metal that had been glowing orange just a few seconds before. “No, sorry. Everyone out. Come on.” 
 
    “You can watch me build some smoke bombs,” Jillybean said. The girls cheered and ran out of the garage in a patter of feet, leaving Sadie to clean up the discarded gloves and mask. By the time she walked back into the house, Jillybean had her ingredients spread out on the kitchen table. Although it seemed that school, playing, socializing, and exploring had taken up all of her time, Jillybean had managed to accumulate many, many items, including everything she needed for smoke bombs. 
 
    “What are you making?” Rachael asked, eyeing the ingredients, nervously. “I heard the word bomb.”  
 
     Jillybean laughed: “It’s not a bomb-bomb, it’s a smoke bomb, though I don’t know why they call it that. It doesn’t blow up or nothing.” She sounded disappointed.  
 
    “How do you make any kind of bomb with this stuff?” Corina asked. “Ground up old corn and baking soda? Aluminum foil? What’s that white stuff? Is that what makes it go?” 
 
    “Go? It doesn’t really go, it just smokes, like this: Fffffshh. And that white stuff is potassium nitrate. You shoulda knowd that. Like every farm around here gots some. Mister Naismith gave me it.”  
 
    The two girls looked at each other excitedly. Rachael frowned, lines showing across her otherwise smooth forehead. “Corina Julian, don’t even think about bothering Mister Naismith for any of this stuff. And you, Anita, I’ll be warning your mother about this. In fact, it probably isn’t right of me to let you watch this without her permission.” 
 
    “Not fair,” Anita mumbled, sticking out her lower lip and walking slowly to the door. “Jillybean gets to do all sorts of cool stuff like blowing up bridges and driving boats an all.” 
 
    And look where it’s gotten her, Sadie thought. Riding the crazy train. 
 
    Jillybean talked her way through the building of five smoke bombs, each the size of a pineapple. Corina begged for a demonstration, however there wasn’t enough left over ingredients and even if there had been, her mother drew the line. 
 
    When she was done, they thought they were going to have one last meal with the Woods family but it was not to be. Dinner was a town-sized event held in the church parking lot. Four lambs were prepared along with mounds of chicken, heaps of potato salad, biscuits and real honey that was harvested from one of the many hives that dotted the dale. 
 
    Gifts were given. Really, an over-abundance of gifts were showered on the two. Every family in the town came with something: food, clothes, maps, ammo for Jillybean’s .38 which had been cleaned and returned. They also received a shotgun and eight shells, ten gallons of gas, twelve batteries, four each of Ds, Cs, and AAs. Doctor Danahy came last with a small piece of luggage, which was stuffed with medical supplies. 
 
    Both Jillybean and Sadie were in tears by the end and could only mutter thank you after thank you. Once the gifts were given, Father Amacker gave a long prayer in which he ended: “Truly I tell you that whatever you did for the least of my brothers, you did for me. Remember this generosity for every gift that is given is a gift to God as well.” 
 
    Then came a long line of hugs and handshakes and good byes. The last in line were the Woods family and Anita. The gap-toothed girl ran in circles around Jillybean and Corina, who walked back down to the house holding hands. With each orbit around the two, Anita would reach out and poke Jillybean squealing: “Got you!” 
 
    This last goodbye was even more painful than the rest and Sadie didn’t let it drag out, fearing that if she let it go on too long that not only would Jillybean change her mind about leaving, Sadie would as well. 
 
    Jillybean was still in tears when Rachael Woods gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Be careful out there and come back and see us.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised. “And I’ll bring gifts, too. Even one for Father Amacker. I think he needs glasses, cuz he called us brothers, but we’re girls. I got long hair and that’s what means I’m a girl.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The two were quiet during the first part of the night as they drove. They spoke when they needed to but otherwise kept their thoughts to themselves. For her part, Jillybean was busy trying to think up a way to defend the gentle dale from the many enemies that surrounded it. This was a far better alternative to dwelling on the miserable fact that she was already missing her friends and wanted to go back. 
 
    She forced her mind away from Corina and her sweet smile and Anita and the devil may care look she always had brewing in her eyes. She stuck to the problem of defending what probably couldn’t be defended. Walls were out of the question. On such a scale, it would take too much time and use up materials that they would have to haul in using gas and equipment they didn’t have. Fences were lighter and easier to put into position. Where the land was flat they would have to rely on multiple layers of fencing and maybe even moats. They would also need cameras with low light capabilities to watch over the miles of fences. Of course this would require electricity. The river would supply that…theoretically.  
 
    She knew how to generate electricity on a small scale; it was on a large scale where things started to get vague and scary. It’s where a mistake could get someone killed. “And then there’s the question of magnets,” she muttered. “How big do they have to be?” 
 
    Sadie had been driving, leaning well into the steering wheel so she could see through the little cutout in the armor. She glanced over at Jillybean when she heard the mumble. Her eyes went to the doll in Jillybean’s hands. It was a Barbie from Corina’s “personal collection” is how she put it. 
 
    “You doing okay? You take your pill?” 
 
    Jillybean understood the fear. The last time Jillybean had a doll, at least one that Sadie knew about, had housed the evil Eve. This one was just plastic with blonde nylon hair; there was nothing in her and nor had there been anything in the dolls she had collected back at Granny Annie’s house. 
 
    “Yeah, I tookted it already. I miss everyone already. That’s what I don’t like about Estes, there’s no kids except me and Emily, and she is just a baby. I like her and all but it’s hard to play with her.” 
 
    “You know I’ll take you right back if you wish.” 
 
    As much as she wanted that, Jillybean shook her head. “You said we’d always be together. That’s sorta like a promise. Besides, we’re nearly there.” 
 
    “We’re not nearly anywhere,” Sadie shot back. “It’s gonna be three days to get to Seattle, but there’s no telling if there will be anyone there. If not we’re going to have to go all the way to Eugene and maybe even further. And then there’s the trek back. We have to find a safe way, remember?” 
 
    She knew. Setting aside the plans for the town of Colton she’d been drawing up in her mind, she brought out the Rand McNally road map and searched for an alternate route through Yellowstone. That was where they’d had their one big problem. If they had avoided it, Sergeant Steinman would still be alive and Jimmy would still be with them…but would they have ever found Colton? Probably not. Steinman would never have driven the Suburban or Hank the Humvee into a river without knowing its depths. 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t like her to do such a thing either. And if she hadn’t, then they would have never met all those sweet people. “Do you believe in fate?” she asked Sadie. “Fate is what means there’s no stopping things, right?” 
 
    Sadie drove for a while in silence, her foot resting gently on the brake—they were driving blind at night as usual. “I don’t know about fate,” she said, giving Jillybean a searching look. “I believe in Death and I believe he can’t be denied. When Ram died, Death came for one: Ram or Neil and he took Ram, but there was a choice. And when he came for you, Sarah died in your place.” 
 
    “And Ipes,” Jillybean croaked in a whisper. “He died for me twice. You mean like that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, just like…that.” Her voice had cracked and her dark eyes were wet, brimming with tears. 
 
    “Who else?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    Sadie wiped the tears away with the back of her hand. “There are a lot. Mary Gates died so Grey could live and…and there was this boy named Morganstern. You didn’t know him. He died for me, I think. He was very brave.” 
 
    “Was he cute?” 
 
    Suddenly the tears were back, but Sadie laughed through them. “Yes, he was very cute. He was tall and strong and…he was sort of like if Corina had an older brother. They had those same sort of apple cheeks.” Sadie went on, telling her about the young soldier. Then the two of them played remember when for the rest of the night, always trying to stay on the positive, keeping well clear of the dead. 
 
    Tears of laughter were in Sadie’s eyes when she told the story of Neil dressing as a gay cowboy to get past the gate guards on the River King’s base. Jillybean wanted to tell Sadie about Chris and his zest for life and the way he found so much of what went on around him funny, but he was neither dead or alive and she didn’t think it was appropriate just then. 
 
    She might have been able to tell Sadie that she hadn’t heard a thing from Chris or Ipes or anyone in days. Sadie would have thought that was good news and in a way it was, however in another way, it was like putting a blanket over her own fond memories. Chris and Ipes had been her friends when she had no one else. If she could have taken a pill that had just gotten rid of Eve and the awful scary voices, but kept Chris and Ipes she would have. 
 
    “Tell me more about Morganstern,” Jillybean asked. She had been slipping into a tired state of depression and she didn’t like it. “I mean, would you have married him and had babies?” 
 
    Sadie shrugged. “I guess. Maybe. I don’t know.” The question had so flummoxed her that she was doing more daydreaming than driving. Luckily, they were entering a land that seemed empty of anything even remotely human. For the next few hours, they drove through beautiful but rugged mountains and in all that time they didn’t see even a zombie. 
 
    It was a little too empty. By sunrise they were searching hard for a place to sleep. The Camry was too small and cramped for them to want to sleep in. Besides, they were both close to bursting with the need to find a proper bathroom. For an hour, they drove as the sun crept up, seeing nothing but the winding little road they had been on. 
 
    They were both pressed up towards the little cutouts in the armor when Jillybean saw a sign. “That said ‘Private Property!’ I think there was a road.” It was a struggle to back up the Camry using the rectangle of a window and Sadie nearly reversed them right off the road. 
 
    Although Ipes would have made a joke at Sadie’s expense, Jillybean knew better. She tried to look on the bright side of having the rear tires half way over a steep drop. “You can see the road better like this. It’s not much, but it’s got to lead to somewhere.” 
 
    The road led to a fork which led to another fork and then another, all of which were single lane dirt paths. Sadie simplified things by only taking left hand turns. The lefts went up over the mountain they had been skirting. From the ridge peak they saw a rising and falling ocean of green. 
 
    “That’s it,” Sadie said, “I gotta pee. The dam is this close to bursting.” She grabbed the toilet paper from the back seat and disappeared in the forest. Jillybean waited for her turn and when Sadie got back, the little girl went in the opposite direction and found a downed log. Sitting down with her privates jutting over the back end of the log, she urinated for a good minute, groaning as she did. 
 
    Getting up she went to the next downed tree and stood on tiptoe, hoping against hope of spotting a little cabin down in the vale below her. There wasn’t a house, but there was a smudge of light brown seen through the trees. Carefully, she walked down the trunk. There were soft spots along her path where age, decay and termites had rotted the wood, but it held her weight. 
 
    Now, she had a better view; it wasn’t much. The land far below had been cleared of trees and was exposed to the elements. It hadn’t been loggers since she could see where the trunks were piled in great unkempt masses. And there were mounds of dirt and rock here and there. “A landfill? Naw, we’re too far away from anything. A mine?” That was a possibility that held little in the way of excitement for her. 
 
    When she got back to the Camry, Sadie was leaning in the doorway, staring at the dash. “We got a bit of a problem. This stupid car is gobbling up gas faster than it should. It had a full tank when we started. That should have got us to Seattle, easily.” 
 
    “How much do we have…” 
 
    “A quarter tank.” 
 
    That was a shock. Jillybean went to check for herself. “The engine is overheating, too, for all darn it.” She popped the hood, however with the weight of the armor, she couldn’t lift it. Sadie got it up and the two stared in for a moment before Jillybean reached for the oil dipstick, which turned out to be at a good level. Next she checked the radiator fluid and that too was normal. 
 
    “Start the car,” she ordered without realizing her lack of manners. She was going down what she knew of the combustion engine and the likely causes for both poor fuel economy and rising engine temperature. The belts all turned in circles and the dual fans positioned just behind the radiator spun properly. Nervously, she searched for the housing for the air filter, hoping that it was clogged, because if it wasn’t then the problem was likely beyond her. 
 
    A bum thermostat or a bad coolant pump couldn’t be replaced in the wilderness. The air filter looked almost brand new. “For all darn it,” she whispered. She then leaned over the engine, her lips pursed, her eyes slipping over the components noting each, hoping to see a leak of one fluid or another, or something that would help. 
 
    “Hey,” Sadie called from the driver’s seat. “The temp is dropping.” 
 
    “That’s probably just because…ohhh. Okay, now I get it. It’s the armor. You’ve covered the grill, thus reducing airflow to the engine. Okay, good.” It was good that she knew the problem, however the solution wasn’t jumping out at her. Because of the many gifts and the small size of the Camry, they had left the welding equipment back in Colton where Anita was probably eyeing it even then. 
 
    “That’s a thing?” Sadie asked, taking a second look at the ugly job. “Sorry, I, uh, I didn’t know. So, what do we do?” 
 
    Jillybean’s lips pursed. Knowing the problem didn’t mean she knew the solution, at least right off the bat. She ran a finger over the weld. It was a sloppy job; there were bubbles in it everywhere. “The good news is you didn’t have access to an arc welder.” 
 
    “Okay, that is good news, I guess, since I don’t know what that means…and I don’t want to know right now. I want to know how to fix it.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” she said and then walked around the vehicle, waiting for inspiration to strike her, unfortunately, inspiration missed her by a mile. She blew out in exasperation. “One way would be to find a boulder jutting up out of the ground, you know one them big ones that we’re always trying not to hit?” 
 
    “And you want us to hit it? Won’t that just dent it?” 
 
    “That’s kinda the drawback. If the welds don’t break we might just cause more problems.” Sadie lifted her hands saying what the hell? with the gesture. “I know. It’s just one idea. The other worser idea is we get a smaller rock, one we can hold, and bang it against the welds. It’ll be loud and it’ll take a long time. Someone will probably hear.” 
 
    Sadie’s forehead wrinkled as she stared hard at Jillybean. “A rock? That’s all you got?” 
 
    Jillybean shrugged. “I don’t have any of my good tools. I don’t have a chain or nothing. All I have is…hey, the mining place! I saw what looks like a mine down in that valley.” 
 
    “A mine?” Sadie clapped her hands and pointed to the Camry. “Get in. Wouldn’t it be great if they had a jackhammer?” Jillybean thought a jackhammer would be a waste of time. She had seen them being worked back in the Before and knew that neither she nor Sadie possessed the upper body strength required to use one. 
 
    Both of them assumed that the mine would have been picked over by local rovers, but when they found the dirt trail that led down to it, there was still a chain across it and a rusting sign that read DANGER! The chain was a good size and Jillybean took it. 
 
    They then went down to the manmade clearing which wasn’t much larger than a football field. At one end was where all the equipment sat aging in the morning sun. There was a front-end loader, a semi-truck sitting in two parts, and a large machine with chimney stacks, and two conveyor belts, one leading to it, and one leading away to a smaller machine that sat filled with grey rocks that glittered in the sun. 
 
    There was also a mobile home and two metal fuel tanks on wheels. The tanks were bigger than the Camry and if they were full, would represent a sizable find. Sadie, leaning forward so that she was inches from the cutout, drove along the tracks that the bigger machines had laid down. She went to the trailer, what probably was the onsite office, and killed the engine. 
 
    When they got out, they each carried a weapon. Jillybean raised an eyebrow at the shotgun and Sadie shrugged. “There could be bears.” 
 
    Jillybean hadn’t thought about that. “If there is, don’t shoot them. I like bears. They’re very cute.” 
 
    “Not the ones out here. Grizzlies aren’t cute, believe me. Let’s check out the office, first.” The mobile home was locked and the door surprisingly sturdy. “Must be some good stuff in there,” Sadie said. They had to break in through a window with Sadie hoisting Jillybean inside, where it was so dim that she had to pull out her maglite. There wasn’t much to see at least in the quick scan she gave the place—cheap desk, cold computer, twin filing cabinets and a fake plant—it was an office. She moved on down a narrow hall. The next door was a bathroom that still smelled faintly of man pee. The next room was another office. Beyond that was an open area, perhaps a place where the miners took breaks. 
 
    Then there was a kitchen and after that, two locked rooms. Jillybean was getting a case of the creeps being in there all alone and so she opened the front door for Sadie before exploring further. Once again, the locked rooms had doors that were much heavier than expected. Luckily the keys to both were in the first office. 
 
    For the most part, there was little inside the first room to get them excited. Extremely heavy tools, some electrical devices that did who knew what, a lock box with seven hundred dollars and a shotgun. 
 
    “You see? I’m willing to bet there are bears around here,” Sadie said, unloading it and pocketing the shells. 
 
    “I hope we see one before we leave,” Jillybean replied, nosing through the tools. Among the industrial strength bores and picks and drills of great size was a heavy, short-handled sledge hammer and a sturdy metal spike. These she took, sliding the spike into her belt loop and grunting as she heaved up the sledgehammer and settled it on her shoulder. 
 
    She felt like a lumberjack and a little tougher than usual, which, in truth, wasn’t very tough at all. Sadie gave her a look as they headed to the next locked room. “It’s in case there’s a bear in there,” Jillybean explained. “Not a real big one and not a baby, neither. But, you know a teen bear with an attitude and a hunger for kids. I’d bop him with this.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s our plan,” Sadie said, tipping her a wink. When she unlocked the door, Jillybean immediately forgot about “bopping” bears on the head. The smell in the room was sharp and very familiar. It brought her back to the time Grey and her had gone scrounging at Fort Campbell. 
 
    “You weren’t there,” Jillybean said, her eyes losing focus. “You were with your dad. It was just me and Miss Deanna and Captain Grey. I didn’t know what we were looking for, but he knew.” She blinked and her eyes focused like a laser on something that was also familiar. A green box. “Blasting caps,” she whispered, a smirk on her face. 
 
    She opened the box just to make sure it was real. She then went to the next, it read Dynamite-Danger. She was smiling as she opened it. 
 
    “Jillybean,” Sadie said with a warning in her voice. “That’s not something to play with and…and why are you smiling? You, of all people know this is dangerous stuff.” 
 
    “It’s not dangerous just sitting here. That dynamite is new. It’s the old stuff you got to worry about. And I should be smiling. We’ve been, vulnitrable ever since we lost Sergeant Woods and Hank. Now we can fight back if we want to.” 
 
    “I’m just worried about Eve. You know how these things bring her out and if she got a hold of dynamite, you know she’ll use it at the first chance she could.” 
 
    Jillybean could understand that fear better than anyone. “But she isn’t here. I haven’t heard a peep from her in days. It’s the pills, they’re like magic pills. Hey, what’s this stuff? ANFO? Highly dangerous, do not mix prior to use.” This was written on the outside of a separate box. What lay inside was the least dangerous looking stuff Jillybean had ever seen: bags of pink pellets. “I wonder what this stuff is? Hmmm, tertiary explosive.” 
 
    “Let’s not touch any of this stuff,” Sadie said. “It could be poisonous if you touch it or breathe it in.” 
 
    “There’d be masks around if that was true and they’d have the poison symbol on the bags. Besides I’m not gonna eat this stuff. Tertiary, hmmm. The blasting caps are a primary explosive and the dynamite is a secondary, does it take a secondary explosion to set off this pink stuff? And what do you mix with it? Ah, probably this silvery stuff.” 
 
    She had opened a canister marked Al, Powdered. It had no smell whatsoever which shouldn’t have been a surprise. “It’s aluminum. I never seen it like this before.” 
 
    Sadie tapped her on the shoulder. “Look, I know you think this stuff is real cool and all, but I’m tired and we still have to get that front hunk of armor off the car. Let’s put this stuff away for now.” 
 
    “But they have remote controlled detonators,” Jillybean whined. She was tired from the long night’s drive and wasn’t in the mood for chores. They closed up the containers and relocked the door before finishing their exploration of the mining facility. There was a lot to see and soon the explosives were shoved to the back of Jillybean’s mind. 
 
    The fuel trucks were three-quarters full of diesel and unleaded gas, which was fantastic. In the cupboards of the little kitchen were over twenty cans of assorted soups and chillies. As well there was coffee, sugar, thirteen bottles of water and seventeen sodas. In the trailer of the semi-truck were more tools, most of which were for mining; there were also protective coveralls, helmets and heavy gloves, as well as a generator and, much to Jillybean’s delight, an arc welder. 
 
    It was a great find, but with the Camry’s limited space, most of it would have to be left behind, once slits were cut in the armor in front of the radiator, that is. Jillybean insisted on taking the dynamite, the blasting caps, the ANFO, and the aluminum. She also found three old text books, each stamped Colorado School of Mines and each dedicated to the science behind blowing things up. 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes were greedy for the books.
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    They met the “dog man” the following morning just as the sun made its second appearance since they had left the town of Colton. They came down out of the mountain wilderness almost directly between the cities of Spokane and Moscow. The land here was craggy and twisted and dry, and yet for the next eighty miles, they passed nothing but old farms. 
 
    A few times, Sadie got out to inspect what was growing, hoping to come across something good, like strawberries or cherries. She was out of luck. They were either not in season or grew in another state. She did manage to get three bushels of potatoes, picking them by hand without Jillybean’s help. After picking up one she made a face, handed it to Sadie and then went back to the Camry to continue her reading. 
 
    “That girl is just crazy for bombs,” Sadie whispered and then bent back down for another potato. There were so many of them, growing wild, that even though it was dark and everything was a uniform shade of grey-black, Sadie picked so many that for the rest of the night if they had to open a door for whatever reason, a potato would roll out. 
 
    “You turn up your nose now, but wait until I make us some French fries,” Sadie said. Just saying it brought out a mad craving in her. 
 
    The potato fields eventually ran out, turning to wheat and hay. Sadie spent four hours staring at the same scenery through the little hole in the front armor. Even though she had slept like a rock on one of the couches in the trailer, she couldn’t stop yawning during this stretch. Luckily the tortured land eventually gave way to a much more pleasant view as they swung slightly to the northwest. Here they drove beneath lanes of apple and pear trees. Neither was in season, but the land smelled wonderful.  
 
    Towards sunrise, Sadie began weaving with exhaustion and Jillybean finally put the textbook aside. “What a cool book,” she said. “Hey, where are we?” 
 
    Sadie cast a glare at her sister and pointed at the looming peaks that looked like the teeth of a saw cutting up the dark sky. “That’s the eastern edge of the Cascades. We’ll be in Seattle by tomorrow, no thanks to you.” 
 
    “I was busy and…and you don’t like it when I drive, anyhow. You say it makes you car sick. And besides, I got the formulas for making some cool bombs, including how to create an implosion! That’s not the same as an explosion in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Sadie answered. “I was more worried about falling asleep at the wheel and killing us both.” 
 
    Her sharp tone came as a surprise. “Oh, sorry,” Jillybean said. “We have coffee. I don’t know how to make it, but it can’t be all that hard. It’s just hot water and the brown stuff. You want to make some for you? Oh, wait, I don’t have a coffee maker. My dad had a red one that had a clock on it and it could make the coffee for you at just the right time. That’s pretty smart for a coffee machine. Look, a sign. Does that say Wenatchee? Oh, they have a Walmart. We can get one there.” 
 
    “A Walmart? I don’t know.” Sadie was suddenly shy about the idea of venturing into a town large enough to have a Walmart. They had been in the wilderness for so long that any sign of civilization made her nervous. She kept picturing the bodies hanging on the street lights as they entered Butte, Montana. 
 
    “I’m gonna need some stuff for my bombs,” Jillybean went on, still with her face pressed to the cutout in front of the passenger’s seat. She didn’t notice her sister’s sudden anxiety. “And I need a couple more drones and the cameras for ‘em, too.” She went on, making a rather lengthy list, not figuring in where they were going to put everything. 
 
    Sadie was barely hearing any of this. She stopped the car and reached for the map. Wenatchee lay dead along their path and there was really no avoiding it if they wanted to use the smallest of the passes across the Cascades which was a very tall mountain range. Even with the dark she could see the peaks, some of which were still snow-capped. Thankfully the cascades were amazingly narrow, not more than fifteen miles across at some points. 
 
    They just had to get through Wenatchee. Sadie did her best to skirt the town, much like they did in the Bitterroot Valley, crossing the Columbia River miles before they got to the town and hugging the foothills to the fullest extent that the overloaded Camry would allow. 
 
    For the first time in days, they came across zombies in significant numbers. There were tens of thousands of them and for some reason their presence reassured Sadie. It was a given: humans and zombies didn’t mix. Jillybean saw them and smacked her forehead. “I’ll also need a few Bumble Balls.” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going to put all this stuff?” Sadie asked. The little girl looked into the back seat and frowned. It didn’t last and before she could spout her next idea, Sadie groaned. She always had an idea. 
 
    “Easy as pies. I can build a roof rack thingy in a jiffy or, look at that! Wait, stop.” Jillybean realized that with the little cutouts Sadie couldn’t see anything on her side. “That was a dog! Sadie, that was a dog.” Not much would have caused Sadie to stop the Camry with so many zombies around, but seeing a dog was on par with seeing a baby bear. She slammed on the brakes and then leaned across Jillybean’s lap to get a look at this supposed dog. 
 
    The sun was just climbing over the horizon and the world was set in a yellowish tinge as though she were looking at a picture from an old newspaper. All around them zombies stopped whatever mindless things they were doing to stare at the windowless car. Beyond them were little suburban houses and in the shadow of one was something brown. 
 
    It disappeared around the house in mid-blink. “That was a wolf!” Sadie exclaimed.  
 
    “Dog,” Jillybean insisted. 
 
    “It was a wolf. I know a wolf when I see one and I just saw one, and besides, all the dogs are dead. But what is it doing around so many zombies. From the stories I hear, wolves steer clear of them.” 
 
    “That’s why it was a dog. It was a really, really big dog and it was probably looking for its owner. Oh, the poor thing. Out here all alone with no one to keep him company but the monsters. You know what we should do?” 
 
    Sadie sat back, holding up a finger. “What we should not do is go look for it and what we should do is get under cover. Uh-uh, no back-talking. Let’s say it is a dog, how are we going to feed it? Where’s it going to sit? On your lap? I don’t think so. It was too big. And what if it has rabies or something? Besides, there’s no way we could catch it. Wolves and dogs are too fast.” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes assumed that far off expression, the one that usually meant she was concocting a plan. Sadie stopped her cold. “No. Don’t even think about it. We are either on a serious mission, or not. If we are, then the dog will have to make it on its own.” Jillybean attempted a single “but,” only Sadie stood firm. 
 
    There were a hundred reasons to let the dog go, not the least of which were the zombies crowding the car. They weren’t attacking it, because, why should they? To them it was a rolling hunk of mismatched metal. Still, some part of them was curious and Sadie was forced to run a few over. It wasn’t easy or pleasant. 
 
    The Camry had all of a foot of clearance. They rumbled over one beast and that was okay, but when three went down in front, things got dicey and disgusting as the wheels tore-up the creatures. Sadie was very glad for their limited vision; blood was shooting out from beneath the vehicle. 
 
    Jillybean reached for her mining textbook but when the car lurched, she thought better of it. Her face had gone pale and it seemed she had forgotten about the dog. Sadie had as well. A few zombies beneath the Camry became fifteen, luckily not all at once. 
 
    Their trip to the Wenatchee Walmart became an obstacle course and not just because of the zombies. The town had been the scene of some terrible fighting back in the early days of the apocalypse. There were discarded Humvees and trucks and even a Stryker that had somehow been turned on its side. And there were bones that crackled like dry twigs snapping beneath their wheels and helmets with skulls still in them. There were also guns, however they were all magazine-less and empty. 
 
    “You know, back in the part of Jersey where I was from, we didn’t have this,” Sadie said, feeling the ghost of a long forgotten fear thrill inside of her. “The numbers of zombies just exploded and just came blasting out of New York City like a tidal wave overwhelming everything and everyone. There wasn’t much fighting around us. We just hid. Everyone who was smart hid.” 
 
    “My dad made us hide,” Jillybean said. “I was ascared all the time and I know he wanted to run. We had all our stuff packed up and he kept waiting to find out where was safe and then one day the radio said that there were monsters in King of Prussia—that’s what means a place, not a person. He said that we were surrounded.” Jillybean sat there for a moment, her eyes as wide and unblinking as an owl’s. “That’s when my mom went crazy, I think.” 
 
    “Okay, no more of that talk,” Sadie said, “it’s too depressing. Did I ask if you had taken your medicine yet? Oh, right, I did. Either way, there’s the Walmart and it looks…” Her face twisted. From the outside, it looked as though it had been looted right down to its last Bumble Ball. Every window had been smashed in and there were at least two spots where the walls had gaping holes in them. 
 
    Jillybean whistled at the destruction. “Man-o-man, I wonder what went on in there? I hope they gots all the stuff we need. This town is giving me the creeps. It just seems deader than most.” 
 
    It did have an odd desolate feeling to it and when Sadie got out of the car she had her shotgun ready to go. There was no need. The Walmart had more corpses than most cemeteries, however none were moving and most were little more than bleached bone. 
 
    “There was a fight here,” Jillybean said, explaining the obvious, or at least that’s what Sadie thought. “They fought for as long as they could and then they all killed themselves.” She held up a skull with a hole in the side of it. Only then did Sadie notice the ring of bodies. Jillybean climbed up on one of the checkout stands, her magenta cowboy boots looking oddly gay in a place of such death. “They were surrounded and they fought until…” 
 
    Sadie could picture the terrifying battle and feel the tremendous fear that had to have permeated the store. It had to have been like an invisible storm filling the air. Had there been an order given? Or had someone’s courage failed completely? If it was the latter, had the one suicide sparked the rest? Had there been a race not to be the last one pitted against the horde?  
 
    “Let’s just get what we came for,” Sadie said, swallowing, tasting the air. It had the tang of decomp lingering on it. Her stomach rumbled, but not for a good reason. 
 
    Despite the destruction, or perhaps because of it, this particular Walmart was better stocked than most. Jillybean found three drones, fourteen iPads, six cameras, thirty pounds of batteries, two Bumble Balls, a laser pointer and more tools than an eight-year-old could use in a lifetime. Once more came the question: where to put it all. 
 
    “Easy, we passed a Home Depot on the way here,” Jillybean said. “If it’s anything like this place they’ll have a dozen welders, ha-ha!” When Sadie didn’t show the slightest exuberance, Jillybean shrugged. “I can make a box kinda thing on the roof. Shouldn’t take very long at all.” 
 
    “Then let’s do that first and come back for all this junk.”  
 
    Jillybean made a humph noise at the word junk as she went back to the Camry, which was parked in the street right in front among another fifty or so cars. It looked as though the locals had tried to form a wall around the store, something that might have gained them ten more minutes of life. 
 
    Sadie slid her shotgun into the back seat and as she straightened up, there came a loud barking. It had been a long time since she had heard the bark of a dog and perhaps that was the reason she was initially fooled. In shock, she spun and saw a strange, furry, brown creature bearing down on her. 
 
    Her first impulse was to go for her gun, however the sling got caught up on crate of detonators that Sadie had insisted be stored away from the rest of the bombs. Next, she tried to scramble inside, however because the doors didn’t open all the way, she was caught by the creature as she was trying to slither inside. 
 
    It bowled her right over and landed on top of her. Before she knew what was going on, she was pinned, her arms held down by the weight on her. Jillybean desperately tried to unbuckle her seatbelt and reach for the .38 in her pocket at the same time, but Sadie saw she was going to be too slow. 
 
     In the second before the creature lunged down at her with its jaws gaping, she saw that it wasn’t a dog or a wolf, it was a man, wild and shaggy. And very crazy. She could see the crazy in his eyes and then all she saw was his teeth and all she felt was his hot breath on her face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Had she been someone else, the shock of going from a simple shopping spree at the local Walmart to lying on her back with a monster of some sort pinning her down might have spurred her on to a fit of strength or a moment of pure lucidity where the mind would see, in the split second left, the perfect way out of the horrible situation she found herself in. 
 
    But she was Sadie. Speed and bravery were the only things she excelled at and neither were in the least bit helpful and so she tried to knee the guy in the balls. It didn’t work. Her knee was too close to her target and she couldn’t get any power behind the blow. 
 
    Then his mouth was on her face—licking her! She had been so tense, expecting the bite of a man halfway to becoming a zombie, that when the tongue slid up her cheek she went from being stiff as a board to almost paralyzed. Only her eyes moved, following the man’s tongue as it came at her again and again. 
 
    With the fourth or fifth lick, he got her right on the left eye and everything went blurry. Then Jillybean was there with her little .38 pointed at the man. “Uh, sir? Could you stop that?” she asked, gesturing a bit with the revolver so that he could see it. 
 
    He stopped the licking, but the dog act went into full force. A joyous whine escaped his throat and he tried to crawl over Sadie to get at Jillybean, who could only back up holding the gun in front of her. He ignored the gun as if it wasn’t there. 
 
    Sadie tried to stop him by grabbing him around the waist, only it was then she noticed that he wasn’t wearing pants and the shock of that caused her to lose her grip. Jillybean took off around the Camry and jumped into the passenger seat. The man scrambled at the door, raking it with dirty fingernails. He didn’t even try to touch the door handle. 
 
    While he was scratching away, Sadie should have got into the Camry as well, but she was so afraid that Jillybean hadn’t locked the door that she hopped up and charged around the car. “Get away from there!” she yelled. Even though he was bigger than her, she wasn’t afraid. He didn’t have a weapon except the little dangly thing between his legs and that seemed to have been forgotten by him. 
 
    She just didn’t want to deal with that tongue again. Once was enough for her…but not for him. When he saw her, he barked once and charged, his mouth open. He was definitely crazy, but not so crazy as to try to crawl after Sadie as she ran around the car. His mode of ambulation was a strange gallop in which he held his arms crooked in front of him, more like a praying mantis than a dog. 
 
    As exuberant as he was, he wasn’t very fast and after running once around the car, Sadie climbed up on the hood and then to the roof. Although he easily could have, the dogman did not try to follow. He got up on his “hindquarters” and scratched at the metal armor, barking the entire time. 
 
    “What the hell?” Sadie muttered after watching him for a few seconds. Louder, she flung out her arms and cried, “Get the hell out of here!” 
 
    Jillybean cracked the door and used it as a ladder to get up onto the top of the Camry with Sadie. “Okay, that’s crazy,” she whispered. “I know everyone calls me crazy but that is really, really crazy.” 
 
    “I wonder what happened to him,” Sadie whispered back.  
 
    Jillybean shrugged. “Maybe the monsters ate his dog and he feels bad. Maybe he was like this before. Hey, Mister, what’s your name? Huh? What’s your name?” The dogman only barked louder. “He’s going to get the monsters on us. Hey, Mister, sit!” 
 
    The dogman immediately sat—really, it was a modified kneel, but it was still amazing. “Holy crap!” Sadie said. “That’s nuts. That’s…hey, I’m going to get him to roll over.” Jillybean stifled a giggle behind her hand. “Here we go. Mister, roll over.” Just like that he rolled over. “Holy crap,” she said again. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Jillybean murmured. “Do you think he’s safe? He could have hurt you, but he didn’t.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that we keep him? No way, this is worse than if he was a real dog.” Sadie hid her mouth behind her hand and whispered, “We don’t know who he is or what his problems are. You just said that he was really, really crazy. And yes, he didn’t hurt me just now but what if he thinks he’s a werewolf when it’s a full moon? Or what if he thinks he’s a zombie at night? We don’t know and we can’t know.” 
 
    Jillybean raised an eyebrow. “We just came from a place that took us in even though they knew what kind of person I am. They knew I’d done a million things worser than act like a dog.” 
 
    Sadie closed her eyes shut in frustration. Yes, taking in the dogman was the right thing to do and it was Christian and giving, but…she opened her eyes and looked up to the sky. “It’s a guy who thinks he’s a dog! Dear God, why didn’t you send us a soldier or someone with a lot of guns? Hell, you could have sent us Ryan Reynolds. That would have been good.” 
 
    “Who’s Ryan…” 
 
    “Just an actor from the movies. Okay, you want this dog-guy? You’re going to have to clean up after him. If he poops in the car, you’re going to have to clean it up.” Jillybean was both shocked and disgusted, and yet she still nodded, only without any enthusiasm. “Okay then, keep your gun ready. I’m going to go pet him.” 
 
    Going slowly, careful not to make any sudden moves, Sadie slid down off the front of the car. The dogman whined and shook his butt. “Aw jeeze,” Sadie whispered. “If he pees himself, this is over. Do you hear me, Jillybean? I know what I just said but we’re not going to keep him if he’s nothing but a man-sized poodle.” A thought struck her and she giggled. “We could call him puddles.” 
 
    Jillybean looked as though she were on the verge of another lecture about the “right” thing to do and say. Sadie waved away the argument with a cranky shooing motion and said, “Okay, not puddles. Here we go. Stay, stay, be good.” She slowly reached out a hand and touched the man’s wild bush of hair. That he stank to high heaven was the first thing she noticed. The second was that he was much younger than she would have guessed. Probably not much older than she was. 
 
    He tried to lick her fingers. “That, that is pretty gross. I’m just saying, maybe don’t do that. You can bark and all that but no licking me and definitely no humping my leg, do you hear me? Any leg humping and you’re out.” He barked happily in response. 
 
    “I think he’s kinda cute,” Jillybean said, coming down from the car with her hand out. She didn’t seem to mind having her hand licked. 
 
    “Then you can bathe him. He’s not getting in the car until he’s clean. He stinks and that’s the nicest way I can put that. And this pelt is sick. It’s like he’s wearing roadkill.” At least part of him was human and thinking. He had made a crude cloak out of some large animal; elk, Sadie guessed. 
 
    Jillybean started to shrug, suggesting that she didn’t have a problem with that, but then she remembered: “I gotta make the roof rack thing. It’s important.” 
 
    Sadie began spluttering. “But, but you…you just said you were going to take care of him? Bathing is part of the deal. You know that it was implied as part of our bargain.” Sadie was in high dungeon until she pictured Jillybean trying to bathe the man, and his man parts. “Son of a bitch! Never mind. I’ll do it. Give me your gun.” 
 
    While Jillybean drove the Camry to the Home Depot, Sadie went back into the Walmart with the dogman. He galloped circles around her, uncaring that he was scattering bones with every step. She was more dignified and stepped lightly through the remains until she came to the cleaning aisle. As expected, it was basically untouched.  
 
    She picked up a new toilet brush and some dish soap that had the fading picture of a lemon on it. In her gut, she knew that normal shampoo wouldn’t cut it with the dogman. She was all set to leave when another idea struck her and she strode to the far corner of the store where the pet supplies had been sold.  
 
    The dog food had all been taken long since by some desperate soul, however there were leashes and collars, some of which were quite large. She even considered taking one of the large metal crates, imagining him in one, riding on top of the Camry with the wind blowing through his long hair. “But what would Jillybean say?” She sighed and once more started out of the store hesitating again.  
 
    “I should have made a list,” she whispered. The dogman needed clothes. The thing he had on was disgusting. With her arms loaded with a pair of jeans, a shirt, socks and three pairs of underwear, the soap, collar, brush and leash, she went down to where the Wenatchee River emptied into the Columbia. 
 
    There was a park with wide open spaces and of course the dogman took off, chasing after a squirrel. “He ran away, Jillybean. There was nothing I could do. Sorry.” It sounded like a fine speech, only the dogman came bounding back seconds later. 
 
    “Just get in the water,” she grumped. Unexpectedly, he only splashed around in the shallows. “Perhaps he can’t swim,” she said. Cautiously, she went closer to the river’s edge and saw that it wasn’t all that deep near the bank. He shouldn’t have been afraid. She tried to order him into the water but he only stared at her with dull, uncomprehending eyes—just like a real dog. 
 
    “You want to be a dog? Well, then fetch!” She picked up a stick and threw it. The dogman didn’t hesitate. He charged full bore into the river, struggled to catch up with the stick and then came out of the water with the damned thing in his mouth. “Right when I needed a camera,” she whispered. “Neil would have gotten a kick out of that.” 
 
    He dropped the stick at her feet and then barked, eager for more. “Now for the hard part,” she said. “Sit. Lay down. Good boy.” Step one was getting the pelt from around his shoulders. It was easier than expected; she had him sit up and she lifted the foul smelling thing away. He began to shiver. “It’ll just be a moment,” she said as she doused him with the lemon-scented soap. 
 
    Then came the scrubbing and he was very dirty, dirty in a way that a grown man shouldn’t be dirty. “Why couldn’t you have been a cat, instead?” she asked through clenched teeth as she scrubbed the area of his crotch. The bristles weren’t kind to him, but in truth nothing else would have sufficed. Because he was so miserable looking, she washed his face and hair by hand. 
 
    He was happy to get back in the water, though he was freezing by the time he came out clean and very human looking. She had forgotten to grab a towel and it was hell on her trying to get him in his “people clothes.” He kept biting the sleeves of his shirt whenever she turned away. 
 
    “I should have gotten one of them cones. Or a choke chain. Stop it!” The only way to distract him was to keep throwing the stick. She must have thrown it a hundred times by the time they came to the Home Depot, where Jillybean had driven the Camry right through the open bay doors. She sat atop the car surrounded by a crowd of forty or fifty zombies who were scraping at the armor or trying to climb onto the hood. 
 
    She was very calm about the situation perhaps because she had already erected three sides of a metal box that was about fifteen inches tall. She was trying to get the front side in place but every minute or so a zombie would somehow make it to the hood and from there it was only a short scramble to get at the near defenseless girl. 
 
    Her defenses amounted to a leather apron, thick gloves, and a heavy welder’s face shield. And she wasn’t exactly without a weapon, either. She had a gas fed welder’s torch. Because of the blinding light of the torch, the zombies were very confused as to what exactly they were attacking. They could tell a human was on the car by the arms and the movement, but as they came right up, the welder’s torch was like a hypnotist’s watch and they just stood there, staring at it, their retinas slowly burning out of their eye sockets. 
 
    When one was somehow able to get past the glare, they would climb up and Jillybean would, calmly or so it appeared from where Sadie stood, send the fire straight into the thing’s face. Its hair would go right up and its eyes would, almost simultaneously melt and burn. Invariably they would stop going forward and would usually topple off into the crowd. 
 
    Then Jillybean would go back to welding. Already there was a haze of foul smelling smoke drifting through the store. She was perfectly safe and yet the dogman charged at the zombies. Those that could still see turned ponderously to the slobbering, semi-human. 
 
    Even with his clothes: jeans and a now torn flannel shirt, he didn’t look exactly human. His hair was a mane, more like a lion’s that any man’s and his beard was wild and bushy. His normal human features were basically hidden. Still, a good dozen zombies turned away from the Camry. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Sadie exclaimed flinging away the useless collar and leash, and the even more useless stick. She had stuck Jillybean’s pathetic .38 in her back pocket and as she tugged it out, the dogman ceased his barking. He let out a yip of fear and took off to his left with the zombies stumbling after. He went down the plumbing aisle and Sadie, not wishing to be seen, ran down the next aisle over where she was surrounded by lights and lamps and chandeliers of all sorts. 
 
    She could see the dogman stop and it looked as though he was actually waiting on the zombies to catch up. Now, Sadie saw that he was leading them away, purposefully. “That’s not quite a dog move, but I’ll take it.” 
 
    Since he seemed safe enough, she went back to peer at the Camry and the little girl. The zombies here were blind, whether temporarily or permanently didn’t really matter. What mattered was getting them away from the Camry now that Jillybean was almost done. 
 
    “They may not be able to see, but they can at least hear. Hey! Yoo-who! There you go, look at me. Well, don’t look at me. Listen to my voice and come on this way.” Like sleepwalkers, the beasts turned slowly toward her voice and she talked them along until they were in the lumber aisle. There, she climbed up on one of the huge, industrial sized shelves that held decking and spoke loud enough for the entire store to hear her. Even the dogman came to gaze up at her, his tongue out and his chest heaving. “You, go back to Jillybean,” she ordered, snapping her fingers. When he left her, she climbed through the open shelf to the next aisle, putting five tons of wood and metal between her and the zombies, and then jogged back, herself. 
 
    Jillybean was just finishing up. “I could have handled them, you know,” she said, tossing aside the gloves and mask. She was red in the face and sweating, her fly away hair sticking nearly straight up in spots. “There was no sensing letting the dog guy get hurt.” 
 
    “Hey, that was all him. He just took off and I thought he was going to get himself killed, which I guess doesn’t make much sense. He’s lived this long without us, I suppose a few zombies wouldn't be so tough for him to deal with. So, are you done here?” 
 
    Jillybean could barely lift her shoulders in a tired shrug. “I should build bomb holders underneath, but that takes a long time and I’m real sleepy. But I can at least get the parts for it and build it over the next few days. Until then we can chuck the bombs out the windows…except we don’t have windows, really. I know, I can cut out part of the back…” A yawn stopped her and she smacked her lips like a drunk before she finished, “…back window, you know, right where the hole in the armor is.” 
 
    Getting the needed items for the bomb dispenser was as simple as Sadie climbing up onto one of the shelves again and addressing the meandering zombies. “Ladies and gentlemen, please direct your dull, empty eyes to the woman in the ugly green top and ‘mom’ jeans, on the main stage.” She pointed at herself which was a wasted gesture; none of the beasts were able to focus their burned out eyes on her. They did, however drift vaguely in her direction. 
 
    She kept up a long, steady stream of yapping which drained the last of her energy. When Jillybean had what she needed, she flashed the Camry’s lights and once more Sadie snuck through the shelves to the next aisle.  
 
    Sadie drove while Jillybean sat in the back seat which was still very cramped. The dogman sat up front, sticking his face at the cutout in the armor, blocking Sadie’s view. 
 
    “He’s not sleeping with us,” Sadie warned as she drove to the Walmart. Jillybean agreed without a fight. If anything, she was more tired than Sadie and yet, she slept for only five hours. Sadie woke to see the bed next to hers empty and instantly panicked. They were in a shabby Holiday Inn that had a view of a parking lot and a coal train. Car after car, all heaped with great mounds of the stuff, stretched as far as the eye could see in both directions. 
 
    Jillybean was in the lot, working on the Camry. She was in the driver’s seat while the dogman laid on his side in the sun next to the open door.  
 
    “Come back to bed!” Sadie hissed through the hotel window. Like the car doors, the window would only cant open so far and not even her entire face could fit in the opening. 
 
    The dogman barked happily until Jillybean shushed him. “I have too much work to do. The cameras need to be mounted and doing it after the armor is on isn’t so easy. Next time, you should prewire the car. I’d use fourteen gauge OFC wiring. OFC is what means…” 
 
    “Tell me tonight,” Sadie grumped and went back to bed. 
 
    Because of the dogman and all the work that they had done earlier, they had gone to sleep close to eleven in the morning and because Jillybean could get hyper-focused on her work, if she deemed it important enough, she didn’t wake Sadie until after six in the evening. 
 
    “I got the cameras going and the iPads and the drones,” Jillybean said, counting her completed tasks on her fingers as she went. “I also gotted the bomb dropper about halfway done. And I named the dog guy. I didn’t think that ‘dog guy’ was very nice, so I named him Spot.” 
 
    Sadie had been just climbing out of bed, but stopped at this. “You named him Spot?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You named that guy, Spot? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Spot. It’s like a dot sorta, you know? ‘Cept it’s also a dog’s name. Everyone has gots to have a name. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    It was a ridiculous name for a ridiculous person, and Sadie, who could not understand that level of insanity, only shook her head. To be fair, she couldn’t really understand any insanity. Sometimes she just wanted to shake Jillybean and tell her to stop “acting up.” Sadie never would, of course, but the desire was there. 
 
    “You’re right, Jillybean. Everyone needs a name and I guess Spot is as good as any and he seems to like it.” 
 
    If one could look past the fact that Spot wore pants and a shirt and didn’t have a tail…and was human, he was as fine a dog as Sadie had ever met. He was very well behaved and jumped into the car at a snap of Sadie’s fingers. Because of his longer legs, he sat in the front seat while Jillybean sat in the back, working the controls to the drone.  
 
    It was a relief to Sadie to have cameras once more situated around the vehicle. It made driving far easier and they were able to cruise along, sometimes at speeds of twenty miles an hour. They cruised through the northern stretches of the cascades without incident and it wasn’t quite midnight before they crested their last ridge and paused at a spot that was aptly described as a scenic overlook. 
 
    In the daylight the view must have been spectacular. Almost all of Seattle lay below them and it was dark and mysterious and full of possibilities and yet Sadie barely gave it a glance. Far away, on the other side of the city, across a stretch of water which she mistook for a tremendous river but was really Puget Sound, sat an island.  
 
    In truth, there were many islands, however, there was only one that was ringed with lights. It looked wonderful and inviting. Neither Sadie or Jillybean had to say a word. That was where they were going.
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    Spot was excited about the prospect of going to the island as well. He made such a ruckus with his barking that it attracted a hundred monsters that came staggering out of the dark, materializing so suddenly it was almost as if the shadows had birthed them right at that moment. 
 
    The three raced for the overloaded Camry and in seconds were safe inside. As the car was attacked from all sides, Jillybean sent the drone “Agnes” aloft to scout the way down into the city. Sadie pushed the Camry through the mob of undead and followed after the drone, taking instructions from Jillybean as they went down what felt like the longest sledding hill in the world. 
 
    Soon they left the mountains behind and were chugging slowly through the streets of Seattle. There seemed to be obstacles everywhere: military style road blocks, overturned cars, piles of old corpses, and thousands of monsters. Using Agnes, Jillybean did her best to steer them clear of the worst of it, moving them through the northern suburbs before attempting to angle them southwest towards the glowing island. 
 
    The closer they got to it, the more the lights reminded her of fairy lights. The night was misty and each of the lights was encircled in a glowing, magical halo. She began to get her hopes up as she envisioned what sort of people lived there. In her mind, they were good and kind because bad people certainly wouldn’t live among such prettiness. 
 
    She let her mind wander between hope and the image on her iPad. What she wasn’t paying attention to was Spot, who had gone quiet and was no longer sitting with his tongue out. He was staring out the little rectangle of a window and although his face was slack, his eyes were sharp. 
 
    Sadie was just saying, “I don’t think there’s a bridge to that island,” when out of the blue, Spot opened the passenger door and jumped out. “What the hell!” she shouted stabbing down on the brake and sending Jillybean flying forward to strike the back of Sadie’s seat. The controller went tumbling from her hands, dropping into the footwell. 
 
    Jillybean scrambled for it; there were too many trees around them for Agnes to be safe for very long. She was able to level off the drone, though how close she was to losing it, she had no idea. The picture that Agnes was sending was one of shadows that looked like huge black moths and crossed swords, or so it appeared. 
 
    It meant Agnes was in the trees, perhaps inches from catching a branch in one of her engines. That would have doomed her. With a delicate touch, she brought the drone up and out of danger. “Ha! That was close,” she said, wearing a triumphant grin. “Now to find Spot.” 
 
    Sadie put out a hand, almost touching the controls. “Hey, Jillybean, no. He’s made his choice. He wasn’t chasing anything, he just ran away. I think he wants to be alone.” 
 
    “No, I-I don’t think so. He didn’t make a choice, because I don’t think he can. He’s like me, Sadie, only worser, and that makes him one of us. He’s weak and needs us, just like I’ve always needed you.” 
 
    “Oh man, you can lay on the guilt,” Sadie said, leaning her head back to stare at the gloomed over ceiling of the Camry. After a moment and a long sigh, she said: “Okay, okay, I guess we can look for him, but if he refuses to get in the car we’re going to have to leave him. He has to have some sort of say in what happens to him.” 
 
    Jillybean nodded, saying, “It would be like kidnapping, and he isn’t even a kid.” She then bent over the iPad, sending the drone higher. “Where are you, Spot? Where are…I got him. Take a left on the next block. He’s running right down the middle of the road.” 
 
    Sadie took the left and began weaving through the mess and the monsters. Suddenly, the engine revved and Jillybean could feel the Camry picking up speed. 
 
    “I see him,” Sadie said. “Dead ahead. Oh crap, he just took a left.” Unfortunately, the left he had taken was into a park that was covered with trees of every size. The drone was useless now and they had to rely on the camera system Jillybean had set up. They were adequate on an open road, however in a heavily treed park where there were only dark trees and the shadows of those dark trees the cameras were only marginally better than going in completely blind. 
 
    Spying a trail heading into the park, Sadie slipped down it until it ended at a parking lot that was surrounded by foliage so overgrown that it had been invisible from the road. “Is there a way through?” Sadie asked, squinting at the front monitor. If there was, the cameras didn’t pick it out. Sadie took one look at Jillybean and groaned. 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” Jillybean said and then climbed out of one side of the Camry while Sadie went out the other—she stepped out without her shotgun. 
 
    At Jillybean’s look, the older girl gave her a characteristic shrug. “I’m faster without it. Besides, there are more zombies here than I’ve seen since the war and we only have so many shells. Come on. If we hurry, we can catch him. He’s been running full out for half a mile.” 
 
    He had turned onto a sidewalk that snaked through the park, and there was no reason to believe he would deviate from it. Sadie led them through the park at a fast jog until they found the sidewalk. She took a left on it, slowly pulling away from Jillybean who, after a hundred yards, was beginning to wheeze. In the last month, she had let her physical training lapse and now she was beginning to feel it. 
 
    Sadie paused and started hissing, “I see him, Jilly, hurry.” Jillybean struggled on, going faster until she saw a shadowy creature affecting a weird gallop. It could only be Spot and now that Jillybean saw him, she settled into a slow jog that ate up the distance.  
 
    They caught him on the other side of the park just as he started to cross a street. “Hey, Spot,” Sadie said in a low tone, pulling at his shirt. He acted like he hadn’t heard her and so she got right up close to his ear and whispered: “Stay Spot!” This didn’t work and he kept on going, tugging Sadie along. Jillybean also tried ordering him to stop, but this had even less effect. “We have to let him go, Jillybean,” Sadie whispered. 
 
    Before Jillybean could come up with any argument, Sadie released his shirt. Spot tried to gallop away, only the gallop had become a staggering hop that attracted the attention of the monsters that had been lingering in the dark. Although they seemed confused, they moaned and shuffled towards the strange creature. Right away Jillybean affected a fake limp, while Sadie adopted her usual monster lurch. Spot didn’t seem to care a whit about the monsters. He crossed the street, heading towards a line of the two-story brick homes that stood like sentinels all around the park. 
 
    The two sisters were halfway across the street when the sound of a truck’s engine suddenly rumbled into life halfway down the block. Jillybean was so startled by the sound that she jerked around, looking altogether like a little human girl and had the truck flicked on its headlights, she would have been caught right out in the open. 
 
    Sadie reached out and gave her a sharp tug to get her moving once more. “We can’t stay here,” she said through barely moving lips. With so many monsters behind them, they couldn’t go back, either. The older girl followed after Spot who had entered one of the houses. She didn’t go in, however. A strong, thick hedge bordered the property and they shrunk down behind it. Sadie pried some of the branches back so that they could peer through it and although the view was hampered by the dark, what they saw sent a shiver down Jillybean’s back. 
 
    The truck was big and filthy black with such heavily tinted windows that it was a wonder anything could be seen from inside. Like a colossal panther on the prowl, it slunk up the road towards them. It, or rather the people inside it, were searching…perhaps even hunting for someone. The sensation was unmistakable and Jillybean felt suddenly like Jilly-mouse, small and vulnerable, caught out in the open. 
 
    She wanted to run and slowly she began to lift up, ready to sprint out of there. Calm and seeming unafraid, Sadie put a hand on her skinny shoulder. There was an instant connection between the two and the calm sensation flowed from one to the other. Without using any force, Sadie pressed Jillybean back down. 
 
    “If they see us, I’ll run across the road and get them to chase me,” Sadie whispered. “You get Spot and head back to the car. If he won’t come with you, you’re going to have to leave him.” 
 
     “But…” Sadie cut her off, putting a finger to her lips as gravel and glass and dried bone crunched beneath the big wheels of the truck. It was close now, its engine rumbling placidly, once more giving Jillybean the impression of a cat. Sadie tensed, ready to spring. Her breathing picked up, not in fear, but as a precursor to the possibility of a sprint. 
 
    The truck was mostly past the driveway, gently plowing through the monsters when there came a soft clunk from inside the house. Jillybean had the instant fear that Spot was on the verge of racing out of the house, barking his insane head off. If that happened, whoever was in the truck would shoot him for sure and there would be nothing anyone could do. 
 
    Perhaps because of their rolled up windows, the people in the truck must not have heard the sound. It went on in the same manner as it had until the rumbling engine couldn’t be heard by the two. Sadie stood, saying, “Let’s get that stupid dog and get out of here.” 
 
    She marched up to the front door with Jillybean tagging after taking two steps for every one of Sadie’s. “Maybe you shouldn’t be mad. If he hadn’t run off, we would never had knowed what sorts of people live around here. That truck creeped me out.” Sadie grunted in answer, though what she meant by it Jillybean didn’t know. 
 
    The two went into the house. Sadie slowed, now stepping lightly, her dark eyes like shadowed pits, her head tilted slightly, honing in on the sound of Spot’s breathing. They could hear him. He was deeper in the house and it sounded like… “Is he crying?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Jillybean answered, looking up at her sister. “What do we do? I don’t want to make him be embarrassed. That’s what means some people don’t like to be looked at when they cry.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we should wait here.” It was a fine plan, except neither of the two were all that good at waiting. Sadie lacked the patience and Jillybean couldn’t restrain her mind. Why this house? she wondered. What made it different from the thousands of others they had passed?  
 
    There was nothing all that special about it in her opinion. To her left was an office with a fancy desk that, judging by its impressive size, had to have taken a dozen trees to create. In front of them the house opened up into a great room that was white walled and white carpeted. It was strangely “bright” even in the dark as if the moon’s light had seeped through the walls. 
 
    Jillybean ignored the great room. It was there simply to impress anyone stepping into the house. It was cold and hadn’t been used much even before the monsters had come. She went into the office on a hunch. There were messes here. Drawers had been pulled back and the contents rifled through, but there were other messes, older ones from before. 
 
    This room had been used. It wasn’t a set from a play like the great room. On the floor was one of the newer messes: a framed picture that had been carelessly knocked over. Jillybean picked it up and, taking the maglite from her belt, lit the picture. It took her a moment to imagine the young man in the picture with wild hair and a bushed-out beard.  
 
    “This is Spot’s house. His real house from before.” 
 
    She showed Sadie the picture. “Yeah, okay. That’s great, now turn off the light.” It took a moment before their eyes readjusted to the dark. During that short time, Sadie was only a vague outline. She looked like a ghost and Jillybean had a queer feeling that maybe she was one. Hadn’t she thought Chris was real? She had crossed half the country with a person who wasn’t real. 
 
    Jillybean stuck out a quivering hand, afraid that it would hit nothing but air. Sadie’s eye must have adjusted quicker because she reached out and took Jillybean’s hand in hers. “You know he may want to stay here. I want you to prepare yourself, just in case. Insanity is tough. It doesn’t care who it…you know what? Never mind. Maybe we should find out his name.” 
 
    That struck Jillybean as a brilliant idea. “Maybe he’ll remember who he is! I could give him some of my pills…oh, rats I forgot to take them before we left. That’s okay. I’ll take one when we get back to the car. Spot, or whatever his name is, should probably take two.” 
 
    “I don’t think those pills work like that. You just can’t…Oh, okay, his name is Mike Jackson,” Sadie said, squinting at something on the wall. “He was valedictorian of…I can’t read that. It looks like Edmonds High School, class of 2011.”  
 
    “What’s a valedictorian do?” Jillybean turned her face up to the framed paper. She was too short and it was too dark in the room for her to read anything written on the paper. 
 
    “It means he’s smart. When you do really well in school, they give you one of these. His parents must have been so proud.” Sadie’s voice had dropped with each word so that “proud” was a barely heard whisper. She turned away and followed the sounds of Mike crying. 
 
    He was in the hallway standing like a man, moving slowly along. There were pictures here as well and he was staring at them and weeping openly. When he reached the end of the hall, there were stairs leading up to the second floor. He collapsed on the first. 
 
    “Mike?” Sadie said his name as if she were afraid to spook him into running. “Mike, it’s okay. We’ve all been there. We’ve all lost family members and friends. But now you have us. We can be your friends. Hey, Mike? Can you hear me?” 
 
    He snuffled once, mightily and then walked past Sadie and Jillybean, in the bent over, crooked armed way he had been. He was heading for the front door. “Mister Mike, sir?” Jillybean asked, nervously. She was afraid he would run off again and if he did, she didn’t think Sadie would chase him a second time, not with that black truck prowling around.  
 
    She held her breath as he went out the front door. “Mister Mike?” she tried again. “Did you hear, Sadie? She said…” 
 
    Unexpectedly, he threw his head back and let out a howl like a wolf. It was loud. 
 
    “Damn it!” Sadie cursed as she leapt forward and clamped a hand over his mouth. He started struggling and as he was bigger and stronger, he was out of her grip in seconds. Just then headlights flicked on from up the block—the direction the black truck had gone. 
 
    Mike took a deep breath and Jillybean saw he was about to let out a new howl of grief. “Spot!” she hissed. “No, Spot. Quiet boy.” He jerked around at her and she could see the confusion and the pain in his eyes. These were fading with every passing moment, being replaced by the hot spark of insanity. She recognized it, easily. 
 
    In the time it took to say those five words, the rumble of the truck’s engine turning over came to them. The rumble became a roar as it raced towards them. “Spot, come with us,” Jillybean said as she was dragged away. Sadie had her by the hand and together they ran through the house to the backyard. Behind them came Spot, the tears on his face already forgotten. And, more than likely, so too were the memories of his family. 
 
    His mind was broken. 
 
    Perhaps beyond the ability of the pills to fix, though Jillybean would try, if they escaped from their current predicament, that is. There was a gate in the back fence that led to the next yard. They slipped through it and were almost to the next street when another truck came zipping towards them.  
 
    It passed them, but didn’t go far, stopping two doors down. Three armed “men” got out. Jillybean had no way to know if they were men or women or even gorillas. They were draped in heavy leather. Two wore hoods over their heads while the third had on a spiked biker’s helmet.  
 
    Sadie immediately turned to her right. There was no gate between this fence and the neighbors and, perhaps not wanting to risk an incident with Spot barking or growling, she took the chance on moving along the front yards.  
 
    It wasn’t as if they were right out in the open. It was dark, there were cars scattered everywhere, there were plenty of bushes and trees, and there were monsters. Lots and lots of monsters. Most of them went to inspect the truck which suddenly lit up the night with mounted spotlights. One of the lights splashed onto an oak just feet from Sadie. If it swung right they would be caught—it went left, stopped for a moment and then began to swing back. 
 
    “Run!” Sadie whispered.  
 
    Jillybean was the slowest and no amount of brain power could get her little legs to go any faster. The light caught her seconds later. Suddenly she had a shadow twenty feet long, stretching to the next cross street. Monsters converged on her, singling her out. It was like she was on stage and the audience was composed of hungry, ugly cannibal critics.  
 
    She was illuminated like that for just a few moments, but then the truck started to turn around and the spotlight slid off her. 
 
    Now the night seemed blacker than black. She hit the curb and went sprawling. A monster, towering and hideous, tripped right over her, its head thunking into the pavement with an ugly sound. The other monsters were going every which way, just as blind. The next thing she knew, something grabbed her and was pulling her along the grass strip between the street and the sidewalk. In vain, she kicked but the grip was too strong for her little kid efforts. 
 
    “Stop it,” Sadie said. “It’s me. Get in here.” 
 
    They were on the far side of the station wagon. Jillybean could see it clearly. The spotlights were back, zapping their lights around as though they were huge lasers. The truck was coming for them. Sadie pushed Jillybean into one of the open doors of the station wagon. 
 
    “Get all the way in back,” Sadie said, the urgency in her voice scaring Jillybean. “Spot, you next. Lie down between the seats. Be a good boy and don’t bark, please.” 
 
    Jillybean laid down her ear pressed against the short, dirty carpet, her nose an inch away from an ancient French fry that was starting to wizen. For the next few seconds, the car tremored as Sadie and Spot hid as best as they could, which Jillybean knew couldn’t have been all that good. Without blankets or any covering, even a casual inspection would reveal them.  
 
    The car went still just as the truck pulled up right next to them. There were thuds as doors opened and closed. “I got left,” a rough voice said. 
 
    “Right,” another spoke up very fast, as if wishing to stake a claim. 
 
    “Shit,” a third voice, grumbled. Beneath the sound of the truck’s engine, she heard footsteps slipping away. The truck sat there for half a minute and then peeled away. 
 
    Sadie was the first up, her eyes right at the level of the window. “They’re in the house. Shit. Shit, okay. We should get out of here.” As fast as they could, the three of them climbed out of the station wagon and ran further down the block, keeping as close to the houses as possible. Sadie ran with her head turned back.  
 
    Even so she was so much faster than Jillybean who was struggling to keep up. She almost wished the truck would come back so she could have an excuse to rest. Sadie pushed them on to the next block before she started weaving through yards and over fences. 
 
    After ten minutes, Jillybean was stumbling along, almost spent, and yet, their pursuers kept coming closer and closer. There were more vehicles taking part in the hunt, which made no sense. All they had heard was a howl and all they had seen was just a little girl. How was that worth this much trouble?  
 
    In spite of all their weaving about, they were nearly caught by someone in a Porsche 911. It came ripping around a corner so quickly that they barely had time to duck behind another hedge. This one had been short and neat two years before, now it was a mess, growing in every direction. They cowered behind it, Sadie and Jillybean in fear, Spot just sort of there, panting and gazing about placidly. 
 
    The Porsche slowed, going past, a dark face leaning from the driver’s seat. Jillybean got only a glimpse of it before the vehicle seemed to growl at her and speed away. When it was gone, Sadie finally saw that her sister was slagged. “In here,” she whispered, and headed for the house behind them. 
 
    She had her hand on the door knob when Jillybean saw movement from within. “Don’t,” she whispered. Going up on tiptoes, she could see that there were at least ten monsters standing around in the living room as if they were at a cocktail party. It was a strange sight and Jillybean would’ve liked to find out what had caused them to congregate like that, however Sadie was already moving on. 
 
    She headed to the edge of the hedge and was about to step around it when she saw the Porsche coming back their way. She cursed and then turned Jillybean around. “To the backyard.” They had only taken a few steps when they saw something move from around the side of the house.  
 
    Sadie held Spot back, breathing: “Shhhh,” into his ear as she pulled him down into the deepest shadows next to the bushes. Unfortunately, the shadows weren’t that deep and they were exactly where anyone searching for fugitives would look.  
 
    “Gimme the gun,” Sadie whispered as three people came creeping from around the backyard. They were too spent to run and their hiding spot was crap. “When I start shooting, you go, Jillybean. Get to the car and wait for me there.” 
 
    Jillybean shook her head once and tried to clutch at her sister. No one knew the limitations of the six-shot .38 better than Jillybean. Though judging by her shaking hands, Sadie had a pretty good guess. She took the gun and stood with it pointed, just as the three stepped into the pale moon light.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    The .38 felt like a toy in her hands. It might seem like a dragon slayer to a skinny eight-year old, but to Sadie it was small, weak and inaccurate. It was so inaccurate that even from so short a range, she felt she only had a fifty-fifty chance of hitting one of the three people. 
 
    She sighted on the middle figure. He was the largest, tall and thick, though with the dark, it was hard to tell what was shadow and what was human. In front of him was a woman. She was much more distinct since her blonde hair practically shone and her bare flesh stood out against the dark background. Amazingly, she wore short-shorts and a filled to capacity bikini top as if she were a cartoon villain. 
 
    The last man was slightly smaller than the first. He was hunched and oddly stooped in his gait—Sadie would shoot him last. Two bullets for the big man, one for the woman and two for the last guy…and one for the Porsche. The odds against her coming out alive were horrible, and yet she didn’t hesitate.  
 
    A life for a life, she thought as she brought the hammer back on the pistol. Sadie would trade her life for Jillybean’s any day. Her sister was a genius and had a beautiful soul. Under the right circumstances, Sadie knew she could be a great person, perhaps even a person who could save mankind from themselves. 
 
    For that to happen, she would have to make sure she fired straight and true. She aimed with the gun in both hands, sighting with one eye partially closed. A heartbeat from pulling the trigger, Jillybean said in the calmest voice: “Stop.” 
 
    The three people jerked in surprise. Sadie did as well and nearly pulled the trigger, which, in her mind, was what she should have been doing. This was not the time for negotiations. By definition, people who hunted three innocent strangers in the dead of night were bad guys…and yet there was Baloo and his people. They hadn’t been bad; they had been scared. 
 
    “These people aren’t our enemies,” Jillybean said quickly. “Sadie, put the gun away. That car is coming back.” 
 
    Sadie hesitated, the gun still aimed, the sight dead center on the big man. Her mind was racing, silently questioning Jillybean: how on earth could she know anything at all about these people? Weren’t they dressed just like the others? Weren’t they slinking around looking to trap them? 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Jillybean said, but to whom she was talking to Sadie didn’t know. The strangers had seemed just as leery of trusting faceless people in the dark, but at Jillybean’s words they came forward, hurrying to the hedge. 
 
    Jillybean held back Spot, who looked like he wanted to give the new people a sniff, while Sadie pointed the gun at each of them in turn. It was small and black and probably wasn’t even seen. The woman certainly didn’t seem to notice it. She was staring at Jillybean. “Christ, you’re a kid,” she said. 
 
    “Hush, Amy,” the bigger man said, hunkering down close to Sadie. He finally noticed the gun. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “A little,” she answered, but turned the gun from him nonetheless. The Porsche was coming and he was much more afraid of it than he was of the pistol a foot from his heart. That told Sadie something about the people hunting them. 
 
    The Porsche was velvet black, looking like the steed of the devil as it came closer, moving slower and slower. Sadie thought it would stop and let out something worse than any zombie, only it didn’t stop. It slid on by, moving up the block. 
 
    Only when it was at the next intersection did everyone in the group let out their breath. The big man turned to Sadie, his eyes taking a walk all over her slim form. He then turned to Spot, his eyes went wide as he leaned away. Lastly, he asked Jillybean, “How do you know us? You said we weren’t your enemy, how do you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know you at all, Mister, I just know you was running from those other guys even though you used to be on the same team right up until your brother fell in love with a slave girl and freed her, which is awful nice of you, that’s for sure. Too bad the big boss liked her…well, he didn’t like her, not really. He was just…what’s the word for wanting too much stuff? Not greedy, but…” 
 
    “Possessive,” the big man answered hollow voiced. He looked stunned. “How do you know all that? Who are you guys?” 
 
    He had asked this of Sadie, but she was just as clueless. In the dark, the men had a passing resemblance, which didn’t make them brothers, and a girl in a bikini didn’t make her a slave, and how Jillybean had leapt to love and big bosses was impossible for her to say. 
 
    “We’re nobody,” Sadie said, with a little warning note in her voice. They couldn’t be Sadie and Jillybean now that they were within spitting distance of the Pacific. 
 
    “You must be somebody to know all that,” he insisted, warily, acting as if he expected to be blackmailed at any moment. 
 
    Jillybean, who had caught the warning said, “Nope. We’re new…it’s true. We just came from…well, I guess it doesn’t matter where we came from and that’s what means it’s none of your beeswax where we came from. And as for all the rest, the clues are all there. You can see the collar marks on Miss Amy’s neck. They’re still red and that’s what means she was only recently freed by your brother…” 
 
    “Half-brother,” he interjected. “But how could you know that?” 
 
    “It’s sorta kinda simple. Amy was freed from the big boss, that’s obvious because of how pretty she is. Big bosses always like to have the prettiest girls. I don’t know why that is. Anyways, they’re also possessive like a little kid with all the toys who won’t share, you know? And who but the big boss would go to all this trouble to go after one girl? And that’s how I knowed you guys were brothers. Only a big brother would risk this sort of trouble. My only question is how come you guys don’t got any guns?” 
 
    The big man, who was carrying only an axe, blinked three times before answering: “The, uh, big boss as you call him keeps very close tabs on all the ammunition. We had guns, but without bullets they’re useless and just extra weight.” 
 
    Sadie saw that they weren’t really carrying much. The younger brother had two medium sized jerry cans of fuel and what looked like a bat slung around his back. Amy carried only a crowbar that seemed too short to Sadie to use against zombies. “Where are you guys going?” she asked, slipping a look at Jillybean and wondering if she could answer this as well. 
 
    It was the big man who answered once more. “Bainbridge.” The simple answer left Sadie nonplussed and it was something of a relief that Jillybean also looked clueless. 
 
    The little girl opened her mouth to ask the obvious question but before she could say anything Amy let out a little gasp. “Jason, what’s he doing?” Spot had come crawling forward on all fours and was now trying to give her crotch a good sniffing. 
 
    “Spot, no!” Jillybean cried, pulling at his shirt. “Sorry ‘bout that. He’s friendly is all. And he thinks he’s a dog. Spot is his name. Well, not his real name which is Mike Jackson and my…I-I mean, what’s your names?” 
 
    Amy had backed into the younger man and was trying her best to pull down on the frayed edges of her shorts. “He thinks he’s a dog? That’s some crazy shit. Wow…I’m uh, Amy McNea and this is my boyfriend Jason Guy and his brother, Todd.” 
 
    “Todd Karraker,” he said, sticking out his hand. He wasn’t nearly as thick as Sadie had first supposed. The long heavy coat he wore hid a lean frame. The coat was nothing like Sadie had ever seen before. There were what looked like lacquered reptile scales of great size, jutting from it in all directions. 
 
    “I’m Sally,” Sadie said, adopting the name out of the blue. She had never known a Sally in her life. “And this is May, and you already met Spot. We just met him but he seems nice.” 
 
    Jillybean was nodding in a vigorous fashion at the names. “Yes, that’s us. Is Brainbridge far and can we come with you guys? We have a car, though I’m not really sure where it is at the moment. We kinda got turnded around chasing after Spot and then hiding from bad guys. 
 
    Before Todd answered, he went to the break in the hedge and looked up and down the road. When he came back he asked, “How far is it to the car?” 
 
    As she was completely lost, Sadie looked to Jillybean to answer. “A mile or a mile and a half, maybe. It was near a park with trees. They were very tall.” 
 
    Todd grimaced. “That doesn’t help much. There are dozens of parks within a mile of here. Do you remember seeing any street signs? What about landmarks? A school?” With each question, Jillybean shook her head. Todd was about to go on when a pair of zombies came around the bushes. It was dark in the shadows and they hesitated, trying to make sense of what was in front of them. 
 
    Like a veteran of a thousand zombie battles, Todd thudded his boot into the chest of the nearest one, sending it stumbling back. Then, almost casually, he raised the axe as the second came at him. In midair, he reversed it so that the hammer end struck, creating a tremendous dent in the top of the zombie’s head. 
 
    The beast collapsed. Todd hefted the axe a second time as the zombie he had first kicked came back into the fight. It wasn’t much of a fight. One more swing decided things and as the zombie fell, Todd turned back to the group. “You can come, but we’re not slowing for any of you and if that guy runs off, then too bad. And if he starts barking, I’m going to clock him.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a good boy,” Jillybean said, patting Spot on the head. “He’ll be quiet, I promise.” 
 
    “Good. Bainbridge is just across the sound. We need a car with good tires so keep your eyes peeled for one. Let’s move out.” Todd took the lead and was quickly followed by Amy and Jason. Sadie wanted to grab the younger brother and thrust him back behind her. She thought they should have a man in back to take up the rear and Spot didn’t count. 
 
    “Go,” she said to Jillybean, pushing her to follow after Jason. Spot stuck to her side like glue and Sadie came last, holding the .38. Todd set a hard pace and soon had Jillybean flagging. But there would be no slowing even if they wanted to. Behind them came an army of zombies, stumbling along in ragged lines, with more joining the chase every few seconds. 
 
    As they hurried along, Sadie kept an eye out for cars with a full set of good tires. There weren’t many and when they did find one, Todd would rush to it, peer in through the driver’s window, curse and then go on. 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t understand the behavior. “Do you think he’s looking for one with the keys in it? Cuz that’s silly. We can hotwire a car, easy. And I’m tired so that’s what we should do.” 
 
    “I have no idea what he’s doing,” Sadie answered. “You should ask him.” When it came to satisfying her curiosity, Jillybean was fearless and relentless. She worked her way to where Todd marched along. In order to catch up, she had to add a quick skip to every other step. 
 
    “I’m looking for a car with a stick shift,” he answered. “You know what that is? Good. Tell me if you see a car with one. We can pop the clutch to get it started.” Of course, she had to know what “pop the clutch” meant and he was in the middle of an explanation when headlights blared in their faces and an engine turned over. 
 
    Todd snatched Jillybean’s hand and broke to the right toward the closest home. The front door hung open by a few inches. He shouldered his way in and raced through the house, while behind them, the truck that had been sitting in the dark raced up. It jumped the curb and barreled down on Sadie who managed to leap up the porch stairs before she was run over. 
 
    Sadie blazed into the house, but had to check her natural speed. The house was a shambles and had been one even before the apocalypse. It had been the home of a hoarder and among the piles of crap, there might have been some useful items to find. They didn’t have time to look. The truck’s doors could be heard opening and further away, more engines were coming to life. 
 
    As she ran, Sadie pulled down towering stacks of magazines and threw over chairs—it wouldn’t be enough. They were moving too slowly through the maze of a house and by the time they reached the backyard, the bad guys would be only steps behind. 
 
    The .38 will slow them down, Sadie thought. But what if they had guns as well? And what if theirs were better? Theirs had to be better and they had to have more ammo. Sadie had all of six shots. It wouldn’t be enough. She wasn’t the only one who thought so. 
 
    A crap-filled hall that was barely wide enough to fit Sadie’s thin hips, led to a dining room with towering stacks of chipped and faded china. That led to a kitchen where years of newspapers were bundled in heavy bales, and the thousands of plastic spoons and knives were wrapped like spears of asparagus and thrust in shoe boxes and wine boxes. 
 
    The smell here was alive and rancid. It was horrible, and strangely fresh. The dark made Jillybean look like an apparition as she splashed about with an old milk jug, spilling what looked like spoiled gravy about. It was some sort of vile combination of bacon grease and overused cooking oil and this knowledge was accompanied by a sudden need to hurl. 
 
    Sadie staggered to the side to keep from being wetted by the concoction and as she did she felt something coming up the funnel of her throat. Jillybean seemed unfazed by the smell. She threw down the plastic jug and as it glugged out the last of the slick grease, she dug out her lighter. 
 
    The newspaper, dry as a wasps’ nest, went up so quickly that it almost seemed as though something had exploded. It went up so fast it nearly caught two of their pursuers in the blaze. They yelled and cursed, thrusting their arms up to keep their faces from being burned off. As they fell back, Sadie grabbed Jillybean and together they ran through a covered porch and then out into the backyard. 
 
    There was almost no yard to the backyard. With the dozens of rusting cars, broken bed frames, and the refrigerators laid out on their back like strange coffins, it resembled a miniature junkyard. There was only a single narrow path through the trash and with the new light of the brewing fire behind them, they were able to catch up to the others as they struggled over a wooden fence that was leaning back at an angle that would have invited a normal boy to use it as a ramp for his bike. It would cost a kid his teeth if he had. 
 
    The slats of the fence were rotted and broke underfoot. Todd had fallen through and was up to his scrotum in splintered wood, while Amy was seconds from the same fate. “Not there,” Jillybean said. “Use the posts. Watch.” The fence posts were old and wormed through and through. Most had been snapped off at the base and yet they were still able to bear weight. Jillybean ran right up one and then hopped off into the next yard. 
 
    Spot followed her and, as Jason and Amy helped Todd get clear of the fence, Sadie went next. It was a little like walking a tightrope which was fine with her. She was in her element. Her body was young and strong. Had she been alone, she could have run circles around the idiots chasing after them. 
 
    They waited for the others to get over the fence and then they charged through the next backyard, this one thankfully empty save for the waist-high weeds. In seconds, they found themselves on a street mid-block. Todd ran to his right, passed three houses and then ducked around to the back of the fourth. In a sense, they were doubling back. 
 
    A fence was scaled, a street was crossed, zombies were dodged and then they were lost in another neighborhood, moving slower now. Todd took the gas cans and let Jason lead. In the moonlight, Sadie caught sight of him as he passed. She jerked a little. Jason was impossibly handsome. Unlike so many others, he was clean shaven and his hair hadn’t been hacked by the local barber or entwined in a dirty ponytail. His brown hair was swept back in waves. His jawline was perfect and his teeth white. 
 
    “Is he like Morganstern was? Handsome, I mean?” Jillybean whispered, catching Sadie staring. 
 
    The reminder of Morganstern, whom Sadie had barely known, caused a moment of guilt. Then came sadness at the thought of what might have been. “Yeah, a little. Now, hush. We don’t want to attract attention.” There were more zombies. There were always more zombies. They began following the little group, lurching in another long conga line. 
 
    Jason took them through another neighborhood, moving along the streets in short bursts. They were careful to keep close to cover: bushes, cars, houses. They were careful but they couldn’t do anything about the zombies. Jillybean tried to suggest they mix in with them, but the others wouldn’t listen. 
 
    Eventually the trail of beasts was picked up by the driver of the Porsche. He came prowling up behind as they ducked through another yard. They hadn’t been seen, however it was only a matter of time.  
 
    “We could hide in there,” Jason suggested, pointing. Before them was a baseball field, its bases covered by the grass encroaching from the outfield. Beyond that was a half-sized basketball court with fissures zigzagging through its asphalt leading to a brick school. 
 
    Amazingly, the school was intact. A door was propped open, however, none of the windows were so much as scratched. The same was true of the four yellow school busses that were parked neatly in a row. The gas caps were off, but otherwise they looked ready to roll. 
 
    “No, we can’t hide, at least not here,” Todd said. “With all those damned zombies, it’ll only be a matter of time before they find us. What we need is a car.” 
 
    “Would you settle for a bus?” Jillybean asked, her eyes gleaming in a way Sadie recognized. “If so, I can get one of them going, I bet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    “I would take a bus if we could get one,” Todd said, “but those are all going to be automatic. We need a stick-shift.” 
 
    “Maybe we could try to distract the zombies,” Amy suggested. “I was with a group last year that used a loud speaker to…” She stopped as Jillybean walked away. “Where’s she going?” 
 
    “I’m gonna get the bus going,” Jillybean said and then slapped her thigh. “Come here, Spot.” The dogman didn’t look back. He happily did his ridiculous trot, gazing fondly down at Jillybean as she headed for the buses.  
 
    Sadie gave Todd a shrug. “She can do it. She just needs that gas you have. Trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you?” Todd asked, incredulously. “I don’t even know you. And really, what I do know doesn’t lead me to trust you at all. You’re going around Seattle with a guy who thinks he’s a dog and a know-it-all little girl.” He shook his head at her. “That’s not too smart, if you ask me.” 
 
    Jillybean had stopped after only a few steps, waiting to see what sort of decision the grown-ups would come to. She wasn’t terribly offended at being called a know-it-all. It wasn’t true, of course. She knew a lot, especially about important stuff such as math and science and surgeoning, but she didn’t know everything. Besides, even if she did know everything, that wouldn’t be a bad thing, despite the tone of the man’s voice. 
 
    “And you think you know what smart is?” Sadie asked, her voice dripping with acid. “You have no idea what you’re talking about or who we are. If you were smart, you’d give her a chance.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’m not so smart. Good luck with that bus.” Todd turned and began walking off, heading to the right of the school. Amy gave Sadie a what-can-you-do smile and Jason nodded curtly before following after his brother. They had taken all of four steps before they heard the sound of an engine coming in their direction. 
 
    Todd immediately turned around to go back the way they came, however the yard they had just crossed through was swarming with zombies. “Inside!” he hissed, pointing towards the school. The six of them ran for the school, zipping inside the open door just as the truck puttered by. 
 
    “Do you think they saw us?” Amy asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jason answered, peering out through the glass. “It’s the zombies I’m worried about. If that guy saw them crowding the yard, we’re through. He’ll call the others and they’ll hound us down.” 
 
    Amy put her back to the doors and slid down until she was sitting with her legs out. “I don’t know if I can keep this up all night. I thought we’d just, you know, escape. You know slip away.” 
 
    Jason stepped back. In the dark, Jillybean couldn’t gauge his expression, however, he sounded hurt as he asked: “Are you changing your mind? You said you’d do anything to get away.” 
 
    Amy shrank into herself and her shrug made her seem smaller. “I did. I just didn’t know it would be like this. I…I…” In mid-stutter, she noticed everyone staring at her, including Jillybean. “Hey, how fast can you get that bus going?” She sounded like she was grasping her last straw. 
 
    That depended on so many variables that Jillybean didn’t want to give an answer. Were the materials she needed in the school? Were they spread out all over the place? Were there monsters lurking in the depths of the building? Would everyone simply obey her commands or would they ask useless questions such as this? 
 
    “Twenty minutes, probably. Maybe thirty.” 
 
    “That’s too long,” Todd said. “If they didn’t see those zombies on this pass, they will on the next. We should go out through the back. It’s only another five miles to the sound. Maybe there’ll be a boat.” 
 
    A snort of derision escaped Sadie. “There’s never a boat. If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that there’s never a boat when you need one. Just like there’s never a stickshift around when you need one. If you want to get to Brainbridge, you’ll listen to her.” 
 
    “It’s Bainbridge and…” Todd interrupted. 
 
    Sadie cut him off. “That’s not listening. Here’s the plan: I’ll take care of the zombies. I’ll lead them away.” She paused long enough to come stand behind Jillybean and put her hands on her shoulders. “While I’m gone, you will do everything this girl tells you to do. She knows what she’s doing and she will save your lives if you let her work and don’t ask too many questions. Got it?” 
 
    Todd stood facing the window and was very slow to answer. “You’re asking me to trust a little girl. How old is she, six?” 
 
    “She’s eight,” Sadie replied. “I’m not asking you to trust her. I’m asking you to trust me. Me and her have travelled all the way from New York together, and this right here,” Sadie twirled her finger as if she were stirring soup with it, “is nothing. We’ve been through far worse.” 
 
    “I trust her,” Amy said. “She seemed super smart before.” 
 
    Jason shrugged, suggesting he could go either way. Todd sighed. “Fine. We’ll try the bus. But let me warn you that if the shit hits the fan while we’re waiting for her to get it going, we’ll leave you guys like that.” He snapped his fingers in Sadie’s face. 
 
    “Then you’ll get caught, just like that,” Sadie said, snapping her fingers right back. “Listen to her and don’t waste her time asking questions. You’re going to want to. Just don’t.” When they each agreed, she turned and held out her pinky to Jillybean. “Sisters?” 
 
    “Always,” Jillybean answered, grinning and hooking the pinky with her own. They were being hunted as usual, but she had Sadie and that made it alright.  
 
    Sadie took a long breath as if she were about to dive into the deep end of the pool, and then slipped out the door, running with an easy stride straight for the masses of zombies that were struggling to get over the short chainlink fence. Jillybean’s smile dimmed as she turned towards the dark of the school. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” she said, over her shoulder as she dug out her palm-sized maglite. She pointed it down the hall and, just like the outside of the building, the inside was in surprisingly good condition. For the most part, the lockers were all still shut and there were only a few spills of papers or books along the edges. 
 
    With Spot hanging near her elbow, Jillybean headed straight in, hoping to find a map of the school posted on the wall, but other than that the obligatory fire escape plan there was nothing. She gave the map a glance, memorizing the layout in a blink. It would have been more helpful if it pointed out where the home economics room was or where the art supplies were kept. 
 
    Intuition told her that the music room would be near the gymnasium. This proved true. “Miss Amy, I need a tambourine and a microphone stand,” she said. “And make sure all the clinky things are out of the tambourine.” Amy started to ask how she would get them out, but Jillybean was already moving on. 
 
    Near the main office she found the janitor’s “office” though cubby was a more descriptive term. “Mister Jason, sir I need all the tools you can carry. If there’s wire in there, bring it.” 
 
    “Bring it where?” 
 
    This was one of those stupid questions that they had been told not to ask. “Out to the buses of course.” She turned on her heel and marched away, shining the light left and right at every door. “I need the science room or a home economics room or a…ah here we go, an art place. Can you find me some super glue, Mister Todd?” 
 
    He grunted out a “Sure,” and ducked into the dark room. He had his own flashlight which he used judiciously, covering the lens unless needed. Jillybean tried to copy the action, but just found herself mostly blind and she didn’t have time for blindness. She needed to find magnets and she had been in enough schools to know that if they were anywhere, they’d be in a science room. 
 
    Which is exactly where she found them. In a room labeled “Earth Sciences Lab” she found, not only magnets, but also a long-beaked funnel that she figured would be useful and a roll of already stripped copper wire. “Perfect,” she whispered. Spot barked and for a moment, she thought about loading him up in some way, but worried that he would shake everything off at the first chance. “Maybe you should go guard the buses,” she said to him. It really wasn’t a command that an untrained dog would understand, still he loped off back the way they came. 
 
    She had her arms full when she left the room and nearly ran into Todd. “They had epoxy not super glue,” he said, showing her a tube. It looked like a tube of toothpaste. She gave it a flash of her light and read the tiny writing. The epoxy seemed like what she needed, only just a bit more stuck-up sounding. 
 
    “If it will stick stuff together really good, then it’ll work,” she said, giving him an encouraging smile. He didn’t seem to know what to do with the smile. It made him look uncomfortable and Jillybean had to wonder what was wrong with her smile. Most people liked it. She pulled her lips in, saying: “Maybe we should go.” 
 
    Todd grunted once more, perhaps thinking that grunting was a proper form of communication, something Jillybean did not. In silence, they headed for the back lot of the school, meeting Amy on the way. She held up her items. “Is this good?” 
 
    “Yeah. Hey, can you take the glue from Mister Todd?” Todd handed over the glue and raised an eyebrow. “I need two folding chairs and one of the flags from the office, thanks.” He opened his mouth to say something, which would have been preferable to another grunt; however, he closed it again and left without a word. 
 
    “He doesn’t talk much,” Amy said. “Jason could be even worse sometimes. I think they went through some bad shit. They don’t talk about that either. The way I see it, we’ve all been through shit and you’re either stronger or weaker because of it. I say you be strong. You seem pretty strong, May.” 
 
    For a moment, Jillybean was confused at the name. She recovered her wits in time so the lapse wasn’t noticeable. “I don’t think I’m strong at all,” she said. Although she hadn’t heard the voices in days, she felt that there was a layer around her brain as thin and as weak as an egg shell and if that broke there would be trouble. “By the way, shit is a bad word. You shouldn’t say it.” 
 
    Amy smirked. “You’re a trip, you know that?” 
 
    Jillybean had no idea what she meant by that, but it didn’t seem like a put down and so the little girl only shrugged and pretended that she was indeed a “trip.” When they reached the buses, she went right into action, ordering Jason and Amy around as if they were servants. 
 
    She had Jason fetch one of the sad, dead-looking bikes that were still in a rack on the side of the gymnasium, while Amy was sent to find out which was the most “intact” bus. By this she meant the bus with the best tires and the least corroded batteries. Thankfully they had been so well maintained prior to the apocalypse that two of the four were still serviceable. While they were at their tasks, Jillybean was busy as well. First, she cut a section of the tambourine so that it would fit around a bike’s sprocket, next she went about wrapping the copper wiring around the interior of the tambourine. 
 
    Todd returned and she directed him to hoist the bike that Jason had brought, using the chairs and the flagpole, so that the rear tire was off the ground. The magnets were epoxied in place on the largest of the gear teeth and then she used the microphone stand to hold the tambourine in place. Finally, wire was strung, running from the tambourine to the battery. 
 
    “Mister Jason, I need you to start turning the pedal. Do it real, real gently, but also do it fast, okay?” He grunted and started spinning the back tire, slowly building up speed. When she saw that he was running it correctly, she turned to Todd. “Fill the tank with what we have. Once you’re done, I’m gonna need you to take that big hammer and the Phillip’s head screwdriver and pop holes in the tanks of the other buses. We gotta get whatever is left in them.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in them. They’ve been siphoned. It’s obvious.” 
 
    Jillybean took up a stance in front of him, crossing her arms. “Sadie said that you were aposed to do as I say. There’s always a little gas in the bottom of them tanks. Every little bit counts.” He grunted. Jillybean rolled her eyes at the noise and turned to Amy. “You’re on monster duty. Make sure none of them get close.” 
 
    Amy’s blue eyes went wide and she turned a quick circle, clearly expecting a monster attack at any moment. It wasn’t likely. Sadie had done a good job of attracting every monster for blocks around—she had also attracted the bad guys. Just then a gunshot could be heard. And then another. Jillybean drew in a quick breath. 
 
    “Aw crap,” Jason said, working the pedal round and round, trying to get it to go faster and faster without upsetting the bike. He glanced up to see the stricken look on Jillybean’s face. “Try not to fret, little girl. Hatchet-Joe, the guy you called the big boss, he doesn’t like to kill women. He says it’s bad for business. Your friend is probably okay.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t like the way he said: “probably.” It began to worry into her gut. Amy didn’t help, either. She was standing a few feet away, holding Jason’s baseball bat on her shoulder, gripping it with both hands. “He says everything is all about business with him. It’s why he never lets any of the guys punch the girls in the face. Why? Because it’s bad for business. ‘If you gots to correct them, hit ‘em in the belly.’ What a fucker. No, he won’t shoot your friend, he’ll just hunt her down. They’re good at that.” 
 
    “Well they won’t catch my Sadie,” Jillybean said, inadvertently using her sister’s real name. “She’s too fast. You’ll see. But this bus isn’t and that’s what means trouble. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Mister Jason, when you get tired switch with your brother.” Before going back into the school, she gave the rear of the bus a good long look. It was a good machine and she was glad that she had chosen it. She liked its size and the double wheels in the rear. It wasn’t speedy, and yet in a city as filled with the dead as this one was, speed wouldn’t be the deciding factor in escape. 
 
    She jogged into the school, hurrying through the empty hallways to the Earth Sciences room, where she hoped to find potassium nitrate. She went through every drawer and cabinet, her eyes flashing over the contents in a blink before moving on to the next. 
 
    “For all darn it!” No potassium and nothing close. Which meant she couldn’t make a smoke bomb. “But there was acetone,” she whispered, envisioning making Molotov cocktails. There were three bottles; it would take her two minutes to get them ready. 
 
    “But what if we use them? What would Hatchet-Joe do?” She imagined one of the trucks going up in flames during a chase. It would change things. The bad guys would go from trying to shoot out the tires to trying to shoot the driver. “No cocktails then.” 
 
    She stood, her mind turning as fast as ever. “Smoke would be best. We can make smoke easy.” In one of the cabinets was a backpack, old and ripped along one seam. Without a thought about who had owned it in the Before, she dumped out the contents and threw the bottles of acetone in. She slung it and ran for the art room. 
 
    There were tons of paper here as well as more accelerants. The oil pastels were the most intriguing to Jillybean. She wanted the smoke to be thick and black. She stuffed the backpack with what she could and then ran back to the bus. “Mister Jason, I need your help!” she said in a carrying whisper. Todd had taken over working the pedals.  
 
    “Hush, damn it!” he hissed back to her. She didn’t see the need to be overly quiet. The sound of engines was drifting through the night, but they were far off. At least a mile. 
 
    “It’s okay. Sadie is doing what she’s supposed to.” She went to the bus, pushed past Spot who was trying to nuzzle her with the side of his head and dumped the contents of the backpack onto one of the seats. 
 
    Jason was giving her a queer look. “I thought her name was Sally.” 
 
    Heat rushed into Jillybean’s cheeks, however the night hid it. “I-It is. What did I say? Did I say Sadie? W-well we knew a Sadie and I get mixed up sometimes. And my name is May.” As she said this her hands fluttered around, touching themselves, her chest and her lips. She knew she looked guilty and so she turned to the school. “I-I need some stuff.” 
 
    He followed after, his boots clomping along the tiles. She refused to look back until they got to the art room. Immediately, she grabbed a folded and very stained tarp, setting it on the ground. “I need all the paper you can get. And string, too. Put it on the tarp. It’ll make it easier to drag out.” He grunted. 
 
    “Sheesh,” she whispered, as she hurried away. In her desire to put some distance between her and Jason, she took the first turn she came to and was brought up short by a familiar smell: cut wood. It triggered the ghost of a memory. In some long ago time, she had gone into a lumber store holding her daddy’s hand. She remembered walking in the aisles and running her hands along the boards. 
 
    “We had a hotdog after,” she said, a smile playing on her face. 
 
    It was true she had been in many places like Home Depot in the last few years, but they were always huge, breathable spaces and the smells there were never so strong as this. Next to her elbow was a door that was cracked open a few inches. It was the shop room. 
 
    She stepped in, letting her maglite play over the different machines and the stacks of wood and the tools. “Cool,” she said as she saw more varnish and a few other seemingly innocuous items she could use. There was even a little handcart that she used to haul her discoveries out to the bus. 
 
    Now, all she needed was her sister.  
 
    Sadie was not in sight when she exited the school. This made her very nervous though what made her more so was Todd. “We can’t stay much longer,” he said, calmly working the pedal in circles. “The battery is as charged as it’s going to get. I’m giving your friend five minutes.” 
 
    “Five minutes for what?” 
 
    “To get back before we leave. You should get your stuff all packed up.” 
 
    Jillybean was stunned and only stood there as Jason loaded up the back of the bus with the stacks of paper; Amy turned away, pretending she hadn’t heard what Todd said. 
 
    “What are we going to do with all this stuff?” Jason asked breaking the spell Jillybean was under. 
 
    “Oh, let me show you,” Jillybean said. She went around and got in through the front of the bus and as she passed the chair she had dumped her items in, she picked up one of the bottles of acetone. The warning signs printed on it were obvious even in the dark: don’t drink and don’t light it on fire. 
 
    “Unless needed,” she said under her breath. “What you are going to do is pile that stuff up in the back of the bus. Yeah, just like that. Then, when the time is right, I’m going to dump some of this stuff on it and light it on fire. Like this.” Jillybean poured the acetone over the sloppy pile closest to the rear exit, tossed the empty bottle away and brought out her lighter. She snapped a flame into existence. 
 
    “Hold on,” Jason said, his forehead sprouting little lines as her hand came dangerously close to the stack of paper. “What are you doing? Careful, you’ll burn down the bus.” 
 
    Jillybean smiled pleasantly. “Yes, I will, but only if anyone tries to leave before Sadie gets back. It’ll burn right down to the wheels. Heck, it might burn them too.” 
 
    Todd stood, letting the bike tire slow. “Get away from there!” he snapped at Jillybean. “That’s not your bus and it’s not your damned gas.” 
 
    In answer, she picked up a piece of yellow construction paper and set it alight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just a four mile run. It was a four mile obstacle course, over fences and  under cars and through culverts, all the while being chased by thousands of zombies and strangers bent on enslaving her. It was exhilarating. 
 
    This was where she excelled. In the pure physicality of the chase. After fifteen minutes of befuddling the slavers, she left them going in circles and loped back, cooling down with an easy jog. She felt great right up until she came back to find Todd hissing like a snake and threatening Jillybean with his axe. 
 
    “What the hell?” Sadie cried as she sprinted the last fifty yards. Jillybean, who was in the back of one of the busses, holding a lighter in one hand and a flaming piece of paper in the other grinned and snapped the lighter closed. 
 
    “Just silliness,” she said. “We can go…wait, I’m going to need a push-broom. Mister Jason, could you get one from the janitor’s office, please?” 
 
    He looked to Todd who slammed his axe down. “No, no! You don’t get to hold us hostage and then smile like nothing happened.” 
 
    Jillybean raised an eyebrow. Sadie had seen the look before and couldn’t help but grin. It looked as if Jillybean were appraising a crawly bug. “And you don’t get to leave people behind without a proper discussion. He was going to leave you behind, Sadie. Can you believe that?” 
 
    She pulled the .38 from her pocket. “Maybe we should leave them behind. Turn about is fair play.”  
 
    Todd ground his teeth, but with the .38 as the trump card there wasn’t much he could say. Amy went down on her bare knees to plead with Sadie. “You can’t leave us, it wouldn’t be right. And…and, he didn’t mean it. He was just taking care of his own, you understand, don’t you? And I wouldn’t have left you and neither would Jason.” 
 
    Sadie felt a strange thrill run through her. It was a rare day in which she held any real power. And this was life and death. “I don’t know. What do you think?” 
 
    Jillybean said: “Hmmmmm,” drawing it out. “I guess we could look this over, but only if they promise to be good.” 
 
    Todd looked pained as he said, “I promise. We all promise, okay?” Once more Jillybean raised her eyebrow and waited. Eventually, amended his statement, “We promise to be good, okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jillybean said right away. “Now get back on the bike and really spin the wheel. Mister Jason, the push broom, please. Miss Amy, if you will help me bundle the papers better. Sadie, can you run to the office and see if there are keys to the buses. They might be locked up.” 
 
    Sadie thought it nothing to be taking orders from an eight-year-old. Amy didn’t argue and jumped right up into the bus, while Todd and Jason shared a long look. “Let’s go,” Sadie snapped, jogging past them. She found the keys in a black lockbox in the receptionist’s desk. Ironically, the lockbox was unlocked. 
 
    They were ready to go a minute later. Once more, Jillybean took command, ordering Todd into the driver’s seat. Amy was told to keep hold of Spot in the front seat. Sadie figured she would have an issue being so close to the wild man, but she didn’t utter the smallest complaint. Jason and Sadie sat across from each other three rows from the back. 
 
    Jillybean occupied the seat in front of Sadie. She didn’t sit, she knelt on it waiting for Todd to start the engine. It started on the second attempt, eliciting a cheer which didn’t last. After the first rumble, the engine began to hitch and cough. 
 
    “Shit!” Todd snapped. “It’s the gas. Gas doesn’t belong in a diesel.” He stuck it in gear and chugged it forward. The bus felt as though it was hopping, but at least the engine was still going. Once they turned onto the street, things became better. The engine evened out and the vehicle no longer hopped as it had. 
 
    Everyone relaxed. Jillybean turned to Jason. “Is it far? And what is Bainbridge? Is it just a bridge? Does it go anywhere? Does it go to one of the islands? I seen a map of Seattle and there’s like a whole bunch of islands around it. They’re all pretty squiggly.” 
 
    Jason blew out as if having to hear the string of questions was more arduous than the four miles Sadie had run. “It’s an island and by road it’s about forty miles because we got to loop all the way around through Tacoma, but if we had a boat, it’s only two miles across the sound.” He was quiet for some time as the bus chugged along, then he said in a low voice, “You guys should cut Todd a break. He’s trying to hide it, but he’s freaked out. If Hatchet-Joe gets a hold of him, or any of us, he’ll do more than just kill us.” 
 
    “And what do you think would happen to us if you had stranded…” Sadie paused as Todd took a left. “Whoa, you can’t go this way. This is south right? Todd, were you deaf? This is the direction I took those guys.” 
 
    “This is the direction we need to go,” was his answer.  
 
    Sadie groaned, lifting her arms wide. “At least go around for Pete’s sake.” 
 
    “I would if I could,” was all he said on the matter. The answer left Sadie slack-jawed. She sat back, raised her arms again and then let them drop. 
 
    “He’s actually right,” Jason said. “We’re too close to the sound. The roads get jammed up good down there. And we don’t have enough fuel to go up into the foothills. Our only choice is to slip through. If we can get ahead of them, then we should be home free.”  
 
    Jillybean watched him as he spoke. She stared so hard that it made him uncomfortable. She stared until he looked away. Finally, she said, “I don’t think this was very well thought out and that’s what means you shoulda had a better plan. Maybe we should head to the water and look for a boat. Did they used to have a lot of them around here? Like for fishing or skinny diving?” 
 
    “Skinny? Do you mean scuba diving?” he asked. When she nodded, he said, “Yeah, I guess there was a lot, but they’re all gone now. The docks are all empty. I think when the stiffs came, anyone with a boat just lit on out of here. It’s why we came. We’re from Vegas. Lots of stiffs out there. Lots of desert and lots of stiffs. It wasn’t a good combo, let me tell you.” 
 
    “I wish I could have a boat,” Jillybean said. “Like a real boat. I made a boat out of a bounce house this one time. That was fun, right Sa…”  
 
    At first Sadie thought that Jillybean had stopped because she had almost given away her name, but then she saw that her blue eyes were focused beyond her. She was looking out the dusty back windows. “Are they here?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she breathed. 
 
    Everyone spun about, searching the dark. Sadie squinted, seeing nothing. Sliding from her seat, she walked in a hunch to the rear door and peered out until the moonlight glinted off the slightest touch of chrome. “Damn it! They’re back there about seventy yards. But they’re not getting closer.” 
 
    “Motherfucker,” Todd muttered, thumping a fist onto the wheel. “They’re probably calling in the others. Hey, little girl, do whatever you got planned. It’s show time.” He flicked on the headlights and gradually built up speed. 
 
    Jillybean rushed down the aisle just as the truck coming up behind turned on its headlights. She froze, transfixed by the light, a perfect target. Sadie reached out and hauled her down into the seat next to her. “No!” Jillybean said, struggling up. “We’re basing our defenses on the idea that they won’t shoot at us. They’ll go for the tires and that’s what is for a certainty.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” Sadie asked, eyeing her sister.  
 
    She paused and jerked a shoulder. “Then we die just like all the rest. But I don’t think that’ll happen. They don’t think we have any guns so why shoot? Here, hand me a hammer, Mister Jason.” He gave her a claw-backed hammer which she used in an astounding manner: she bashed out the back windows. Next, she pushed open the rear door and, using a shoelace she slid from her pocket, she tied the door back. 
 
    Now, she was completely exposed. She was skinny, small, vulnerable, but also self-assured and determined. Sadie had little doubt that she would live even if it meant burning down the world to do it. She would certainly sacrifice the bus without the least hesitation. 
 
    Jillybean started the bus’s ultimate destruction by leaning out of the windows and bashing out the taillights with the hammer. “Okay, let’s get the first bundle going.” Jason jerked his head around to Sadie who was lost. She hadn’t been around when any plan had been discussed; then again Jason had the same air of confusion about him. 
 
    “Oh, for all darn it,” Jillybean said, opening her lighter. She set the flame to the first bundle of paper. It went right up, filling the back of the bus with smoke and light. “Open some windows!” she screamed over the roar of the fire. 
 
    Sadie clawed at the tabs that unlocked the window and as she did, she watched the fire eating the rear seats and melting the rubber grip surface that ran down the main aisle. Heavy black smoke filled half the cabin and threatened to kill them all in seconds, but then the first windows were opened and it all went out the back. 
 
    “What the hell?” Jason demanded. “What good is a fire on the bus? We need the fire on them!” He pointed at the truck which was trailing fifty yards back now. 
 
    “Get the broom ready,” Jillybean said, acting as though she hadn’t heard a thing he had said. “When I say, go, push the fire out the back.” He started to argue and so she thrust the broom handle at him. She then turned to look out the front window. “Get ready, get ready…now!” 
 
    Just as Todd took them between two overturned cars, Jason, squinting and grimacing from the heat, pushed the stack of flaming paper out the back. It hit the street like a bomb. The papers had been somewhat compressed but now with the momentum and the extra airflow, the stack burst open and everything went up all at once. 
 
    The truck slewed away from the fire. There came a scream of tires tearing themselves to pieces and then a heavy bang! 
 
    “Yes!” Sadie yelled. 
 
    “Get the next bundle,” Jillybean commanded. There was a hill on their right, she went to a window and looked up. “There will be more of them and that’s what means we gots to be…oh for all darn it! Look!” Headlights could be seen cutting through the night heading down a bisecting street. When they passed across the light, everyone instinctively ducked down in their seats. 
 
    All except for Spot. He had been carrying on for some time, barking his fake bark. “Someone shut him up!” Todd yelled. Amy tried, but he wouldn’t listen to her. Jillybean was busy struggling to get a plastic bottle open, so Sadie rushed up the aisle. 
 
    She wanted to simply scream at the man, but she saw that he was shaking all over. He’s insane for a reason, she reminded herself. “It’ll be okay,” she said, quietly petting him just as if he were a real dog. “You need to sit and you need to hush. Be a good boy, okay?” He whined and she took that for a yes. 
 
    By the time she got back to where Jillybean was kneeling, facing backwards on one of the chairs, there were at least three cars in the chase. Two were behind them while a third ran parallel on the next street over. 
 
    “They’re keeping a little further back now,” Jillybean said. She didn’t sound disappointed. She set aside the jug she’d been holding and picked up a box. “I gotted this from the room with all the machines. There was a belt sander and a jigsaw. I think I’ll get a jigsaw when we move to Bainbridge.” She scraped away the tape holding the box closed and now Sadie saw that it was filled with screws. 
 
    With a grin, Jillybean dumped the box into the road way. The screws tinkled merrily as they spread out. She picked up the next box. “What kind of people are on Bainbridge?” 
 
    Jason looked pained. “They’re tough and they’re picky. There’s no guarantee they’ll let any of us stay. I’m worried for Todd. He was pretty high up in the organization. Hatchet-Joe liked him a lot.” 
 
    “Are they good people, though?” Jillybean asked, dumping the second box of screws. All three of them watched, hoping to see something cataclysmic occur when the following trucks hit the nails. At first there was nothing, but then the lead vehicle slowed and pulled to the side. 
 
    “I guess,” Jason said, frowning as the next vehicle came charging up. “They don’t keep slaves or nothing like that. Hatchet-Joe’s group snatches them up whenever they try to leave the island. I never…” 
 
    He hunched as a gunshot rang out. They all dived into the seats. There was a second shot; it was so deliberate that Sadie knew they were going for the tires. Jillybean poked her head up for a flash. “Light the next bundle.” Jason was closest. She tossed him the acetone which he dumped on the pile of construction paper. It went up quickly, covering the rear of the bus in flames. Squinting past the fire, Sadie saw the truck fading back, giving them room. 
 
    “Is this normal?” Jillybean asked. “I mean, is this how you would expect your old friends to react?” 
 
    “They weren’t my friends,” Jason bridled. “And…no. They would have set up a road block by now. I think the size of the bus and all the fire has got them a little rattled. But they’re not done yet. Not by a long shot.” 
 
    Jillybean was quiet, her lips pursed and her big blue eyes narrowed. She was thinking and thinking hard. They were outnumbered and outgunned. What was worse was that they had extremely limited resources: a few stacks of paper, some varnish, a single jug of acetone, and one more box of screws. Sadie couldn’t see how what they had left could possibly save them. 
 
    But if there was a way, Jillybean would find it. 
 
    Five seconds later, the little girl slapped her leg in anger. “We need to get off this road. It’s our only chance. Tell your brother.” Jason just sat there with his mouth open, befuddled by Jillybean’s temerity in ordering strange adults about. 
 
    “Tell him,” Sadie said, making sure he heard the stop fucking around and get going tone in her voice. When he went up the aisle, she turned to her sister. “What about making some sort of cannon using the nails and the acetone. You know, like a potato gun?” 
 
    “Is that a gun made out of potatoes or a gun that shoots potatoes?” she asked. 
 
    Hope flared in Sadie. “It’s one that shoots potatoes. There’s this tube and they stick a potato in one end and in the other they spray like an aerosol or something. When you light it…” 
 
    “The expanding gasses propels the potato,” Jillybean said, her eyes flicking about the interior of the bus. “Sorry, it won’t work. What we need to do is get off this road.” 
 
    “I know these streets better than you!” Todd yelled over his shoulder. “There are barriers everywhere in this city. The people fought tooth and nail for it and the closer you get to downtown, the worse it is.” They were shooting down Aurora Avenue and a few miles away, under the light of the moon, they could see the buildings start to mount towards the sky. Among the dark, brooding skyscrapers was Seattle’s famed Space Needle. 
 
    Jillybean only glanced at it for a moment. They weren’t going to help her. She ran up the aisle, slowing only to say, “Stay Spot,” before going to Todd. “Excuse me, sir? We’re heading into a trap. You know that, right?” 
 
    “It’ll be worse if we get off,” he answered, heaving the big wheel round one way and then the other, dodging a red VW Bug that was sitting upside down, looking like a dead ladybug. “If there’s a roadblock, we’ll ram it. Better one, big crash than twenty medium-sized ones.” 
 
    This explanation seemed to cause Jillybean pain. She stood there, a cringe on her face and one foot tapping while her hands twined about themselves. Sadie knew she was trying to come up with something to convince Todd. She was wasting her time, while the people chasing them were biding theirs. The truck had dropped back and the car running on the street over seemed to be moving casually through the clearer intersections. 
 
    Trouble came pretty quickly. A dozen spotlights lanced out of the night, blazing right into their faces. “Shit!” Todd yelled, hitting the brake. At the same time the tires began to squeal, gunfire tore into the bus. The bullets were aimed low. The first barrage was aimed into the grill, though a few skipped off the front of the hood punching holes in the windshield. 
 
    Everyone dropped low, except for Todd who healed the bus to the right. Bullets ranged along the yellow metal hide, mostly down low, however two hit higher, crossing through the bus to pop out the other side, narrowly missing Jillybean who went stiff.  
 
    One of the bullets took out the outer back left tire and when Todd got the bus going again, it shuddered worse than ever and was agonizing slow to gather speed. They lost another of the rear tires, seconds later. Thankfully, it was on the right side this time so they were still able to move.  
 
    “Head for the sound!” Jillybean yelled. Her fear could be heard in her voice which was almost a shriek. “Mister Jason, start the next fire, please, please.” 
 
    “We’re not going to the sound,” Todd said. “They’ll box us in and trap us against the river. We’re going to loop around them…if we can.” 
 
    Jillybean turned to Sadie. “Make him take us to the sound. Use your gun if you have to. They’re already boxing us in, Mister Todd. That’s what I would do and that’s what you would do, and that’s what means it’s what they are doing right now. Our only choice is to go to the sound.” 
 
    Todd drove trying his best to dodge the bus around the various obstacles in the street. He was only partially successful. The bus glanced off the charred and skeletal remains of a semi-truck. It felt to Sadie as though the bus was a frantic bucking animal. Jillybean was thrown from her feet, landing in the first row of seats on Amy’s lap. 
 
    “Sorry,” Todd said. “And no, we won’t be going to the sound. If you think you can swim two miles, you’re wrong. Jason and I could do it, but the rest of you, I doubt it. I don’t mean to be a dick, but you’ll drown. It’s not an option.” 
 
    “I won’t drown, trust me. Sadie, you trust me, don’t you?” 
 
    She did. There was no question. “Go to the sound,” Sadie said. “Remember when I said not to question her?” 
 
    “Yeah, and look where she’s got us.” 
 
    Sadie’s dark eyes flashed. “You wanted a vehicle and look what she got for you. Do you think a fucking Nissan Sentra would have been better? Do you think you could have outrun that Porsche with it? Because I don’t. We’re going to the sound, now. Unless you have a better idea?” 
 
    Todd gritted his teeth, his head going back and forth. “No, I don’t but we aren’t going to the sound. End of discuss…” Just then a warning light started blinking on the dash. It was joined a second later by another. The three of them leaned in close and saw that the temperature of the engine was red-lining. One of the bullets must have hit something vital. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he growled, turning left to avoid two downed trees that lay across the road. He drove in seething anger for a few minutes and then said, “Fine, we’ll go to the sound.” At the next intersection, he turned west again. The obstructions in the road began to grow in number and size just like he had predicted. When he could, he pounded the bus through and when he couldn’t, he went up on lawns or down sidewalks. 
 
    At one chokepoint, Jillybean called out to Jason: “Get your broom ready to shove out the fire! Three, two, get ready, go!” Jason hesitated at the odd count, dropping the flaming pile later than he should have, but it didn’t matter much in the long run. The truck that was following them didn’t shy away from this threat. It shot right into the flame and came bursting out the other side with only a few pieces of burning paper caught on its grill but these quickly turned to ash or went out. 
 
    “Oh, for all darn it,” Jillybean whispered. Louder, she cried: “Use the varnish as a Molotov cocktail. That’s what means stick a rag in the top and light it and throw it.” 
 
    “Jason knows what a Molotov cocktail is,” Todd informed her. “He’s not stupid. One mistake doesn’t make you stupid.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Jillybean replied, her head turned to the back. “Throw when you’re ready, Mister Jason.” He had used a pocket knife to cut away part of his sleeve which he stuffed into the mouth of the jug. When he lit the rag, it went up right away, the flames getting so hot, so quickly that the jug began melting at once. 
 
    He cursed as the flames threatened to engulf the jug, his arm and the back half of the bus. Before the truck was really close enough, Jason was forced to throw the jug. It sailed through the air, spewing flames, and landed well in front of the truck. It exploded, going up in a yellow fireball. 
 
    This stopped the pursuing truck. They could see it on the other side of the flames waiting like a lion in a cage, eager for that moment when the bars were yanked up and away. It wouldn’t have to wait long. The fire wouldn’t last. 
 
    Putting out both hands, touching each row of seats as she went, Jillybean hurried to the back of the bus with Sadie following. “Hold my shirt, will you?” Jillybean asked, picking up the last box of screws. She didn’t want to fall out of the open door and since everything was black and smoldering, she couldn’t hold on. 
 
    “Sure. I won’t let you go.” There wasn’t much to let go of. Jillybean was light as a feather. Was she light enough to float? Sadie wondered. She was secretly worried about going to the sound. She was a pretty good swimmer when it came to pools and lakes and having a good time on sunny days. But this was different. It was dark. The water would be cold. The swim would be endless…and Jillybean would never be able to make it. 
 
    Todd took another turn and the truck was out of sight. “Maybe we should try to slip away now,” Sadie whispered to her sister. “Or maybe we could try hiding in one of those skyscrapers. You’re the best at hiding, Jillybean. They’d never find us.” 
 
    “Yeah, they never would,” Jillybean said, grinning. “They’d be so mad it would be funny. But we can’t. There’s no gas down here in the city and that’s what means we’d have to swim to Bainbridge anyways, so we might as well do it now. But boy, is it gonna be cold. I’m not looking forward to that, no way.” 
 
    “But,” Sadie began to say, again in a whisper. Jillybean didn’t hear she was moving back up the aisle going to stand behind Todd. She didn’t need to stand hunched over to see out the front where the wide, dark waters of Puget Sound lay between them and the glowing island. 
 
    The engine was growing choppier by the second and now traces of smoke were beginning to filter from beneath the hood. “We made it,” Todd said, “so what’s the big plan?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s very much simple. You see that long dock thing? Drive off of that as fast you can get the bus to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Todd threw his head back and laughed out loud. “You want me to drive the bus into the water? Right off the dock? And that’s your whole plan? I have to say, that’s a fucked up plan…actually, you know what? That’s not even a plan. It’s either the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard or the craziest.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not stupid,” Jillybean answered. This had Todd laughing some more. It was an unhinged sound and Jillybean thought: Who’s the real crazy one now? 
 
    Sadie pulled Jillybean back, her black eyes searching the little girl’s face. “Are you sure about this? We could hide. We could…I don’t know, we could do something, anything instead of this.” 
 
    In a way, Sadie was correct. They could do all sort of things, but none would truly help them. They could drive in circles or give themselves up, or they could  spend two days hiding in one of the skyscrapers, but what good would that do? They would still be forced into choosing between walking or swimming to the island. 
 
    “I’m sure,” she said. “We should all get our seat belts on.” 
 
    Amy was staring out the window with eyes that wouldn’t blink. “No, no seat belts. Don’t you guys see? When we hit the water, we’ll be trapped!” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Jillybean said. “The seat belts have this red button thing. You press it and it just lets you out. Right there. You see it?” Amy looked down at the release button, her eyes beginning to go glassy. “And you need to have your seat belt on. It’s real super important. I know the water looks soft and it is, but it’s the deceleration that will get us. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    Amy wouldn’t stop staring at the red button, and she wouldn’t answer, either. It was starting to make Jillybean nervous. “Can you help her, Mister Jason, sir?”  
 
    “Everyone, get in your damned seats!” Todd yelled. They were really picking up a head of steam, now, both figuratively and literally. The smoke coming from the engine compartment was broiling up, in angry black clouds that whisked by outside the window, making Jillybean feel as though they were riding across the top of a fierce storm. Sadie pulled her into the seat next to her and even though Jillybean was a big girl and knew how to be a surgeon and how to build bombs and all sorts of stuff, Sadie buckled her belt for her and yanked the strap tight. 
 
    “Pretend it’s an amusement park ride,” she told Jillybean. The bus bounced again, whamming up and down like no ride Jillybean had ever heard of. They plowed over a fence and now they were on the dock. Through gaps in the smoke she saw them passing empty slip after empty slip. Todd had been right about this, too. The boats were all gone. 
 
    “Here we go!” Todd screamed. They were seconds from shooting off the end of the dock and in that short time, it did feel a little like an amusement park ride. There was smoke and now flame coming from the engine and the wheels were rattling the boards with a hollow sound, and then there came a moment of quiet peace as they flew off the dock and into the air. 
 
    The peaceful, easy feeling ended with jarring abruptness as they struck the water with enough force to send a ripple through the metal and fiberglass body of the bus. The deceleration was more painful than Jillybean had imagined it would be. Her seat belt snapped so hard that if felt as though she had been kicked in the chest. With the air knocked out of her it was a struggle to get to her feet, but she forced herself to stand. 
 
    “T-to the back. Everyone…get to the back,” she said, wobbling away from the front. Behind her the engine compartment began flooding with what sounded like the hiss of a very large dragon. Beneath that were odd gurgles and a screaming noise made as the fan belts slipped. A single glance back got her feet moving faster. 
 
    They were pointed down into the very dark water of the sound which was bad enough, but with the engine frothing and the great gouts of steam swirling up to mix with heavy black smoke, it seemed like they were pointing into a tear in the universe that led straight to hell. 
 
    For just a moment, her courage failed her and she fled up the aisle. There was steam and smoke in this direction as well. She stopped three rows from the rear door where everything was covered in soot and the seat cushions were burnt and melted, and a ream of paper which had fallen from the stack was on fire. Perhaps Amy had infected her with her panic, but for just a second Jillybean felt trapped in a flaming metal cage. 
 
    The need to run straight out the back of the bus came over her, however, through the open back door she had a perfect view of the dock which was already sixty yards away. The truck that had been chasing them was just now easing out onto it while further back, coming down out of the city, were more headlights. There would be no escape in that direction. 
 
    The lights began to converge in on the dock. “And…and I knew that would happen,” she said to herself. Yes, these were the vehicles that had been laying traps. They were the reason why she’d had Todd drive them into the sound. “Okay,” she whispered, feeling the panic subside. “We’re good. We’re good.” 
 
    In truth, they were doing better than she had envisioned. Already the momentum of the bus was carrying them further out than she had expected. She knew that it wouldn’t last, and yet, if the bus didn’t sink right away, the outgoing tide would pull them even further out. She hoped—and estimated—that already they were far enough out that no one in their right mind would come in after them, not without a boat. And no one had a boat. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she turned from the lights and the dock and the people who had been chasing them. They were in the past, the cold water of the sound was her future. In a perfect world, one in which she had been given enough time and the right materials, she could have sealed up the bus and floated it all the way across the sound. 
 
    In the real world, the bus was already sinking. Pulled down by the weight of the engine, water was seeping up through the floorboards near the driver’s seat. Gradually, it would creep up and up until the sound swallowed the bus whole. It was inevitable. To stave off that moment for as long as possible she had to equalize the weight of the bus as best as she could. 
 
    “All the way to the back,” she said to Sadie, giving her shirt a tug. “Go as far back as you can.” Behind her, practically stepping on her heels came Spot. He looked frightened enough to run right out the back door. “It’s okay, Spot. Stay with Sadie.” Jason and Amy came next, holding hands, and last was Todd, blood coming down from a cut above his right eye. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t know what she looked like, but the others wore stunned expressions, as if they had been slapped in the face.  
 
    Todd pushed his way through the others. He leaned down in the doorway and stared back at the dock; there was a second truck on it now. They both flicked on their spotlights and for a brief moment, Todd was completely exposed and outlined; the perfect target. He dove into one of the blackened chairs near the door. 
 
    He waited there for a moment, possibly expecting gunfire. When none came, he demanded: “This is it? This was your entire plan?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Jillybean replied. “It’s better than getting shotted, at least I think so.” 
 
    Amy peeked her head up to look back. “Maybe they won’t shoot us if we go back.” Todd and Jason both began shaking their heads which triggered Amy to scream at them: “I can’t swim all the way to the island, okay? I can’t and…and I would rather be shot than drown. I don’t want to drown.” She put both hands to her throat. “I can’t…It’s horrible. I can’t do it. Getting shot is faster. Bam, you’re just done.” 
 
    The talk of drowning was confusing to Jillybean. “How would you drown? The water is really kinda calm. See?” She pointed out the window at the sound. It wasn’t as smooth as a pond, but it was close, the water barely rippling. 
 
    A sneer marred Amy’s normally pretty features. “I already fucking told you, I can’t fucking swim that far! I’d have trouble swimming back to the shore from here.” The tide and the last of their momentums was gradually pulling them further and further from shore. They were over a hundred yards from the dock.  
 
    Now Jillybean understood the problem. What was strikingly obvious to her was being overlooked by the others. “We won’t drown. We’ll float.” She went up two rows to where Jason had put all the hand tools she had asked for earlier. Holding up a wrench and a screwdriver she said: “We can take the seats off or maybe just the cushions. They’re made of foam stuff and that’s what means they float.” 
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you say anything before?” Todd snapped as he hurried up to grab the tools from her. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Sadie gave him a shove, knocking him into the next seat. “How about instead of being a dick, you thank her for saving your ass?” 
 
    Todd started to glare, but the look passed quickly. “You’re right. I’m just…the bus is sinking and we don’t have time to mess around. I’m sorry, little girl. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s okay,” Jillybean said reaching for another of the screwdrivers. She handed it to Jason who was crowding in close, eager to get one of the seat cushions off for Amy. “Sometimes I don’t know what people don’t know. And sometimes they don’t know a lot, which is confusing. You know?” She had to tell herself that instead of seeing the nearly limitless possibilities around them, people saw an old bus. 
 
    For half a second, Todd glanced up at Sadie, a question on his lips. Sadie pulled Jillybean away. “Let’s give him some room to work.” As they were in the back of the bus, the only real direction to move to get out of the way was towards the front—towards where the water was creeping up the aisle. It was cold on their feet.  
 
    Sadie stared down as the water covered over her toes. A shiver struck her. “Do you have any ideas about how to stay warm when we’re swimming?” 
 
    Jillybean’s self-taught medical training included the diagnosis and treatment of hyperthermia. She also had an understanding of Newton’s four laws of thermodynamics which had sounded for more complicated than they were, once she had deciphered all the five-dollar words, that is. At the moment, her knowledge, vast as it was for one of her age, was useless. 
 
    To stay warm, they would need a barrier between their skin and the water, one which would inhibit, in Newtonian terms: thermodynamic equilibrium. Without a barrier, they would gradually lose their body heat to the water until they were exactly the same temperature as the sound, which would, of course, result in their death. 
 
    “And we don’t want that,” Jillybean muttered, gazing around at the bus. There was nothing here for her to use. A heavy coating of wax or grease or even lard would have helped a great deal, but they had nothing close to these. “We’ll just have to keep paddling to stay warm.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would say that,” Sadie said climbing up on one of the seats to keep her feet out of the rising waters. “Too bad the bus won’t float us all the way across. Is there any way to make it stay up longer?”  
 
    There were many ways, not one of which was possible with the bus halfway submerged. She shook her head. 
 
    Now, came a waiting game. Sadie and Jillybean waited for the two men to get enough cushions free before the bus sank, while on shore, Hatchet-Joe’s men waited for them to come out of the bus. There were now seven vehicles parked near the edge of the sound and each had a spotlight shining over the bus and the surrounding waters just in case someone tried to slip under the water to escape. 
 
    In five minutes, when the bus was three quarters submerged and their rate of descent was beginning to pick up, someone from shore yelled across the water: “Come on, Todd! We just want the girl. You and your brother can go.” 
 
    “Fucking liars,” Todd said, working a screwdriver as fast as he could. “Don’t listen to them, Amy. Remember what happened to that black girl when she tried to run off?”  
 
    Amy’s chin dropped. When she nodded, it was spare motion and when she answered, Jillybean could barely hear. “Her name was Sheila. Hatchet-Joe wanted to make an example out of her. He had her skinned alive…but he wouldn’t do that to me.” 
 
    “He would do it to Jason,” Todd replied. His eyes were hard and dark, and he glared until the water lapping up to his knees startled him. “Shit, we gotta go. Four cushions will have to be enough.” He stood, backing up the last of the aisle. The front of the bus was filled with water and more was coming in through the windows. Even with the open back door, the sensation of being trapped was beginning to grow in Jillybean once more. 
 
    The more Todd stared at the water, the whiter his face grew. “This is fucked. Jesus, okay, Amy and Jason will share one of the cushions and I’ll take, uh, May on another. Sally and the dog guy will get their own, unless you want to share?” 
 
    There was a pause as Sadie’s pseudonym didn’t register. She blinked as she remembered and said, “Uh, no, I’d rather not.” She sounded embarrassed and looked sheepishly in Jillybean’s direction.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jillybean said. “Dogs like water, don’t you, Spot?” Spot barked, clearly the happiest of the group. Even though this was her plan, Jillybean wasn’t happy at all. There were factors that were beyond her control. “So…so do you think they’ll shoot at us?” 
 
    Todd didn’t answer right away. Once more he bent to look through the rear door, squinting into the spotlights. “We’re pretty far away, but not out of range. Hmmm, I’d say it’s fifty-fifty. They might shoot. They might not. I know I wouldn’t waste bullets for the sake of killing someone. Either way, we can’t wait here. Come on, kid. Let’s do this.” 
 
    He went first, sliding into the water up to his armpits. “Son of a bitch that’s cold. My balls just shriveled. Shit.” Jillybean hesitated until he worked the cushion back closer to the sinking bus. 
 
    The water was indeed startlingly cold. She tried to be dainty about getting in, however there was no time and she ended up getting half dunked before she could get her pointy elbows up onto her section of the cushion. Todd’s shoulders were so wide that he took up most of the three and a half feet of vinyl covered foam and plywood. 
 
    Amy and Jason paused for a second at the door, watching to see if the cushion would sink him, but as Jillybean knew it would, it floated just fine. The pair, trying to get on their cushion at the same time were more awkward about getting into the water and both got drenched head to toe. Spot didn’t hesitate and jumped in. Sadie shoved a cushion in his direction and it was a relief when he climbed partially onto it like a human would. 
 
    By now the bus was sinking so quickly that Sadie didn’t have to actually jump into the water. She placed her cushion in front of her on the water and simply laid down on it and began paddling with her arms as if it were a surfboard. “Let’s get going,” she said in a whisper. With the spotlights behind her, her face was formless and black. It was as if there was a hole in the light, one that could speak. 
 
    It gave Jillybean the shivers. What they could all hear coming from shore made the shivers worse. They were maybe a hundred and twenty yards from the dock, but as the night was dead silent, the conversation of Hatchet-Joe’s men carried to them easily. They were arguing whether to shoot the little group while they still could. 
 
    One man said: “I got a bead on the back of Todd’s head. We kill him the others will come back.” 
 
    Next to her, Todd began kicking his feet, frantically. Jillybean tried to help and in the process lost both of her magenta cowboy boots. They sank away into the depths and she wondered: Will that be me if they miss Todd? 
 
    The others were kicking as well, all save Sadie, who stroked with her arms. Jason kept looking back into the light. “We should spread out,” he whispered to the others. 
 
    Todd groaned and muttered: “Fuck,” under his breath.  
 
    “That’s a bad word,” Jillybean said, casting a raised brow in his direction. He looked as though he was going to argue, but she beat him to it, raising a finger at him. “No. It’s a bad word and I’m a kid. You don’t say bad words in front of kids. That’s a law, I bet. Or it should be. And no, we shouldn’t spread out. That’s what means you’re afraid, Mister Jason. You’re afraid that they’ll accidentally shoot you and I guess I am kinda a lot afraid of that as well, but we shouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Hopefully you’re not calling him a coward,” Todd said. “If you are, then you owe him an apology. Spreading out is smart. No one else will get hurt. You go and be with your friend if you want. Don’t worry about me.” He put his head down and kept paddling with his legs. 
 
    Jillybean was tempted to leave him to die if that is what the bad people wanted, only that seemed wrong to her. If that had been her, she wouldn’t want to die alone and sad. “Do you think they would shoot a kid like me?” 
 
    “I doubt it. It would be kind of useless to.” 
 
    The answer was as cold as the water swirling around her stockinged feet. Regardless, it was the answer she was hoping for. “Get on your board like Sally,” she said, finally remembering to use the fake name. She treaded water while he spun the cushion lengthwise and heaved himself into a laying position onto it. As fast as she could she grabbed hold of him again. Treading water in jeans and a light coat wasn’t easy and it had taken everything she had to keep her chin above water. 
 
    “Help me up, will you please,” she asked, after failing to climb up onto him on her own. When she was on his back, she straddled him as though she were riding a dolphin. “Don’t shoot!” she yelled as loudly as she could back towards the dock. “I’m just a little girl!” 
 
    “Then get the fuck off of him!” someone called back. 
 
    Todd had been paddling from the moment they got into the water. Now, he was moving with more efficiency since he could use a swimmer’s stroke. Slowly he was pulling out of range. Jillybean waited to answer, counting slowly to ten. With a deep breath she yelled: “I can’t, I’ll drown.” Quieter, she told Todd: “I’m actually a pretty good swimmer, when I have on a proper bathing suit, that is. When I was a kid, I was a tadpole. That’s what means someone who used to take swim lessons at the Holly pool. That was back in Philadelphia. It was really very nice and I miss it something awful.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” he grunted. 
 
    Save for their heavy breathing, they were all quiet as they waited for a reply. They hoped for a new shout and they feared the crack of a gun. What they got instead, was, at least at first, disconcerting: the spotlights clicked off, leaving them in the dark. 
 
    “I think they were confused by our presence,” Sadie said. “I take it there aren’t any little kids with Hatchet-Joe?” 
 
    “None,” Amy said. “But now we have you guys.” She laughed and sobbed at the same time: “I can’t believe we got away. I can’t believe it. They were all over us and I was sure they had us, and now…I guess this isn’t perfect, but there’s Bainbridge, right there.” 
 
    The island with its brilliant lights was a beacon of hope at least for the others. Jillybean was troubled. The water bothered her. It was cold and it was very dark, darker than any water she had ever seen. It also tasted horrible. “Why is this water so yucky?” 
 
    “It’s salt water,” Todd explained, taking a moment to rest. They were becoming spread out. Sadie was in front by about ten yards, while Jason and Amy were much further back. Todd waited for them to catch up, lying on the board. “Puget Sound is connected to the ocean, so try not to drink it.” 
 
    That was the problem, she realized. It had been two years since she had been to the ocean. Ram had taken her and had let her play in the surf. That water had been grey. This black water was much worse. Anything could be hiding in it and she had the sudden feeling that there was something beneath them. Something big. 
 
    She wanted to ask if there were sharks in Puget Sound, but before she could, that something big came rushing up out of the depths. It was a shark, a huge one. One that could eat her in a single chomp. It surfaced right in front of them and when it opened its mouth she saw its endless white teeth. There were thousands, each pointed like arrows. 
 
    With a violent swish of its muscular tail, it launched itself full on them. Jillybean screamed and like a coward jumped from Todd’s back, leaving him at the mercy of the monster. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    As Sadie was unencumbered by a little girl as Todd was, and not uselessly insane like Spot, and not having to make up for Amy’s inherent laziness the way Jason had to, she found the paddling cold but not exactly strenuous. She was just turning sideways on to wait for the others to catch up, when Jillybean suddenly screamed and leapt off Todd’s back. 
 
    When she came up spluttering and clawing at the water to get away, she looked nothing like the “tadpole” she would mention on occasion. She looked like a terrified house cat. 
 
    “Jillybean!” she cried, paddling towards her as fast as she could.  
 
    Todd was closer and in two strokes of his long arms, he caught up with her. “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked, grabbing her up by the back of her jacket and hoisting her up. She went wild, scratching and twisting in his grip. “Hey, it’s just me. I won’t hurt you.” When she saw who had her, she clung to him, staring all around, her blue eyes huge and round, and unblinking. 
 
    “There was a shark,” she hissed in a whisper as if she didn’t want the shark to overhear her. “It was h-huge.”  
 
    “A shark?” Todd asked, looking down in the water. “Are you sure it was a shark? Maybe it was just a big fish. Or it could have been a dolphin. Here, get on up just in case.” Todd let her scramble up onto his back once more. This time she made sure to keep her feet out of the water.  
 
    “It was a sh-shark. Dolphins don’t have so many teeth. I seen plenty of dolphins in books, you know. It was a shark like from Jaws. I never did see that movie but I saw a poster and it was just like that. D-din’t you see it? It was right in front of you. I thought it bitted you.” 
 
    “Shit,” Sadie whispered, closing the distance. The water was just as calm as could be; there was no shark. “It was just your imagination, sweetie. She has such a vivid imagination that she even freaks herself out. Ha-ha. Would you like to ride with me for a while?” 
 
    Reflexively, Jillybean pulled her feet even higher out of the water, but then her face clouded over and the fear dissipated. “There really wasn’t a shark?” Sadie shook her head. Jillybean’s shoulder’s slumped and her chin dropped. “That’s not good at all. No, not at all.” 
 
    Todd had been watching the two sisters. “Hey, trust me, a real shark would have been a hundred times worse. Don’t worry about it. And you can stay up there for as long as you want. You don’t weigh all that much. Not to me at least.” Jillybean thanked him and then patted him on the head. He smirked, looked as though he wanted to ask something, then thought better of it. With a squint at Bainbridge, which was still a mile off, he went back to paddling.  
 
    Sadie stayed close as the night wore on. At some point, the tide shifted and a light wind blew into their faces, testing the limit of Sadie’s endurance. Very slowly, they ate away at the distance between them and the island. Eventually, Jillybean slumped forward onto Todd’s back and fell asleep. 
 
    When she did, he gave Sadie a long look. Sadie saw the hundreds of questions behind his eyes. “Like I said, she just has an active imagination,” she said, hoping he would go back to paddling. 
 
    “You called her Jillybean,” Todd said in reply. “Is this really her? The girl everyone talks about? Man, I should have known. I mean right off the bat she knew things…” 
 
    Sadie interrupted, begging, “Please don’t tell anyone. She could get hurt. There are a lot of people after her and I don’t even know why. She’s very…” Tears were suddenly brewing up hot in her eyes. “She’s actually very sweet.” 
 
    A grunt from Todd was followed by, “You don’t have to worry about me telling anyone. It’s you guys who got to learn to keep your mouths shut. Not to mention you have to learn your fake names better. And how did you come up with May and Sally? Kids don’t have names like those anymore. Or I guess I should say they didn’t before back when there were kids.”  
 
    They were quiet for a few minutes, paddling lazily, as always waiting for Jason and Spot to catch up. Todd kept opening his mouth to say something. Finally, Sadie said, “Yes, she did all that stuff, but only because she had to.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to ask that. I was going to ask if you’re seeing anyone. You said you were scouting for a group. Anyone special in the group?” 
 
    The question was so unexpected that Sadie could only blink for a few seconds while her mouth open and closed in a fine imitation of a goldfish. “I-I guess not, not really.” She wasn’t used to a man’s attention and Todd was certainly a man. There was nothing boyish about his gruff, unshaven exterior. As usual, she couldn’t help making a joke when confronted with an uncomfortable position. “Why? What did you have in mind? Do you know somewhere here in the sound where they serve a nice fresh kelp?” 
 
    He grinned, becoming for the moment, handsome. She had to wonder what he saw in her. She was sure she looked little better than the bedraggled and feral looking cat sleeping on his back. 
 
    “I don’t know what I had in mind,” he answered honestly. “I don’t know what we’ll find on the island or what sort of reception we’ll get. I just know that you interest me. You’re smart and resourceful. You’re brave. You clearly put your family first and…and you’re very pretty.” 
 
    “Wow, I sound out of your league.” The honest look quickly disappeared and he became guarded again. “Sorry, I was joking. I make jokes when I’m,” she paused in midsentence. She didn’t want to use the word uncomfortable because that wouldn’t be nice, and nor did she want to use the word nervous because it wasn’t exactly true. “I just make jokes,” she said, lamely. “I just don’t see myself as all that, so I think maybe you’re just joking or you’re lying to get, y-you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Especially these days. Back before I could usually tell when people were lying. They would want something or were trying to hide something, but it was all pretty simple stuff. Now, lives are on the line. People will say anything. Back with Hatchet-Joe, the only person I could trust was my brother.” 
 
    They both glanced back at the young couple. Jason was doggedly kicking while Amy had her head down on her folded arms and if she was kicking, it wasn’t obvious. “What about her?” Sadie asked, quietly. “Do you trust her?” 
 
    “Nope. The apocalypse changed people. It’s every man and woman for themselves. Or it mostly is. When you shoved me back on the bus and made me apologize, I was truly shocked. I was thinking: who would do that? Who would stand up for a little girl? The answer was shocking. Only someone nice would.” 
 
    Sadie had to wonder if he could see her blush because all of a sudden her face felt hot. “Oh, I’m not all nice. I got a mean streak a mile wide.” 
 
    “And you don’t know how to take a compliment,” he said. “And that’s fine with me. I’d rather have that than a girl who’s always fishing for compliments. My wife used to ask me every other day how she looked in her jeans. Had she gained any weight or anything? No, she just wanted to make me say that she had a fine ass. I told her plenty anyway but I guess she felt she needed more.” 
 
    “You had a wife? A part of me hopes you guys got divorced or something before, you know, all this happened.” 
 
    He was quiet for a while, splashing gently along, moving forward foot by foot. “No, we were still together. She disappeared somewhere along I-15. We were from Vegas and were doing pretty good out in the middle of the desert, at least compared to the rest of the country, but then we got the first wave of refugees from Los Angeles. Man, things went to shit in a hurry. Gun battles and mobs in the streets fighting each other over any scrap of food.” 
 
    Sadie had seen the same thing from her mom’s house in Jersey. She had spent days on end terrified to step one foot out her front door. 
 
    Todd blew out of puffed cheeks. “I thought I knew what bad was, but I was wrong. When the fucking zombies showed up I got a glimpse of what hell is going to be like. People went crazy like they hadn’t before. Me and Jason and Liz piled everything we had into my Bronco. We had enough gas to get us to Provo, but only if we took a straight shot and you know that didn’t happen. We got trapped in an endless traffic jam. 
 
    “For two days, we were stuck in traffic, usually just sitting there for hours at a time. When we could move, we would spurt ahead for half a mile and fight with the people around us for a few extra precious feet. It was stupid. Of course the zombies caught up and we were stuck with a decision, run out into the desert or try to fight them. 
 
    “Half of the men ran and the other half went to the rear to stave off the inevitable. Jason and I went and fought. We lost. We fought for a few days and were among the lucky ones who lived. Most men died raving at the sky, either dying of thirst or the zombie fever. It didn’t really matter which. Eventually, the last of us gave up and ran away. We walked back to where we had left the Bronco. It was still there, but Liz was gone. I never saw her again.” 
 
    Sadie could think of nothing to say except: “Oh, I’m sorry. That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah. It does but you know what doesn’t?” He pointed ahead at Bainbridge Island. It seemed so much closer now. A few hundred yards was all that was left. 
 
    A laugh escaped her. Todd gave her a questioning smile. “It’s been a long trip,” she explained. “I hope to God this is it. I have the strength to get back and that’s it.” 
 
    “Get back? Where are you getting back to?” 
 
    “Colorado. My people need a new home. That’s what we’re doing out here. We need a safe place and a good place with good people. It’s a shame. We had that in Estes. We had a place where people could be free and now we have to leave it behind.” They were close in to shore now and a light from one of the towers was turned on them. Sadie waved and yelled: “Hi there!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” came the confused reply from the tower. 
 
    “Just out for a swim,” Sadie answered. “What are you doing?” She thought this was funnier than it really was and she let the laughter come bubbling up. 
 
    Jillybean sat up. Her hair was going everywhere and her eyes were only half-cracked. “Are we there?” she asked in a sleep-clouded voice. 
 
    “I think so, honey,” Todd said. “I hope they don’t mind us crawling up there because my back has got a tweak. I think it was from running that bus into the water.” Jillybean started to apologize but Todd stopped her. “No. You were right and I was wrong. No one has ever escaped by the sound before and I didn’t…Oh, it’s sand.” 
 
    Sadie reached down and hit a sandy bottom that ran uphill to the island. She slid off the cushion and went to help Jillybean off Todd’s back. He let out a groan and then tried to stand but couldn’t and ended up collapsing twenty feet from where the water lapped at the edge of a triple bank of concertina wire. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get help,” Sadie said. Jillybean clung to her hand, clearly uneasy about the water. “It’s okay there are no sharks here, but maybe there are some nice people and we don’t want to scare them. If you see something weird or strange, try to ignore it, okay? We want to fit in.” Jillybean said that she would try, but she looked worried. Two men were coming down from the closest tower. Sadie put her back to them and went down on one knee to face Jillybean. “We’ll get you some more pills, okay? We won’t tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret that you’re taking them.” 
 
    This cheered her up and she smiled more like her old self. “It feels like I got salt or something in my panties,” she said, wriggling her bottom. There was no time to address this new problem as the men shone flashlights at them and ordered them to put their hands in the air. 
 
    “If you have any weapons, throw them through the wire,” one of them said. Sadie unloaded her .38 of its final six rounds and tossed it through. Jillybean gave up her pocket knife. The lights were then beamed over to Todd who came up with his face cringed and his hands just in front of his chest. He declared himself weaponless. 
 
    While they waited for Jason, Amy and Spot, the two men stayed on their side of the wire. One attempted small talk, “So where you guys from?”  
 
    “Just out east,” Sadie said, nudging Jillybean. “We heard there were good people here. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” the guard answered with a shrug. He was only a shadowy figure behind a sharp light, though he sounded young to Sadie. “We don’t put up with slavers or raiders if that’s what you mean? Hey, we saw a bunch of commotion across the way. What happened? Hatchet-Joe’s men almost get you?” 
 
    Sadie glanced across the sound and was a little surprised that the sky was going from black to deep purple. She couldn’t make out much of Seattle. That it was a city was only evident in that some of the shadows were unnaturally angular. The guards had to have seen the headlights running down from the hills. 
 
    “Very nearly,” she said. “Thankfully our friend Todd, here knows how to drive like nobody’s business. He, uh, saved us from those bad guys. Right, May?” She nudged Jillybean again. The little girl had been looking up at her with a puzzled expression and was certainly about to dispute the events of the previous evening. 
 
    Luckily, she caught the look of warning Sadie was giving her. “Uh, yes Sally. Mister Todd did a real good job.” Her answer was stilted to the point of being robotic. 
 
    One of the guards took a step closer and appraised Jillybean, setting his light on her and giving her a long look. “Well, look at you. I haven’t seen a kid this young in two years. How old are you? Six?” 
 
    “I just had a birthday and that’s what means I’m eight years old,” Jillybean said, partially hiding behind Sadie. “I’m a May flower and this is May. How old are you? Forty?” 
 
    If Sadie had asked the question, it would have been a put-down. Jillybean had been serious and so when the two men laughed, full-throated belly laughs she gave Sadie a nervous look. “I’m twenty-six!” the one said, still chuckling. “Do I look forty for real? Old people are forty. But I guess with little…” He paused as Spot finally staggered out of the water—barking and looking as insane as he really was. “What the hell?” 
 
    “He thinks he’s a dog,” Sadie explained, twirling a finger next to her right ear in the near-universal sign for crazy. “But he’s actually really nice and well behaved. Kind of like a real dog. Spot! Sit. Good boy.” Spot plopped down onto his knees and tilted his head into Sadie’s thigh, demanding to be petted. 
 
    The guards were still staring at Spot when Amy and Jason came ashore, holding each other. Flashlights were trained on them and, like the others, they were asked to hand over any weapons. When they said that they didn’t have any, the lights immediately swung back to point at Spot who growled in response and then whined as Sadie patted his head. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” she asked. The two men had been kind enough to calm any fear she’d had about Bainbridge Island, however something in the way they were staring at Spot had her suddenly nervous again. 
 
    After a quick look passed between the two, the twenty-six year-old guard said, “I don’t think he’s gonna be able to stay. It’s sort of a rule. We don’t let anyone with the crazies stay, sorry. They may seem nice at first, but they always turn violent.”  
 
    Next to her, Sadie felt Jillybean go stiff and when she glanced down there were tears in her blue eyes. The tears weren’t for Spot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get your pills, don’t worry,” Sadie whispered into her ear as they waited their turn to crawl under the rolls of wire. 
 
    A group of men on bicycles had shown up a minute before. Each carried a push broom and used them to lift the wire high enough for a grown man to crawl through. Todd had gone first, groaning and grimacing about the pain in his back. He had been searched and told to stand off to the side. The others went until it was just Sadie, Jillybean and Spot. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’ll never know,” Sadie said, giving her a little push. “It’s your turn. Don’t freak. It’s just some wire.” 
 
    But what if it isn’t? Jillybean thought. She was afraid that her mind would turn it into something alien and evil and that she would scream and freak out. They wouldn’t let her stay if that happened. And what would they do if Eve came back? What then? Would they just kill her? What about Ipes? What would they do if he came back and they caught her talking to a stuffed animal? He was pretty harmless, sure, but would he count as making her insane? 
 
    Sadie gave her another shove. She had stalled out an inch from the wire and now everyone was watching. The man who claimed to be twenty-six squatted down on the other side of the wire tunnel. “It’s okay. We won’t hurt you.” 
 
    No, you’ll just kick me out and make me live in the wilderness with a strange man who thinks he’s a dog. Spot was nice and she certainly didn’t want him to get kicked out, but she didn’t want to be alone again and living with a crazy man was basically the same thing. 
 
    “Just close your eyes,” she said to herself and went down on her hands and knees. Almost at once she edged too close to the wire and her jacket got caught. Was it happening already? Was her mind already twisting reality? If she opened her eyes would she see that the coiled wires had formed themselves into a giant snake with teeth that ran deep down into its gullet? 
 
    “Come on, Jilly,” Sadie whispered. “It’s okay. I won’t let anything happen to you. I told you that I would always take care of you, remember? Just listen to my voice and don’t be afraid. These people seem really nice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jillybean said. She cracked her eyes and glanced up. The wire was still only wire. With a breath of relief, she crawled through and went to stand with Todd, however one of the guards frisked her first. He missed the wire and the detonator in her jacket pocket, and he missed the razor blade worked into the back of her belt and the two handcuff keys and all the rest. He smiled down at her while she stood hunched in on herself feeling tiny. 
 
    Spot came next, slinking like the dog he thought he was. Sadie told him to “Sit,” and “Be a good boy,” when he got to the other side of the wire. He trembled while he was frisked. Finally, Sadie came through. “So, what now?” 
 
    “We don’t get a lot of people coming in under the wire,” one of them answered. “What do you think, Phil? Take them to the station?” 
 
    Phil, the twenty-six year old looked to be the oldest. For some reason he had mis-buttoned his camouflage shirt which was very perplexing. Hadn’t he noticed that he had more buttons than slots? It was perplexing and bothersome to Jillybean, which helped to take her mind off her pending breakdown.  
 
    The shark had been just a precursor. There would be more episodes. She knew it. She could feel it building. There had been a warning right on the bottle: Do not discontinue without a physician’s order. There was a reason for that warning and Jillybean was beginning to feel it. 
 
    “Sure we can take them to the station for now,” Phil said. “It’s close and it’s warm. We can get you guys some new clothes or whatever. I don’t think we have any kiddie clothes, though, but don’t worry, there’s a gazillion houses on the island we’ll fix you right up.” He smiled benignly down on Jillybean and she smiled back despite the improper buttoning. 
 
    “So, what happened with Hatchet-Joe,” another asked, giving Amy and her bikini top a sidelong glance. “You guys escape from him or something?” 
 
    Todd was momentarily flummoxed by what seemed like an easy question, so Sadie filled the unexpected silence. “May and I were just passing through from the east, hoping to find a nice place with nice people. Oh, did I tell you my name is Sally?” She stuck out her hand and the men shook it. 
 
    Introductions were made all around and Jillybean found her little hand being squeezed over and over again. Only Spot was left out. No one looked at him. After the handshakes, Sadie stared back the way they had come and instead of continuing with an explanation, she said, “Beautiful.” She was staring at the rising sun which had turned the sky a wonderful combination of pink and blue. Jillybean thought it looked like a baby’s nursery. 
 
    It reminded her of Emily’s nursery back in Estes Park. Captain Grey and Deanna hadn’t known the sex of the baby, so had gone with both traditional colors. That nursery had been one Jillybean’s favorite places.  
 
    They were at the station minutes later and there was another moment of awkwardness. It was a police station and just seeing it caused the little group to slow down. “We didn’t do anything wrong,” Amy said, leaning into Jason. 
 
    “Right, of course,” Phil said. “You’re not going to be locked up or anything. It’s just a place that has electricity. It’s warm.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Amy,” Todd said. “It’ll be fine. If they have to trick us into jail, they’re not guys we have to worry too much about. Besides, I’m freezing and the little one’s lips are turning blue. We have to get inside one way or the other.” 
 
    Jillybean touched her lower lip. It didn’t feel like it was blue, though she didn’t really know what blue felt like. She just knew that her lip had been going up and down at the exact same rate that her teeth were chattering which she also knew was the first indicator of hyperthermia. The cold had her hugging herself. She didn’t like the cold much, but she was sort of used to it. What really bothered her were the rocks biting into her stockinged feet every few seconds.  
 
    Along the walk from shore she had been missing her magenta boots badly and had kept an eye out for a place that might carry a replacement for them. Unfortunately, they passed by two banks, a golf store, a place that sold bicycles and half a dozen restaurants, but no shoe stores. Her shoulders sagged at the sight of the police station. It was the last place that would have magenta boots. 
 
    Todd put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Don’t be afraid.” The idea that Jillybean would be afraid of a simple cage had Sadie laughing as they walked into the building. “What’s so funny?” Todd asked 
 
    “If you only knew what she’s been through,” Sadie said, striding through the doors with an easy grace. The station was indeed warm. As well it was brightly lit and smelled of disinfectant. Sadie laughed again and then leaned close to Todd, saying, “Compared to some of the dungeons we’ve been in this is practically the Ritz.” 
 
    The only Ritz that Jillybean knew of were the kind that you spread peanut butter on. But the place was nice and begged the question, “Where do you get your ‘lectricity from?” she asked Phil. 
 
    “Huh? The electricity? Well, there’s, uh, there are places. You know here and there. It’s not something we like to talk about.” 
 
    Todd eased his long form down onto a plastic chair in the waiting room. A groan escaped him. When he was settled in, he said, “What he’s trying to say is that he doesn’t trust us and that’s fine. I wouldn’t trust us either. We look pretty sketchy. God, I feel sketchy. How’s my face? My eye feels weird.” 
 
    “It’s all swolled up,” Jillybean told him. “Here, lean forward.” Even sitting down, he was taller than she was. She touched him gently, still he winced. “Don’t be a baby. Oh, okay, that’s pretty deep. I could put a few stitches in that if you want. It’s okay, I done it before lots of times ask Sa…Sally.” She grinned as if she had put one over on the guards by not revealing Sadie’s name. 
 
    He tipped her a wink. “That’s okay. I don’t need you to be playing doctor on my face.” 
 
    “Oh no, it’s not play. That cut’s awful kinda deep and that’s what means it could get infected, ‘specially since we were in the blecky water. We need to clean that out, but if you are ascared of stitches, I can use butterfly stitches. They don’t hurt, not at all. They’re like tape.” 
 
    Todd scoffed, “I’m not afraid. I just don’t need…” 
 
    “Good!” Jillybean exclaimed, turning her back on him. The out of sorts feeling was now slipping into a low-thrumming anxious feeling. She needed to be doing something. Being active always helped. “Excuse me, Mister Phil, sir? Can I please borrow your emergency medbag? I been in a few of these stations and they always got ‘em. You just have to look. Probably behind the counter?” 
 
    Phil didn’t know exactly where to turn. He had a mid-level bureaucrat look about him and decisions, even simple ones such as this, seemed to have left him stumped. He went behind the counter and a second later held up a large white box that was emblazoned with a red cross. 
 
    “Is this it?” 
 
    This was one of those questions that were so blatantly obvious that it made Jillybean wonder if there was a joke being played on her. “Yeah, that’s it,” she answered tentatively. When no one laughed, she brightened and took the box. It was as well stocked as could be asked for, still it didn’t have butterfly stitches or anything close. 
 
    She said, “Hmmm, I can clean out the wound but I won’t be able to close it up, at least not yet. Is there a hospital on the island?” 
 
    Before Phil could answer, Todd grunted, “Just clean it, damn it. Don’t worry about the rest.”   
 
    Jillybean didn’t mind the gruff talk. She had worked with enough men to know that they were tough when they had to be, but later, when the action died down, they were pain-shy like anyone else. “If we had xylocaine you wouldn’t feel a thing, ‘cept for the actual xylocaine shots that is. Those sting a bit.” 
 
    By his look, she could tell she was skating on thin ice, only she didn’t care. The gash was big and would get infected if it wasn’t dealt with properly, and she really needed to do something. She turned to Phil and waited, expectantly. 
 
    “Sure thing there’s a hospital out past the high school. From here it’s only like a mile or so. You want me to send one of the guys for something? It’s not the biggest but it’s pretty well stocked. Except for the drugs. Almost all the good drugs are gone. Some people, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, people are weird,” Jillybean agreed. “Here, write this down.” By memory she listed off the items she would need. “If they don’t have xylocaine, then get lidocaine. It’ll be in a little bottle. And I’ll need the tiniest needle they got. Don’t ask me why, but the smaller the needle is, the bigger the number. Get a twenty-five gauge needle or higher. And if the emergency room is out, try the baby ward where the babies get bornded.” 
 
    While Phil had been writing, his hand going a mile a minute, his face gradually grew more and more puzzled. “How do you know about this stuff?” 
 
    “Uh, my dad was a doctor and he taught me lots of stuff before all the monsters came. It’s not tough. Do you guys have a doctor here.” 
 
    “We got a fireman and an EMT,” Phil admitted. “They’re pretty good about emergency stuff, though I don’t think I’d want them trying to stitch up my face. Then again, I don’t know if I’d want an eight year-old doing it either. Just saying.” Todd was in complete agreement and the other men around them wore openly skeptical looks. 
 
    Sadie came to Jillybean’s defense. “She’s good. Trust her. Hey, can I go with whoever is making the run? I need to check if your pharmacy has something important.” The men went from skeptical to suspicious in a snap and so Sadie said, “I’m on the pill. I doubt anyone took those.” 
 
    Although this seemed to suffice and Phil said, “Oh, sure, I guess,” Jillybean was very confused. What pill was it? And why did she say “The pill” as if there was only one pill at the pharmacy? And why did she want just one? Even Tylenol was almost always taken in pairs.  
 
    Phil and Sadie left with Jillybean still trying to puzzle out the concept of “The pill.” Asking the others only muddied her understanding. The men, even those from the island whom they had just met turned to Amy to answer. “The pill is a kind of birth control.” 
 
    “Birth control? But she isn’t pregnant and that’s what means there isn’t a baby growing inside of her. And what kind of control does it give you, anyways? Direction?” Amy held up a finger though what it was supposed to signify, Jillybean didn’t know. “I read that some babies come out head first and some come out feet first. I’d want to come out feet first if I could, you know, so I could land like cat.” 
 
    The grownups stared back and forth at each other, a couple with smirks on their faces. Amy tried again: “It’s to keep your sister from getting pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh, she doesn’t have to worry about that. She doesn’t have a husband yet. What? Why are you guys looking like that?” Even Todd was grinning now. The only one who wasn’t was Spot who had curled up under Jillybean’s chair and was sleeping. “That’s how things are supposed to be, right? You know like the song we used to sing: first comes love, then come marriage, then comes a baby in a baby carriage. Well, that’s what my parents always said, and they was real smart.” 
 
    “That is the way it’s supposed to be,” Amy said, putting a protective arm around Jillybean’s shoulders. “Oh my, aren’t you cold. Can you guys do something besides sniggering and get her a blanket?” 
 
    Amy had that ineffable power to put men in their place that all beautiful women seemed to be able to conjure at a whim. There were a few muttered apologies as the group dispersed. Blankets were fetched as was hot tea and, oddly in Jillybean’s view, microwavable popcorn. It was odd, but well received. 
 
    She chomped down an entire bowl, happily swinging her feet and crooning to herself: “Amy and Jason, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g.” She was just picking out the half-popped kernels, her favorites, when Sadie and Phil came back. It was a surprise that Sadie was even wetter than she had been. Phil was as well. 
 
    Jillybean hopped up to look out the door. “Wow. Where did that come from? Hey Mister Todd, it’s raining cats and dogs out there.” It had been a long time since she had seen such a deluge. The rain was hitting the new puddles so hard that it looked as though it were raining both upwards and downwards. The air itself was grey, saturated with the water. She was so fascinated that she forgot why Sadie had left in the first place. 
 
    Sadie, wrapped in a blanket, came to stand next to her. “They didn’t have any Zyprexa,” she whispered. “Phil said there were other pharmacies on the island. We’ll get you your pills.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Jillybean said. “I knew you didn’t need any of The Pill pills. They didn’t believe me, but that’s okay. Did you guys get the suture kits? They were the sterilized ones, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got everything you asked for, but are you sure you want to do this. Think about it, how many eight year-olds know how to stitch up a head wound? They might figure out who you are.” 
 
    Jillybean shrugged. “I think it’ll be okay. As far as people know, Jillybean is a girl who blows stuff up and maybe kills you if you’re a bad guy or if she’s off her rocker. I don’t think very many people know I can be a surgeoner, too. If they ask about bombs, I’ll just pretend that I don’t know nothing about ‘em.” 
 
    “I’m probably just being paranoid,” Sadie admitted. Jillybean didn’t know the word, but assumed it meant nervous by the way Sadie was acting. 
 
    Todd was even more so. Jillybean had him lie on the floor and knelt down next to his head. When she had all the tools laid out, he started licking his lips. “Jason, what do you think? Do I even need stitches?” 
 
    “It’s a hell of a gash, but it’s up to you. Had this back in the day, you would’ve gone to the E.R. for certain. So, yeah, she should do it.” 
 
    “Thanks Mister Jason,” Jillybean said, leaning in closer to Todd’s head. “Besides, I can’t make it look worse than it is.” Todd cursed quietly at this. Jillybean let it slide without comment. Scared people tended to curse and there was really no changing that. 
 
    Once she gloved up, putting on a woman’s small that were baggy on her wrists, she used .02% Lidocaine to numb the flesh around the wound. She apologized over and over as she made little bubbles under his skin with the needle. He said, “It’s nothing,” a few times but he still winced despite how delicate a touch she had. It was simply the essence of needles combined with the burning fluid. 
 
    Once he was numb, she cleaned out the wound using a betadine solution and then she began stitching the edges of the wound together. Of course she spoke the entire time, explaining everything as she was doing it. She wasn’t trying to be a know-it-all, she was trying to allay his fears. If it had been her, she would have liked to know. 
 
    She didn’t notice that as she stitched everyone had crowded around watching her needle work. “Okay, no bulging. That’s what means I would have tied the stitches too tight. Alright, we just have to put a little bandage over it and you’ll be done. If they gots ice, put that on it, but use a baggy and since I won’t be here, have the fireman guy take these out in two to three weeks. It’s real very simple to take them out. All you gots to do is cut next to where I tied off the suture and then pull the knot part with tweezers and it will all just slide out.” 
 
    Jason came closer. “That’s pretty dang good.” He reached out to touch the wound, but Jillybean slapped his hand. Only when the people gathered around laughed did she realize she had an audience. There were a number of people they hadn’t met before among them. 
 
    One, a young woman of about twenty-five, came forward. She was blonde with a round face and eyes that saw too much. The others backed away a step. “Well, this is something. A child with a deft hand at suturing. How very extra-ordinary.” 
 
    It seemed to Jillybean as though she were alone under a spotlight. Instinctively, she nudged behind Sadie who had stepped forward. “And you are?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “My name is Governor Rowe,” she said and then smiled down on Jillybean, “but Jillybean, you may call me Amy if you wish.” When she heard her name, Jillybean felt adrenaline scorch through her veins. She wanted to deny it but Governor Rowe’s eyes, a muddled blue-grey, fixed her in place. She was hypnotized, frozen and her lips only gapped slightly. 
 
    “Her name is May,” Sadie insisted. Jillybean could feel her sister’s muscles bunch, ready to fight overwhelming odds if needed. 
 
    Amy saw the stiffening in Sadie and only raised a soft eyebrow. “Oh really? So there’s another genius seven year-old running around being looked after by a girl still in her teens? A girl with raven hair and smoldering eyes who would do anything for her ward? Really? No, this is the infamous Jillybean.” 
 
    Everyone in the room stared at her as if she were an animal at the zoo and she felt a twitch deep inside where nothing good ever grew, where the world was blackest. The voices lurked down there. She had to focus away from that black pit, however what she saw in the governor’s eyes: the certain knowledge that she could see right into Jillybean’s soul, scared her.  
 
    It was useless for her to lie. “I am eight, and I don’t know that word.” 
 
    The governor’s smile was cold. “Infamous? It means you’re famous for being bad.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    “She’s not infamous,” Sadie hissed, thrusting Jillybean back behind her again. “And she’s not bad. There isn’t a bad bone in her body, so why don’t you back off.” 
 
    Governor Rowe’s cold smile grew into a hungry one. Sadie saw that this woman who was not all that much older than she was, liked to be challenged. “Leave us,” Rowe said. “All of you. The dog can stay. The rest, please go.” 
 
    Without the least argument, nine men and Amy McNea filed out to stand outside the station beneath an overhang. In front of them was a waterfall and beyond that the world was obscured by the deluge. “It gets like this every other day,” the governor said, watching the water coursing off the roof. “The rain will come down like crazy for an hour, maybe two, and then poof, all gone. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “They listen to you,” Jillybean said. “How? You’re small and you’re a girl…I mean you’re young.” 
 
    “You of all people know that doesn’t matter,” she said, settling down into a seat opposite from where Spot was still curled up in a little ball. Sadie had given him one of the blankets and he was mostly hidden beneath it. The governor gave him a long look before she continued, “If you’re smart and determined enough you can have anything, and you can be anything, and you can do anything. The thing is, Jillybean, just because we can do something, doesn’t mean we should do it. And that’s where I have a problem with you. There are a lot of rumors going around about what you’ve done. So much talk, talk, talk. People love to talk.” 
 
    At the word ‘rumors’ Jillybean’s face went a shade lighter than chalk. Sadie put her in the chair above Spot and then sat down next to her. Jillybean clutched her hand and squeezed as she said, “I don’t hear rumors so much. Grode-ups don’t talk in front of kids about bad things, usually. They think it’s bad for them. You know it gives them nightmares and they aren’t so good.” 
 
    “Do you get nightmares, Jillybean?” 
 
    “Sometimes, I guess.” 
 
    “What about?”  
 
    Jillybean was slow to answer, so the governor prompted: “About sinking those ferry boats in New York? The rumors say there were over four hundred people on those boats when you set them on fire. Were there, Jillybean?” The little girl said nothing to this, she only dropped her chin. The governor marked this and went on, “Do you have nightmares about New Eden? Do you dream about the time you raised a zombie army that killed who knows how many people?” 
 
    Jillybean said nothing and did nothing. Her unblinking eyes were fixed on the thin carpet, while the governor stared at her so intently that it seemed she was trying to burn twin holes into the little girl’s head to see what was inside. The silence lasted only a few seconds before Sadie couldn’t stand it and blurted out: “Leave her alone. Jillybean didn’t kill anyone in New York. The only people who died were a few crazies who were trying to start a race war and me. Yeah, I died. I was drowned. And you know what else? Those ferries were fifty yards from shore, tied to a dock. It’s not like they were out at sea or anything.” 
 
    “And what about New Eden?” The softly spoken question took the steam out of Sadie. Hundreds of people had died there and, as much as Sadie didn’t want to admit it, most of them had been relatively innocent. They had been bat-shit crazy and dangerous, but still relatively innocent. 
 
    “There were extenuating circumstances,” Sadie explained, unable to meet the governor’s gaze. “The people in New Eden were part of a cult. They were crazy.” 
 
    “I see. And did their being in a cult give you license to kill them?” The answer to that was obviously, no. Sadie wanted to throw out a half-hearted, “But,” only she didn’t have anything to follow it up with. The governor went on, “What about being crazy? Do I get to kill this poor man who thinks he’s a dog? Where do you draw the line with crazy? Is it when a little girl talks to a stuffed animal?” 
 
    The tiny hand gripping Sadie’s started digging grooves into her flesh. “There’s a difference and you know it,” Sadie said trying her best to rally to Jillybean’s defense. “A little girl who has an imaginary friend is harmless. Even Spot…I mean Michael here is harmless, but those people in New Eden were dangerous. They started off with just being brainwashed, but then they graduated to kidnapping, torture and then to human sacrifice. If you had seen what they did to my mother, you wouldn’t question us about this.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the governor allowed. “Tell me, who did they kidnap?” 
 
    “Me,” Sadie said quickly, defiantly. It was no lie, she had been taken by the crazy Believers from a tree that sat smack in the middle of a Georgia farm. 
 
    This surprised the governor. She gave Sadie a long look before saying, “I heard it was a baby. There are not a lot of babies left in this world and so when one is taken…or killed, word leaks out. Jillybean? Would you like to tell me about what happened to that baby? Before you do, I want you to know I need to know the absolute truth and if I don’t get the truth, I am going to have those men escort you off the island, barefoot and all. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she answered without looking up. Sadie opened her mouth to say something but Jillybean suddenly let go of her hand and stood up. She faced the front glass doors where the rain was still coming down. The people who had been forced outside were now sitting with their knees drawn up. A few were chatting, a few were smoking cigarettes. Amy had her head leaned over on Jason’s shoulder. They looked like a people from Before, perhaps waiting for a bus, perhaps waiting for the rain to lighten up before they ran out to their cars in the parking lot. 
 
    “I understand,” Jillybean said, still facing the window, “but I’m not going to talk about Eve. I’m not going to talk about any of it. Wanna know why? Because I don’t need you.” 
 
    The governor looked surprised by the answer, but not upset. In fact, a smile played on her lips as she asked: “What about your family back in Colorado? Do they need me?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word was softly spoken and full of such powerful misery that it wiped the smile from the governor’s face. “That’s why I’ll leave and be by myself if it means they can stay. They’ve done nothing wrong to anyone. So, kick me out if you want, but p-please let them s-stay.” In the reflection of the glass, it looked as though Jillybean’s tears were falling with the same force as the rain. 
 
    Sadie shot a rock-hard look at the governor and rushed to her sister’s side. “Hey, we’re not at that point yet. We’re just talking so don’t…don’t cry. We don’t even know if we want to stay here. Really, if they are the kind of people who don’t want a beautiful girl like you, then maybe we don’t want them. Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    She wasn’t bluffing. She strode to the door and had it half-open before the governor slapped her hand on the glass. The two young women stared hard into each other’s faces, matching glare for glare until the governor smiled once more. 
 
    “You know, before all this happened, I had just graduated; fourth in my class, Harvard Law. I was going to be someone big. That was my plan, but I didn’t count on the zombies. No one ever plans on a zombie apocalypse.” She laughed and as she did she put her hand on Sadie’s, gently pulling hers away from the door. It shut with a click. “The point to my bragging is that I can spot bullshit a mile away. There’s no bullshit in you, Sadie. What you see is what you get.” 
 
    “And?” Sadie asked. “Do you have a point?” 
 
    The governor arched an eyebrow. “Just that I like that in a person. But I still need to sort reality from fiction, rumor from fact. I need to know who is a danger and who isn’t? Was it Jillybean who used the VX in the Valley.” 
 
    “No. It was a couple we’d met in Alabama. Jillybean figured out that they had been selling out their friends to some local slavers. They were banished and wanted revenge, and they got it.” 
 
    “Okay, what about General Johnston? Did she kill him?” 
 
    Jillybean sucked in a sharp breath and tried to open the door, however her arms, thin as sticks, were too weak to pull against the governor’s weight. She ended up thunking her forehead against the glass and staring down at her feet; the big toe on her right foot had popped through a hole in her sock.  
 
    “She was forced to,” Sadie explained. “The Azael threatened to kill a busload of sex slaves if she didn’t.” 
 
    “Did she kill your father, the River King?” 
 
    “Yes, thank God. And she killed the Colonel. He was an evil, perverted ass of a man. Much like my father. She also killed the king of the Azael, half his stupid princes, and two bounty hunters who came after her. She also freed I don’t know how many slaves and saved the Valley, is that enough for you?” Under Sadie’s hands, Jillybean was shaking, trying to hold back the sobs. 
 
    Governor Rowe didn’t answer Sadie. She bent at the waist to search Jillybean’s face. “Those tears are good,” she said. “They mean that you’re not broken. They mean that you know right and wrong and you know that any death, even the death of a ‘bad guy’ is nothing to celebrate. Never be ashamed of those tears.” 
 
    The little girl looked up with hope in her teary eyes. “Does that mean we can stay?” Sadie thought that the iciest heart would melt under those sad eyes and yet Governor Rowe didn’t throw her arms around her and say: ‘Of course!’ 
 
    “That depends, honey, are you still hearing the voices?” 
 
    Before Sadie could intercede, Jillybean said, “I thought I saw a shark out in the sound, but no voices, not anymore.” 
 
    “Good, good. We’ve had too many crazies around here. There’s been some killings and other trouble.” Her eyes slid to where Spot lay under the chair and her lip curled. “It’s not something we can put up with anymore. But, thankfully, you’re doing better which is great since I was hoping to make you a welcome addition to our little community. You, as well, Sadie. I think you will love it here. Other than the rain, the island is ideal. It’s well defended and the zombies pretty much leave us alone out here. Puget Sound baffles them. We have abundant crops, plenty of fish and room to grow.” 
 
    “It’s not all hunky-dory though, is it?” Sadie asked. “You got a slaver problem. We’ve seen it. It’s practically an infestation.” 
 
    The governor’s normally pleasant face puckered as if she had taken a bite out of a lemon. She let out a brief sigh. “There are always unpleasant people in the world. Those who’d rather take than earn. It’s unpleasant, however they lack the numbers to affect us much.” 
 
    Jillybean turned her own intense gaze upon the governor who did her best to pretend that she was unaffected. “They affect you plenty and that’s what means you can’t go into the city, can you? They are scrounging and getting all the stuff. Are you trapped here?”  
 
    The rain falling just beyond the overhang seemed to interest the governor more than the question. She watched it as if it were her first rainfall, her eyes flicking to the dancing puddles and the curtain coming from the roof. Eventually she returned to the conversation; however she acted as though Jillybean hadn’t spoken. 
 
    “The slavers will be dealt with in good time. Their position is untenable. They believe they are starving us into submission, but they lack the manpower to be more than a nuisance. After all, you were able to slip through.” 
 
    Now it was Jillybean’s turn to cast her gaze at the rain. “Barely,” she said. The one word, and the pursed lips, and the far away eyes told Sadie that she was considering ways to deal with the slavers. Sadie wanted to nudge her, or make a joke or distract her, however Governor Rowe had turned her muddied eyes on the girl and despite their lack of clarity in a solid color sense, those eyes were sharp as any knife. 
 
    “What would you suggest?” Governor Rowe asked, kneeling so that she and Jillybean were eye to eye. Her eagerness was, in one respect, repellant, and in another completely understandable. She had people she was responsible for. 
 
    The two were quiet and stock-still and to Sadie, it was as if she wasn’t even in the room. Sadie only had one role in Jillybean’s life. She was the “big sis.” She was Jillybean’s handler and her body guard when it was needed, though half the time she had to protect Jillybean from herself. She also helped with the little things like reminding her little sister to brush her teeth before bed time, however when it came to planning and strategy, her opinions meant little more than Spot’s did. 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes went out of focus for a moment, just for a fraction of a second. When she was able to align them, Sadie saw there was a secret in them. It was one of those Jillybean secrets that left bodies in her wake. The secret was there and then the girl’s right eye twitched and she jerked.  
 
    Governor Rowe saw something in the girl and pressed: “What is it? Do you have an idea?” Sadie tried to put herself between them again, but the governor put out an arm. “Let her talk. You will have to learn, Sadie that when you have a genius for a sister, sometimes you have to keep out of her way and let her do her thing.” 
 
    And sometimes I have to protect her from herself, Sadie thought. And this seemed like one of those times. Those secret looks and those brilliant strategies came with a price. “My presence doesn’t slow her down. Don’t worry about that. But she doesn’t have to do it all. There are others who know how to deal with slavers.” 
 
    “Are you referring to Captain Grey?” Rowe grinned at Sadie’s surprise—she had just been picturing the rugged and scarred soldier. “Never play poker, Sadie, your face gives away everything. You act like it’s a shock that I know that name. The rumors running around the country aren’t just about Jillybean. You know, back before all this, I hated rumors. I hated people who spread them but now things are different. For one, I no longer get the paper so if I want news of what’s going on in the world, I talk to everyone who comes through. It can be annoying, but it pays dividends. Though sometimes it news you don’t want to hear.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Sadie asked. “Did you hear something about Captain Grey? Is there news about his team?” 
 
    The governor’s youthful features froze and her eyes almost slid to Jillybean’s face but she stopped herself. She blew out a short breath as if steeling herself against something unpleasant. “I hear that a team from Colorado got caught up in some trouble in L.A. Grey’s name was mentioned.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” Jillybean asked, looking suddenly smaller and thinner than ever. She looked brittle, like a replica of herself made of painted glass. 
 
    “I heard two different rumors,” the governor admitted. “Both dead and alive. I would suspect alive. If half of what I’ve heard about him is true then I’m sure he’s alive.” 
 
    Jillybean turned to Sadie. She didn’t fully trust the governor and neither did Sadie. “You know Captain Grey, Jillybean. He’s a survivor. In fact, I don’t know if he can actually be killed. But if he failed…” Sadie turned away from the door and the rain. She walked the length of the reception area before she finished, “Our mission is even more important than ever. Governor, can we tour the island and talk to people?” 
 
    “Certainly, we have nothing to hide. You can go alone or with an escort.” 
 
    “Can we borrow a car?” Jillybean asked. The rain showed no sign of letting up and neither girl really wanted to tromp across a five-mile long island in it. Despite the heaters going in the police station, they hadn’t recovered from their ordeal in the sound yet. 
 
    The governor’s smile dimmed slightly. “Sorry, but no. Fuel is at a premium. We can’t spare any for a sight-seeing tour. The same is true with ammunition. I can spare some .38 rounds, but not many. Thankfully, neither of you look like the gunfighter type. I would much rather that…” 
 
    Jillybean gasped all of a sudden as her body went stiff. “I-I have to use the baffroom. Right now, please.” She started searching for it while remaining rooted to the ground. 
 
    “It’s through there on the right,” the governor said, pointing past the desk to a corridor. 
 
    “Come with me, Sadie?” Jillybean asked. She was afraid. She hurried to the bathroom, keeping her head set straight ahead, however her eyes were strained wide as they darted back and forth. Sadie rushed to catch up and as they approached the bathroom Jillybean started to hesitate, seemingly afraid of the door or perhaps what was beyond it. 
 
    Sadie went first stepping into the dark bathroom. She checked the corners and was going to the first stall when the light suddenly flicked on overhead. “Jeeze!” she cried, jumping a foot into the air. She had lived without electricity for so long that she felt a little like some sort of primitive as she stared up at the ceiling lights in amazement. 
 
    “I saw Ram,” Jillybean said. After turning on the light switch, she had planted herself up against the door, blocking it with her fifty-five pounds. “It was him, Sadie. He was out in the rain. He was grey and misty like a ghost, like he had come back from the dead. I saw him, I really did. Is he haunting me? Is it because I let him die?” 
 
    “Calm down, Jillybean. He’s not haunting you and he’s not out there. It’s your meds. We need to find some of your pills.” She was about to suggest going out to find a pharmacy in spite of the rain, however she saw that Jillybean was in no shape for it. She was cold and bedraggled and there were dark circles under her eyes and her clothes were still plastered to her skin. And she didn’t even have shoes. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do. We are going to use the bathroom because, hey, when was the last time we had lights and hot water? Then, I’m going to find you an office to lie down in. One of them has to have a couch. Do you mind if Amy watches over you?” 
 
    Jillybean was instantly suspicious. “Why? Where are you going to sleep?” 
 
    It had been a very long night and sleep sounded wonderful, but with the governor’s harsh outlook on the insane, Sadie couldn’t risk Jillybean having an episode in front of her or anyone from the island. “I’m going to find your pills and while I’m out, I’m going to see if this really is the place for us.” 
 
    “Get some pills for Spot, too,” Jillybean said, stepping tentatively away from the door. “Make them extra strength if you can. If not get two bottles for him. He’s the only one crazier than me.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29  
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    “She’s going to be right outside this door,” Sadie said to Jillybean. She pulled the blankets up to her pointy chin and smoothed down some of her unruly hair. “Amy was very nice about it. She likes you a lot. She said that she’d heard about you and thought you were like a superhero. Isn’t that nice?” 
 
    Jillybean was tiptoeing a fine line between crazy and very crazy. Sadie had seen it before and knew that the more exhausted and afraid she was the worse it would get. 
 
    “A superhero? I don’t even have a cape or a mask or nothing. How could I be a superhero?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll pick you up one while I’m out and about. What size cape do you wear?” 
 
    It had been a joke and yet the logic minded Jillybean asked: “Do they use the metric system or the normal way of measuring? If you don’t know, I’d get a small, cuz, I’m really kinda small. And I need new shoes, but not boots. They were nice and all, and I liked them a lot, but they aren’t all that good for adventuring like we…”  
 
    A yawn gaped her mouth wide for a few moments. When it ended, her eyes were glazed and it was clear she had lost her train of thought. Sadie kissed her forehead and whisked out of the office, pausing at the door. “This wide?” she asked, holding the door open a few inches. 
 
    “A little more.” 
 
    Sadie opened it another inch. She didn’t want to take the chance of anyone hearing another outburst. The governor had believed their story of an attack of diarrhea, however real screams of panic would begin rumors that could doom the little girl’s chances of being able to stay on the island. Sadie didn’t like to think about what would happen if she was denied. 
 
    If Jillybean couldn’t stay, Sadie wouldn’t either, and neither would Neil. He was no longer in charge of anything and if he hadn’t still been recovering from his wounds he would have come along to be with his girls. They would have to find a new home, possibly in Colton, but maybe not since that town was a ripe berry just waiting to be plucked.  
 
    She could envision a number of the slaver groups banding together to raid the town. It wouldn’t be all that hard to do. 
 
     “Is she sleeping?” Amy asked, breaking in on Sadie’s thoughts. 
 
    “Not yet. A few more minutes. I won’t be gone long. I hope. Thanks for doing this.” 
 
    Amy put her eye to the crack of the door for a second, her eyes alight with excitement. “It’s nothing. I knew there was something special about you guys. The way she first looked at me, even in the dark, you could just tell she was something different. You know, like she was something special. Like she could crush my brain with a thought. I know she doesn’t have powers or nothing, but compared to her, I’m like…I’m like a chimp or something.” 
 
    This brought a smile to Sadie’s tired face. How many times had she thought this very same thing? “The funny part is that she’s not even trying half the time. When she focuses on something, look out.” 
 
    “Like the time she blew up the River King’s bridge and saved all those people? I was in Iowa when that happened, trying to come west, and things were crazy after that. There were slavers and bounty hunters everywhere for weeks and weeks. It took us a good long time to cross the river after that.” Sadie felt an odd need to apologize but before she could, Amy was going on again. “Or what about the time she took on five slaver trucks single handedly. You know the ones, the big dreadnaught ones?” 
 
    “I know the ones. She actually had help. There were two men with her, but she was the one who did all the planning. So, I got to go. Watch over her and remember if she starts screaming, get in there fast. She sometimes has nightmares so if she says she saw something, that’s what it is.” 
 
    She left before Amy could start in again, perhaps listing Jillybean’s top ten explosions. It was still raining when she left the building. Phil was standing beneath the overhang, smoking a cigarette. “It’s gonna be one of them lingering rains,” he remarked. He took a long drag and as he blew out a cloud, he said, “I hate those.” 
 
    Sadie hated it even more. Phil at least had on a slicker and rubber boots. Sadie had on blue jeans that clung to her thighs and a sweater that smelled too much like wet dog. “Can I borrow one of these bikes?” she asked. 
 
    There were five in a rack, standing like hobbled horses. Phil said she could use the red one. “It’s mine. You’ll like it. I keep it in perfect condition. You know what? I oiled it just yesterday. It’s pretty fast so careful on the turns.” He gave Sadie a strangely large smile, which narrowed her eyes. Her first thought was that the governor was using him to get close to her so that he could spy on her. Then, almost too late, she realized he was talking up his bicycle, trying to impress her. 
 
    “Oh, it’s, uh, very nice. Thank you, Phil. Is that short for Phillip? Right, no duh, of course it is. Thanks for the bike. I won’t hurt it, I promise.” She paused wanting to go on, wanting to use him and not wanting to use him in equal measures. 
 
    “Would you like my coat?” he asked.  
 
    She let out a pent-up breath. “Oh, yes please. I’ll give it back I promise, it’s just I’m not used to the rain and I’m already cold and…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. His smile said a lot more. His smile said I would give you my underwear if you asked for it. And that was okay with Sadie because he wasn’t lying. Whether weird or not, Sadie appreciated the honesty. Men were different, she understood that. Even in a zombie apocalypse, they had a drive that was different than a woman’s—and that was okay. Inexplicable but okay. 
 
    “Should I return it here?” 
 
    There was a second of hesitation and then he answered with a smile: “Sure.” 
 
    She knew what that ‘sure’ meant: the station is far out of my way, maybe even miles out of my way, but I’d gladly wait. Normally, she would never take advantage of a man like that, but she didn’t have time for niceties. Jillybean could snap at any moment, Grey could be dead or captured or injured, and Neil was probably daring the cupola, high above the Stanley, watching for their imminent return. He had sent his two daughters into harm’s way and probably hadn’t had a good night’s rest in the last three weeks. 
 
    “Give me three hours,” she said. “I’ll be back, I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
    And he was. It was four hours and twenty minutes later when she parked the red bicycle back in its rack, and Phil was there, cigarette cupped against the rain, his shirt still mis-buttoned. 
 
    Sadie had traveled seemingly endless miles, tracking all over the island, visiting farms and ranchers and fishermen, all of whom told her the same thing: Bainbridge was a wonderful place. The weather could be a bit gnarly and the slavers on the mainland were a pain and sometimes picked off a scavenger or two, but overall, they liked their life. It was better than any they had heard of since the apocalypse. 
 
    While she traveled from one end of the island to the other, she surveyed the defenses they had erected. They weren’t great, consisting of miles of concertina wire and towers with search lights situated every hundred yards. For the most part, they counted on the waters of the sound to protect them. It was a weak strategy in Sadie’s opinion. Jillybean could crack those defenses with her eyes closed, and yes, she was special, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others out there who were equally special. 
 
    Still, her skepticism was all very perfunctory. She had liked the vibe of island from the first moment she had seen it across the chill waters of the sound. The search lights were brazen. They made a statement that were backed up by the towers and the wire. She liked the friendly people and the confident smile of the governor. It was a place they could fit into. It felt like home. 
 
    The only thing she didn’t care for was the lack of pharmacies. As she went from one shore to the next, talking to people, she asked about clinics and hospitals and drug stores. There were only six pharmacies on the island and each seemed smaller than the last and each had been ransacked ages before.  
 
    At each the story was the same: she would pick her way through the mess in front, crawling over downed shelves and crunching the pills scattered about on the floor to get to the back where the “real” drugs were kept. If she had wanted contraceptives she could be baby free for the next twenty years, and there was enough Rogaine to grow a forest of hair that could cover every square mile of the island, and enough Prozac to put a smile on every face. 
 
    But there wasn’t a single bottle of Zyprexa anywhere. “She still has almost a full bottle in the Camry and we can get some more in Seattle,” Sadie told herself. It was a big city. “And there are always crazy people in the city.” There were slavers in the city, but she wasn’t all that worried. From what Todd had told her, there were only a few hundred of them. They couldn’t be everywhere. 
 
    Once she had given up her search for Jillybean’s medicine, she had to turn to more mundane matters, the first of which was a change of clothes. Not only was her outfit still uncomfortably wet, she felt like someone’s mom in the high-waisted jeans and the ugly green sweater. 
 
    It took some searching but Sadie was able to outfit herself in her customary black. She was even able to find a near matching outfit for Jillybean. With the rain still coming down, she packed up her new clothes and headed for the police station. It was well after two in the afternoon when she got back. Her eyes were bloodshot and her face sagging from exhaustion. She wanted to go straight into the drunk tank and throw herself onto the dubious looking mattress, however the governor was waiting for her. 
 
    “So? What do you think? The island is almost picture-perfect, right?” 
 
    “It’s good. I like it. I think it’ll be a good fit for us.” 
 
    The governor beamed. “Excellent. I’ve arranged a dinner in your honor. There are a lot of people interested in meeting you.” 
 
    “Me? Who would want to meet me? It’s not exactly as if I’m a household name or any…” A thought stopped her. “It’s Jillybean that people want to meet, isn’t it? Really, that may not be such a good idea. She’s actually really shy.” 
 
    Rowe laughed, an easy sound like champagne bubbles popping. “That little chatterbox, shy? I heard her going on and on about the different types of sutures. Buried mattress versus the lock suture versus the interrupted, and all that. Please, she’s a girl, she likes to talk, believe me. It’ll be fine.”  
 
    Sadie began to shake her head. Governor Rowe stepped closer, putting a hand on Sadie’s damp shoulder. There were only maybe eight years separating them, but just then Rowe seemed so much older and wiser. “Listen, Sadie, this is important. Jillybean is a sweet and wonderful girl and I just adore her. But maybe not everyone will. She has baggage, after all. She’s done some questionable things and if she isn’t presented in the right light, there may be some people who might think she’s not right for our group.” 
 
    “They might at first,” Sadie said, “but I’m not worried. She has a way of wheedling her way into a person’s heart.” 
 
    “Not if they have preconceived notions,” the governor said. Her usual smile faded. “We have people from your valley here. Some fled when the first gas attacks happened and they, uh, aren’t big supporters of Jillybean. Their stories were very damaging to her reputation, which wasn’t the best to begin with.” 
 
    As always, Sadie wore her feelings on her sleeve. She glared at the governor. “Who are these cowards? Were they some of Fred Trigg’s disciples? If so, I know how to shut their mouths.” 
 
    “I can understand your anger,” Rowe said, soothingly, “but anger and revenge may not be the best way to quell this sort of talk. Jillybean is a treasure. She should be presented in that light. With me by her side, people will begin to associate her with my steady leadership. There is an art to these sorts of things. The people need their message massaged or they are apt to draw incorrect conclusions.” 
 
    Sadie’s eyes went hard. “Is there really talk or is it just you? Really, Governor, I expected more from you. I thought you were a real leader.” 
 
    Rowe’s muddy eyes went just as hard. “I am. Do you think I got where I am by my looks? I told Jillybean that it took smarts and it does. You have to be smart enough to know people inside and out. You have to know how fickle they are, how they are apt to change their minds at the drop of a hat. And you have to know, not only that you have to play them, but also how to play them. You can pretend otherwise but its truth. It’s a sucky truth, but denying it won’t make it any less so.” 
 
    There was a power to the governor that was beyond her smarts or her determination or in how she played people. It smote Sadie and almost against her will, she wanted to step back. She held her ground but had to keep her hands from shaking. “We still can’t stay. I really appreciate it, but we can’t stay. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I see. And how do you plan on getting off the island? Please tell me the bridge.” Sadie thought she was keeping her face neutral, but Rowe rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to try the sound, again? Please, that’s just…I don’t like to use the word stupid, so I will say foolish instead.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid. I picked up a couple of wetsuits at a store in town and some flippers. We can be across in half an hour.” That was a bit of a lie since Jillybean would never make it in thirty minutes. They’d be lucky to do it in an hour, but since they had wetsuits, they would be at least warm. “Besides, we need to cross the sound. Our car is across the sound and up a few miles.” 
 
    The smile the governor gave her was chilling. “Do you think you can just help yourself to anything on the island? Do you think everything here is up for grabs? Wrong. Sorry, Sadie. What’s on the island belongs to the people of the island. Unless you get permission, that is. But I won’t be giving it one way or another. No, don’t get mad. I have a better way. We don’t have real boats, but we have kayaks. They aren’t the best, but they’ll get you across the sound without getting wet. You just have to do this one little thing for me.” 
 
    It sounded great. A good meal, Jillybean being talked up, something that would help her self-esteem tremendously, and finally a safe and dry kayak ride across the sound. There was just one major problem: Sadie couldn’t trust that Jillybean wouldn’t suddenly freak out in the middle of a bite of chicken. A single lapse would ruin things for the little girl as well as for Sadie. She would rather take a longer route and a longer swim than let that happen. 
 
    “I wish I could, but the answer has to be no.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Sadie said. “We can’t. I wish I could explain, but it’s sort of personal. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “What I understand,” the governor said, the words tinged with frost, “and what you should as well, is that nothing on an island as small as this remains a secret. Nothing. Especially from me. If you are trying to hide something, then it would be best for everyone if you spill it, now.” 
 
    Although the governor hadn’t moved closer or had been threatening in any way, Sadie leaned back. “It’s nothing like that. It’s just that we have to get back as fast as possible. We have to find out if Captain Grey is alright. So please don’t be mad, but we have to leave right at sunset.” 
 
    The governor had been wearing a grim look, but, like a light switch being flicked, her smile brightened. “Then we’re all good. We’ll make the dinner for five instead of six. What’s an hour, right? I’ll have Phil take you. I know he has a thing for you, Sadie, but you could do better. He’s a good guy, but there are plenty of others. Men more your age, I mean. I’ll see you in a few hours and I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    She breezed out of the waiting room and when she left, Sadie felt as if she had taken something with her. A little light, maybe. Some oxygen, perhaps, but there was definitely something missing. “Shit,” she whispered. She had been worked into a corner and now they had to go to the dinner. If they didn’t, there could be trouble when they came back and she didn’t want Neil to have to deal with her mistakes. 
 
    “But this could be a worse mistake,” she said to herself, picturing Jillybean flipping out and making a scene. “Maybe, I could slip her some Prozac, or some of that Trazidone.” Veronica, one of the ex-whores who had escaped from the Colonel used to swear by Trazidone to help her sleep. “But do I want a groggy Jillybean trying to cross the sound on a kayak? She’ll fall out of the fricking boat. Shit.” The curse word hung in the air with a note of expectation as if waiting for Jillybean to admonish her. It made her growl in annoyance. 
 
    She wasn’t mad at Jillybean. She was in desperate need of sleep more than anything. It had been thirty or forty hours since she had a wink. The drunk tank was calling to her, but she first had to pay her respects to Phil, who had been very kind to her. She gave him a quick smile and thanked him for the slicker and the bike. He wanted to extend the conversation, but her eyes were red and dripping tears and she begged off.  
 
    “I can’t stay, Phil. I’m asleep on my feet.” She could see the disappointment in his eyes and she told herself that she would give him time when she got back from Colorado.  
 
    “Sleep now,” she mumbled as she headed deeper into the station. 
 
    The drunk tank had a distant whiff of beer vomit about it which didn’t stop Sadie from dropping down onto the shady-looking mattress. Her eyes were a fraction of inch from closing when a thought struck her: How are we going to find the Camry again? 
 
    They had been turned around in the dark and everything had looked tree-ish and, well suburban. All of the houses were just so similar. Every lawn had been perfect rectangles of over-grown grass and there had been so much tope and beige. Sadie knew she’d never find the car. “But Jillybean can.”  
 
    She had such perfect trust in the little girl’s powers that she settled down again and was on the verge of sleep once more when a map of the United States presented itself to her imagination. “How do we get home?” 
 
    Instead of sleeping, she began working out the details on how to get home. Since there had been little but trees and the occasional squirrel all through Wyoming, she had a good chunk of the way back already planned out. And other than Seattle itself and the trouble in Idaho where they had been ambushed, and the cow town of Butte Montana, which had seemed the height of scary, there really weren’t too many places along the way to worry about.  
 
    She was just thinking that a detour north on the road towards the Canadian border would cut off most of the problems when she realized that she had been mostly asleep. She tried to settle down, turning towards the wall of the drunk tank where messages were scrawled: I’m sorry, Helen—For a good time, don’t call my wife, that bitch.—Jimmy was here!—So was Jimmy’s mom! 
 
    As she was reading the wall, her eyes gradually closed but then her left arm jerked up as if she were swatting a fly. She had been asleep again and that was good so why on earth was she fighting it? 
 
    “Jillybean,” she whispered the answer. What if she were in trouble right at that moment? The drunk tank was solid steel and basically soundproof—Jillybean could be crying out right then. What if she were locked into a nightmare and couldn’t get out of it? What if she was seeing something in the closet, something horrible? 
 
    Sadie sat up, tottered for a moment and went to the door to listen. All she heard was some of the men talking from down the hall. A sigh escaped her and she turned back to the bed, considered it for a moment and knew that she would never get to sleep on it, shut away from her sister. With a sigh, she grabbed the thin mattress and the skanky pillow and headed to the office where she had left Jillybean.  
 
    Amy was dozing, lying with her head across Jason’s thighs. He gazed up at her with sleepy eyes. “You good?” he asked in a whisper. “Can we go? I’m just beat to shit.” 
 
    Sadie gave him a guilty smile. She had actually forgotten all about Amy. I must be more exhausted than I realized, she said to herself. “Yeah, thanks so much. I got it from here.” Where they were staying, she didn’t know and, at the moment, she didn’t care; she didn’t even know where Spot was and not for a second did she consider going to find him. 
 
    “No, later,” she whispered as she laid the mattress down next to Jillybean and crawled under the single blanket. As soon as her head hit the pillow, she was dead asleep. It didn’t last. 
 
    She woke a half an hour later to whispering. “Go away. You’re not real. No. I won’t hurt her. I love Sadie.” 
 
    Jillybean’s words sent a cold shiver right down Sadie’s spine, but other than a little twitch, she remained motionless, straining to hear the slightest noise, the rustle of covers or the snick of Jillybean’s pocketknife. Seconds turned into minutes and these clicked slowly past as Sadie lay, unmoving. It wasn’t until she heard Jillybean’s light breathing that she even dared to roll over. 
 
    It was another thirty-three minutes before she fell back to sleep and twenty-six more before a knock at the door woke her again. Her eyes flicked to Jillybean’s face and as expected, the little girl was wide awake, but unmoving. Undoubtedly, Jillybean’s body was lying like a coiled spring under the blanket, ready to go in any direction. 
 
    A woman’s voice came from beyond the door, “Excuse me? Miss Sadie? Miss, uh, Bean? I’m with the governor’s office.” 
 
    “Come in,” Sadie answered. 
 
    Other than Granny Annie, this was the oldest person Sadie had seen since Neil used a shotgun to blow the head off the false prophet, Abraham—when she closed her eyes, she could still see the silver-haired head bouncing down the steps of the sacrificial pyramid, leaving insane Rorschach imprints on each. She could also still feel the pain of the flames eating her feet. 
 
    With a quick shake of her head, the image and the pain were gone and in front of her was a kindly looking woman of about sixty-five. Her brown hair was streaked through with grey and the wrinkles in her face were many and deep. “I’m Mrs. Blanda. I’m supposed to help you get ready for the feast.” 
 
    “There’s going to be a feast?” Sadie asked, blinking and trying to make sense of Mrs. Blanda. She wasn’t a big woman, however she had on a tent of a poncho that was streaming rainwater onto the thin carpet. Sadie’s sleep deprived mind was just registering this rather mundane fact when Mrs. Blanda took off the poncho. 
 
    Underneath it she wore a checkered pantsuit that was years out of date. A part of Sadie, the catty part that made women their own worst enemies at times, wanted to scoff until she realized that her own attire was also out of date, just as was everyone else’s. With the apocalypse, fashion had taken a hiatus.  
 
    “I like your outfit,” she lied to Mrs. Blanda. “Is this supposed to be a dressy sort of dinner because I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    “I had a tutu,” Jillybean said. “Or I used to. Do you guys hear that?” Sadie knew her sister; she might have slept hours longer than Sadie, but she hadn’t slept well. Her eyes were bloodshot and the circles under them were deeper. She had her head cocked and was giving the corner a nervous look. 
 
    Sadie patted her hand. “It’s just the rain,” she said quickly. “And you left that tutu back…well, I think it’s back in Idaho or Wyoming. I got you a new set of clothes, but they’re more like traveling clothes. They’re black. I know that’s not your favorite color, but we’ll need to get through the city tonight and black is better than pink.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jillybean said, her eyes darting to the corner again. “Can we use the bathroom first?” Sadie was glad for the excuse to be alone with Jillybean and hurried her down the hall. 
 
    “Is it bad?” she asked Jillybean. 
 
    The girl’s cheeks turned pink and she tried to look away, but Sadie grabbed her pointy little chin and stared her in the eye until she answered: “It’s the bad people down in the dark,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do you mean Eve?” Sadie asked, fighting to keep her face neutral. 
 
    Jillybean shook her head. “Uh-uh, no. She gets sort of drowned out by the bad people and their bad whispers. They have real bad whispers. Even worserer than Eve ever was.” 
 
    “What about Ipes? Can he help you just for a little while until we can get some more pills? It’ll be tonight, I promise.” 
 
    “No, he’s too nice. They squish him down, the poor little guy, and Chris isn’t even real. If he was real, he might be able to do something.” 
 
    Wasn’t real? None of them were real, but how did Sadie tell her that? She didn’t. There wouldn’t be an easy fix. For a moment, she felt a spasm of anger at Chris for not being real. He had been, in a way, good for her, channeling her crazy into a dream of a boy and away from anger and death. But everyone, including Sadie, had convinced her that he hadn’t been real. 
 
    Just then it felt like a mistake. “I need you to hold on, okay? We’ll get through this dinner, hop a ride across the sound and get your pills. You’ll be just like you had been. You just got to pretend the voices aren’t real. Whenever you hear one tell yourself that it can’t talk. All it…” 
 
    “They whisper,” Jillybean said in a whisper of her own. “Like snakes. Like a million snakes and sometimes they…” 
 
    Sadie grabbed her hands. “It doesn’t matter. Can you ignore them? Can you pretend they just don’t exist? Just for a little while?” Jillybean nodded. “I knew you could. Now let’s get you cleaned up. I got you a new outfit. It’s black. We’ll be twins.” 
 
    Jillybean beamed and the voices and the lack of sleep and the stress were forgotten in her eagerness. She washed in the sink, talking about being part of a girl gang that would be the scourge of the Pacific coast. “We’ll show them slavers, right, Sadie?” 
 
    “You bet! Maybe we’ll get matching motorcycles and leather jackets with…” The door popping open stopped her words. It was Mrs. Blanda wearing, not just her checkered pantsuit but also a perplexed look. 
 
    “We have showers for you,” she said. “A friend of the governor’s lives just up the block. I was supposed to take you there.” The two apocalypse sisters thought nothing of bathing in a sink, but leapt at the chance to use real showers. They threw on their old musty smelling clothes and rushed for the door. 
 
    They ran into Spot in the lobby. Like a real dog, he went nuts at the sight of them. He straight up tackled Jillybean and when Sadie went to pull him off, she found her face being slobbered on by a crazy man. She had experienced far worse in her life and that included the affections of some of her boyfriends. 
 
    “Get off silly,” she laughed pushing the exuberant man away. “You stink of saltwater. Oh, boy, you’re going to need a bath. Not it!” 
 
    Jillybean was nonplussed for a moment, and then, after a glance at Mrs. Blanda, cried: “Not it!” 
 
    The shocked look on Mrs. Blanda face had the girls rolling on the floor. Phil ended up washing Spot. He had been watching from out in the rain and they had been loud enough to be heard. Not only did he bathe Spot, he was even kind enough to wrestle him into people clothes. Of course, ten minutes later he was mostly naked again and any hope of making him presentable for the feast was dashed. 
 
    Their feast was held at the governor’s house and of the three of them, only Spot had a good time, eating in the kitchen until he was about to burst. Sadie and Jillybean also ate more than they could handle, however both were haunted by the ghosts in Jillybean’s head. 
 
    It was a well-attended feast. Thirty of the island’s most influential citizens sat on folding chairs around white-draped tables. That they were collapsible poker tables went unmentioned. On each were plates of potatoes and salmon and haddock in mounds. There was braised duck in a cherry sauce and for dessert the governor served steaming apple pie.  
 
    Speeches were given and Jillybean was praised for all her exploits. The governor spoke in glowing terms and any wrong that Jillybean had done went unspoken or excused. When Sadie was mentioned it was usually in a vague manner. She was called “brave” but without evidence given. Sadie didn’t really care. For her it only mattered that Jillybean was being, not just accepted, but gratefully welcomed. 
 
    Jillybean barely listened to the governor. Once she had wolfed down everything on her plate, she spent much of the remaining time with a frightened smile on her face. For the two hours the feast went on, the voices in her head hissed like the snakes she had described. Sadie could read it in her eyes. Sometimes Jillybean would hush them, and sometimes she would look alarmed, and sometimes she would turn suddenly and ask Sadie: “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Eventually, even the governor began to worry about Jillybean. “Is she okay?” she whispered. 
 
    “She’s just stressed over all the attention,” was the answer, Sadie gave. It was obvious that Governor Rowe wanted to extend the celebration but she was smart enough to feel the situation as it began to unravel, even if she didn’t know the cause.  
 
    She gave a quick signal to Mrs Blanda who slid over. “Your kayaks are ready. Make sure to thank the governor, dears, and stand up straight when you do. And make sure to be careful out there among the zombies. I would hate to see something happen to you two.” 
 
    Sadie stood up. She was brave in the face of death, however public speaking was a nightmare for her. Holding Jillybean’s hand in a tight, sweaty grip, she waited until Governor Rowe acknowledged her. “I, uh just want to thank the governor for welcoming us, and for her hospitality, and for this fine meal. Everything was very good and all you were very nice but I, uh am sorry to say, we have to get going. We have to get back to Colorado. Our father is probably very worried for us. And so, uh, thanks again.”  
 
    Jillybean had been nudged back behind Sadie; now she stepped forward a few inches. She couldn’t look at the guests spread out all over the great room without a tremor running through her and up into Sadie’s hand. She swallowed hard and said: “Yes, thank you Miss Amy, Governor Rowe, ma’am. The island is very nice and pretty, and I liked the sal-mond. I don’t normally like fish all that much, but it was good.” 
 
    This short speech was, to Jillybean’s surprise, applauded. She actually jumped at the sound. “Just smile and wave,” Governor Rowe said, coming down to give the little girl a hug. It was the perfect photo-op moment and yet, no one had cameras. Still, Rowe knew what she was doing. The crowd let out a collective: “Awww,” which, Sadie guessed was exactly what Rowe was looking for. She knew people and she knew how to play them. 
 
    When Rowe stood up, she was suddenly holding a wrapped box out to Sadie. It was small but heavy. “Open it,” she suggested. The ribbon came off in a single tug and the lid came off to reveal the .38 that Sadie had given up that morning. It had been cleaned and oiled. Next to it was a full box of shells. Jillybean was offered a smaller box and in it was a dainty .25 caliber handgun. 
 
    “It’s just like my old one,” she gushed. “How’d you know?” 
 
    For just a blink, Sadie saw that Rowe had not known about the small, child-sized gun that Jillybean had picked up ages ago in a Philadelphian suburb. In the next blink, she recovered. “I have my ways. Use it well and come back to us safe and sound, okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jillybean said, reaching into the box for the magazine. Sadie put her hand over the box and gave her a shake of her head. 
 
    “Not inside,” Sadie murmured. Louder, she announced, “Thank you again.” The people applauded and Sadie didn’t know what to do. Did she stay and say thank you, once more? Did she wave? Governor Rowe gave her a nudge towards the door. They were supposed to leave and that was a relief.  
 
    The two waved as they left, heading out through the kitchen door where Phil was waiting with Spot. The dog-man bounded up to them and once more almost tackled Jillybean and, once more she had her face covered in slobber. Sadie tried to hide a look of disgust, but Jillybean only laughed—it was a good, wholesome sound and so Sadie let the odd display go on until Jillybean had enough. 
 
    “Sit, Spot!” she ordered, snapping her little fingers. He instantly plopped down, kneeling instead of actually sitting. Jillybean touched her cheek. “Ah gross. Look at what he did to my face. I’m all sticky. Too bad it’s not raining for once.” It was too bad. The rain would have helped to mask their crossing of the sound and it might have kept the bad guys indoors. 
 
    “Did you have fun?” Phil asked. Still looking up at the stars and worrying about the lack of cloud cover, Sadie nodded. “She always throws the best parties. And you know what’s nice? She’s not snobby about it. She’ll invite anyone.” 
 
    Jillybean had her shirt up, wiping her face; when she spoke, her words were something of a mumble: “And she gave us gifts, too. Do you think she knew it was my birthday? She probably did. She’s awful smart, though why she isn’t using thermal imaging on your fences, I don’t know. They use like way less ‘lectricity than spotlights and they don’t attract the monsters. But maybe it’s a trick or something she’s playing on the bad guys who almost gotted us.” 
 
    To this, Phil said, “Uh, I don’t really know. I just know we have your kayaks ready. They’re two person kayaks. Each of you will have someone with you in the crossing. You’ll be safe and sound.” 
 
    “Yeah, unless them spotlights giveaway the fact we’re leaving,” Jillybean said, “Which is another kinda big downfall with them, if you ask me. Is there any chance you guys could turn them off for a while so we can get across without being seen?” 
 
    Phil scratched the underside of his chin for a moment as he considered this. “I don’t think so. It’s some sort of production turning the lights on and off. I don’t think they’re on, like a switch or anything simple. But I wouldn’t worry too much. We can drop you off way up by Everett or south of Tacoma. Either way it’s about twelve miles. The slavers rarely get that far and if they do, it’s usually just spotters.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Phil, sir,” Jillybean said, “but we need to get to a college called Edmonds Community College. It’s just north of the big building part of Seattle. Like five miles or something.” 
 
    “You know how to get to the Camry?” Sadie asked. “How? You were just as turned around as I was. Jillybean, we can’t go messing around in the city, going all over the place.” 
 
    Jillybean was walking with a skip every other step so that she could keep up. Now she stopped. “I don’t think I’m messing around. I don’t know how to get to the car from here or from where we drove into the water, but I can get to it from Edmonds College. I saw the road name we were on and I counted the turns and all after that.” 
 
    Phil gave Sadie a look that said: Don’t let her go there! He then squatted down so he was eye level with Jillybean. “We’ll get you a new car, something much better than a Camry. The governor has agreed to give you two gallons of gas from the reserves and a battery with a full charge. I know it doesn’t seem like a lot, but we don’t have much in the way of gas here. It’s not really a priority with us. Either way, with the right car, it’ll be enough to get you across the cascades and safely on your way. There are plenty of cars in Tacoma to choose from.” 
 
    “Are there any that are up-armored, with mounted cameras and advance scout drones?” Jillybean asked. “If not, I think we should take our chances with the Camry. Once we get to it, we’ll be as safe as cats, right Sadie?” 
 
    Sadie’s stomach went into an anxious roll as she answered, “Once we get there, sure.” Until then, they’d be sitting ducks.
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    Sadie Martin 
 
      
 
    “At least let me come with you to find your car,” Phil offered. Phil was a good guy, but not a tough guy. He didn’t look particularly strong or fast and the one weapon he had on him was a Glock 19 which he carried in a gallon ziplock bag to keep from getting wet. 
 
    Sadie had a premonition of doom hanging over her and was utterly certain that if he came along the fates would get the life they were seeking, and it would be on her conscience. “No, thank you. That’s kind of you to offer, but we made it this far alone, we can make it back by ourselves.” 
 
    “Well, we weren’t all alone,” Jillybean said. “There was Sergeant Steinman. Don’t forget him. He died, Mister Phil. Sadie had to shoot him on account he was getting eated by a monster. It was real sad and kinda my fault, but not really. And there was also Jimmy, who was with us but he just ranned off like a chicken. That definitely wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “None of it was your fault, Jillybean,” Sadie said, bending down and pointing a finger at her nose for emphasis. “Sergeant Steinman made a mistake. He was sloppy and that was that. It could have happened at any time. It’s sad, but not your fault.” She was about to go on when she saw Spot lifting a leg against a tree. “If anything is your fault, it’s that. Let’s go.” 
 
    She started walking off; however, Jillybean didn’t follow. She was watching the man urinate against a tree. Sadie rushed back and grabbed her hand. “You shouldn’t watch that, it’s gross.” 
 
    “How is that my fault?” Jillybean asked. “I didn’t give him anything to drink, which I guess is why he was drinking out of that puddle back there.” She was skipping again to keep up and her mouth was going even faster than her feet. “You know what? That puddle was gross. It had leaves and gunk and stuff in it…”  
 
    Sadie let her go on talking and even put a finger to her lips when it looked as though Phil was about to ask a second time if he could come along. Jillybean needed to be able to vent. She needed to focus her mind and her energies away from herself. The one thing Sadie knew that Jillybean should not do was dwell on Steinman or Jimmy or even on the crossing of the sound. She had to hold it together until they were across. 
 
    And then we’ll get some pills in her and everything will be good to go, Sadie thought to herself. With a sane Jillybean at her side, they could make it back to Colorado with the good news: they had found a home. The island was safe, as safe as any place Sadie had ever been in the last two years. Unlike Estes, no army of zombies could storm it, and unless there was a pirate fleet in the vicinity, no army could cross the sound without being discovered and blown to bits. 
 
    This begged the question: “Do you have artillery here?” she asked Phil. “Or mortars or anything like that?” On her tour of the island, she hadn’t asked to go up into the towers. They weren’t big enough for artillery and as they had roofs, they wouldn’t have mortars. Rockets were a possibility. 
 
    “Uh, no,” Phil said. “We’re a little light in the defense department. Hey, when you get back, maybe you guys could help out there. Jillybean especially. Everyone knows about your gift with explosives.” 
 
    “Gift?” Jillybean asked, her nose wrinkling. “Bombs aren’t a gift. Not a proper gift that is, not usually. I think a hat is a good gift, or toys. Stuff like that is a good gift. Sadie got me a tutu for my birthday, but I lost it when our Suburban got sanked and that really was my fault. Hey you know what? A gun really isn’t a gift neither, but the governor just gave me one and she’s pretty smart, so maybe I would like a bomb as a gift. A pipe bomb would be nice, but I’d love C4 with a remote detonator.” 
 
    Phil looked lost, but with a question on his lips. Sadie stopped it with a word, “Barbies.” She had to get Jillybean focused away from bombs, explosives and all of that. “A good gift would be a Barbie doll, or a doll house. Jillybean loves doll houses. The bigger the better. Clothes would also be nice. Her favorite color is pink, right Jillybean?” 
 
    This set her down the proper path and for the next ten minutes as they walked first north and then east to the sound, she went on and on about the color pink which segued into a one-girl discussion on flowers which led to her declaration of being a “May Flower.” That devolved into a talk about her mom and how she died looking like a skeleton and how her eyes had fallen back inside of her head. 
 
    They found the sound a few seconds later and Jillybean’s morbid train of thought was derailed by the sight of it, or rather the lack of sight. A heavy mist covered the water with visibility at about fifty feet. “I know,” Jillybean said in a whisper to herself. She was staring with big eyes at the grey cloud.  
 
    “I guess we don’t have to worry about being seen,” Phil said. “The kayaks are not far, now.” He started to walk down to a gravel beach, but stopped when he realized that neither of the two girls had followed. 
 
    Jillybean had hold of Sadie’s left hand and was squeezing down on it. “They’re in there,” she said in a frightened hiss. “Can you hear them?” 
 
    “There is nothing in there,” Sadie told her. “It’s just fog. Just water vapor. Hey, you know, I don’t understand fog. How do we have clouds sitting on the ground like that?” Sadie wasn’t the least bit curious about fog, but she had to do something about Jillybean. 
 
    “Fog? I-It’s just a cloud, like you said. Sadie? Do you hear them out there? They’re saying your name. I think one of them is Sergeant Steinman.” 
 
    “There’s no one out there, sweetie. It’s just in your head, okay? Now, tell me about the fog. How come it doesn’t float away like a cloud?” 
 
    “B-Because of the inversion boundary squashes it down,” Jillybean answered, her eyes blinking rapidly. “The air is…is supersaturated and that’s what means it can’t hold any more water drops at all. And that’s what means it real heavy.” She began nodding as she warmed up to the science. She went on for another minute describing the nine different types of fog she had read about in her Earth Sciences book months before. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Phil asked. 
 
    “She’s fine. She just had a bad experience in the fog once.” It was the only lie Sadie could think of. Jillybean looked to be about to contradict it with the truth, so Sadie pointed ahead where they could just make out the kayaks through the fog. “Hey, why don’t you go pick out our kayak. Quick, get the red one!” 
 
    Jillybean ran off with Spot chasing after her. Phil shook his head, whether at the dog-man or at Jillybean, Sadie didn’t know. “You said ‘our’ kayak, just now. I think it’s best if I take you in mine. They can be devilishly tricky if you don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Sadie felt as though she were being pulled in too many directions just then. “I have to take Jillybean with me. Sorry. Listen, when we get back, I’ll let you take me on a kayak or a walk or whatever. It’ll be a date, okay?” 
 
    His cheeks went bright red and stammered, “Th-that’s not necessary. I was just trying to be neighborly.” 
 
    “And I’m trying to show my appreciation and I won’t take no for an answer. And I…” 
 
    A sudden hulking shadow loomed and staggered towards them. Instinctively Sadie reached for the .38, but before she could get it from the box, she saw that it Todd Karraker. “I’d listen to her, Phil. She’s pretty headstrong.” Phil nodded in a jerky, uncomfortable manner. 
 
    “Todd?” Sadie asked, confused and worried. “Are you coming with us? They’re not kicking you off the island, are they?” 
 
    He scoffed as if to suggest that there was no one on the island with the balls to try. “No, I just wanted to see you off and to, you know, thank you and Jillybean for helping us out. We were in a tight spot and you guys really helped out. So, thanks.” A heavy fog-laden silence followed as Todd’s hand gripped and ungripped. He wanted to either say more, or knowing how stoic he was, maybe he wanted to do more. Phil’s presence seemed to stymie him and so Sadie stepped up. She held out her hand and when he took it to give it a shake, she pulled him close. 
 
    The stubble of his cheek was rough on her lips. He smelled of soap and cologne and leather from the heavy jacket he wore. 
 
    “Bye,” she said and then walked away, leaving him with a smile. 
 
    “Mister Todd was here,” Jillybean said. She was already in the red kayak wearing a tiny life vest and, strange in Sadie’s eyes, a helmet. “He wanted to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” she said. “Oh boy, what now?” There were three kayaks and two other men present, both of whom were doing their best to get Spot into one of the seats. Since he refused to bend his legs in a human way, he was being crammed in. Spot began whining, which had the men muttering curses under their breath. 
 
    Sadie hurried over. She was forced to scratch him behind the ears to get him to settled down. The second he was in, the three men from Bainbridge wasted no time in shoving off into the sound, leaving Sadie and Jillybean on the beach. Sadie almost fell into the cold water trying to get them going. 
 
    From thirty feet away, Phil was grinning. “I told you it wasn’t easy. Now watch me. Gentle strokes. Gentle strokes.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” one of the other men joked. 
 
    “Don’t listen to Reggie,” Phil said, his smile no longer quite so cheery. “There you go. Don’t forget to switch sides or you’ll end up going in circles.” Phil watched Sadie until he saw that she had the hang of paddling the seven foot long plastic boat.  
 
    In a way, she had the easiest job. She and Jillybean together weighed less that any of the men and their center of gravity was much lower. It made tipping over that much less likely. Phil had the toughest position. He had Spot in his boat. The dog-man was dead weight and tended to shift unexpectedly. 
 
    In time, the two men from Bainbridge found a strong rhythm and pulled ahead, moving north into the heavy mist. Then came Phil and Spot. Phil dug into the water with his single paddle, straining to keep up with the lead boat, perhaps wishing to impress Sadie with his strength and determination. 
 
    Sadie lingered twenty yards behind Phil’s boat. She could have caught up and surpassed him, however she wanted to be able to drop back even further if it was needed. Jillybean started off well enough despite the dank fog and the dark waters. It wasn’t until the low-slung clouds obscured the island and they moved off deeper into the early night that she began to get twitchy once more. 
 
    It started out simple enough. Jillybean slowly drew her fingers in away from the edges of the kayak. Then her hands stole to her chest and her head began to go side to side. “That wasn’t me,” she said in a desperate voice. 
 
    “Jillybean, don’t listen to the voices, okay? They’re not real. You haven’t been taking your pills. Say it. Say: I haven’t been taking my pills and the voices aren’t real.” 
 
    “I-I haven’t been taking my p-pills and the voices aren’t real, but what if they are? What if they’re down there waiting for me to fall out of the boat. They say they’re going to drown me on account of all the stuff I done.” 
 
    It hurt Sadie’s heart to see her like this. She wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all. Instead, she took a breath and tried to reason with a girl slipping into insanity. “I want you to be brave, Jillybean. I want you to confront these voices. Honestly, would I let anyone hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would I let anyone drown you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They’re just talk, but I am action. I’m getting you across the water and I’m going to get you your pills. The only voice you need to listen to is mine. Got it?” Jillybean said that she did, and so for the next hour and a half as they paddled north, Sadie talked and talked and talked.  
 
    Her mouth was more tired than her arms when they finally came ashore at Edmonds Point. Spot splashed out of Phil’s kayak and galloped around the beach, excitedly. Phil walked out into the water and dragged Sadie’s kayak the remaining few feet so that they could get out without getting wet, though with the heavy fog, Sadie felt damp straight through to the skin. 
 
    “Pine Street runs straight east from here,” Phil said. “Take it to 76th and go north. When you see a golf course on your right, cut though there and you’ll be on the college campus. Got it?” Sadie said that she did. Phil stuck out his hand and politely turned his cheek just the slightest, causing Sadie to snort with laughter. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” she told him and kissed him on the cheek as the other two men jostled each other and made immature smooching sounds. “They’re just jealous,” she told Phil. Louder, she said, “Thanks for the ride boys.” 
 
    She gave a final wave as they slipped back out into the fog and then looked around for Spot. He was trying to lick collected fog off a broad-bladed fern leaf. She whistled for him and went over to Jillybean who was standing in a hunch, loading her .25 caliber. She was staring out into the fog, her face rigid and strained by stress and fear. It wasn’t like her. “You can find the Camry from here?” she asked Jillybean. 
 
    The little girl jumped a little and looked up at Sadie with crazy eyes. “Yeah, I think. Unless they moved it.” 
 
    Sadie didn’t need to ask who “they” were—the voices in the fog. She waited until the three men glided away on the kayaks before looking into Jillybean’s face. Sadie didn’t like what she saw there. “Stop it! I am right here. What did I tell you earlier?” 
 
    “That you won’t let anything happen to me?” 
 
    “That’s right. As long as I’m with you, you’ll be perfectly fine. Really, what’s there to be afraid of? Call one of these voices. Tell them it’s time to settle things between you. Go on.” Jillybean looked shocked at the idea, so Sadie started: “Hey!” she cried in what amounted to something that was more a carrying whisper than an actual yell. “Stupid voices! Come out and fight me.” 
 
    She was actually worried that a zombie would hear and that would lead to an actual fight, but thankfully, either none were around or the mists were confusing them. “See? They’re nothing. Now you try, Jillybean.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the little girl yelled: “Hey!” This carried up the block and Sadie waited with the loaded .38 in hand for the first monster to come out of the night. When none showed, Jillybean yelled: “I’m not afraid of you! You’re not real!” 
 
    “There you go,” Sadie said, thinking that they had yelled enough. “The voices are nothing to be afraid of, and why? Because they aren’t real. You just have to be brave enough to see that. Can you be brave? Wait, that’s a silly question. I’ve seen you be brave, like a million times.” 
 
    “I-I think I can be brave,” Jillybean said. “It’s easier when you’re around. You’re like a magic ring or something.” 
 
    Sadie stood and cracked her back. A long yawn erupted from her in mid-crack; it seemed to go on and on. “Yeah, I wish I was a genie that granted wishes. I’d wish us into the Camry right now. But since I can’t, let’s get moving.” She held her hand and Jillybean took it. 
 
    Together they walked deeper into the fog and despite all the talk of bravery, the mist was actually very scary. The zombies were half-seen creatures, moaning like ghosts and looking like wraiths. Some could be heard a long way off, slowly stalking the two girls, while others would suddenly appear as if spawned by the fog. 
 
    When one loomed out of the frightful dark, they would run, using the mists to hide themselves. With all the running and their inability to see much beyond their outstretched arms, Sadie worried that they would get lost. “Is that the golf course Phil was talking about?” she asked, Jillybean. “Are we even on Pine Street anymore?” 
 
    The road had jogged to the right a few blocks back and although they were still in a residential neighborhood, things just seemed different. “No,” Jillybean said, “We’re not on Pine anymore, but we’re still heading east. And I don’t know what all that is. If it’s a golf course, it’s not the golf course we need. Ours is…” 
 
    She was cut off as another zombie materialized almost on top of them. Sadie broke to the left while Jillybean went right, disappearing into the night. There were more zombies in Sadie’s path, huge beasts with long arms that she had to dodge. It wasn’t tough for her. She was quick and elusive, moving like a ghost, herself. Her only fear was for Jillybean…and Spot. 
 
    Spot had been running with them in his odd way, keeping up easily because Jillybean was so small, but now he was back behind them, barking like crazy. To make matters worse, Sadie heard Jillybean suddenly yell: “Come here, Spot! Follow my voice. I’m right here. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Jeeze,” Sadie hissed, thinking that for one of the few times since she had met Jillybean, the little girl wasn’t using her head. If Spot could follow her voice the zombies could as well. Sadie loped easily to her right, going light on her feet, but when she got to where she had heard Jillybean there was nothing but zombies. 
 
    “Crap!” she hissed as one grabbed her arm. She pulled away only to run into another, smacking squarely into its diseased chest. It had been a woman before it was a zombie and Sadie had a clammy, greasy feeling breast the size of her head, press against her cheek. The zombie had to be almost seven feet tall and four feet across the shoulders. 
 
    It was strong but slow. She ducked around it, finding a car in her path. Leaping up onto it, she hissed: “Jillybean! Where the hell…” She had been crossing over the car, lengthwise and too late found out that it was a convertible. Her left foot tore through the weather-worn fabric with a shearing sound. Before she knew it, she had fallen into the car and was trapped in a confused mesh of black. 
 
    The female zombie lumbered over to stare down at Sadie who froze, hoping that with her black clothes she would blend into the shadows and the zombie would move on. But by ill-luck, the zombie reached in and caught hold of Sadie’s jacket and in one horrifyingly strong move, lifted her straight out of the car. There was no fighting this sort of power and struggling against the grip was useless. 
 
    Her .38 was the great equalizer. Sadie shot the beast in the eye at point blank range. The bullet jerked the thing’s head back and just like that she was dropped back into the convertible where she was once again trapped. The gun shot had been fantastically loud in the quiet night and now zombies from all over were flocking right at the car; there would be no running through that size of a crowd. 
 
    Hiding was her only choice. It was a difficult one since Jillybean was still out there, unaccounted for. Minutes ticked by and Sadie was getting desperate when suddenly an orange light washed over the convertible. Forgetting all about the gunshot and the car and basically everything else, the zombies turned to the source of the light: Jillybean had set a house on fire. 
 
    How it went up as fast as it did, Sadie never found out, but in a minute the entire front of the house was a roaring yellow that fizzled away the fog and entranced the zombies in the area. Sadie popped up out of the convertible and walked away from it as she saw Jillybean and Spot come out from around the side of the house. 
 
    “You sure got me ascared when you shotted your gun,” Jillybean said as they met in the middle of the street. 
 
    “I was the one who was scared,” Sadie said. “You just ran off and then you started calling for Spot? Are you trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
    Jillybean looked shocked. “I would never suicide myself. Who would take care of you if I did? Not Spot, that’s for certain. What a knuckle-head. He just ran out…into…the…Do you hear that?” There was a light crunching sound that was partially hidden beneath the moans of the zombies and the roar of the fire. It was getting louder, but with the fog and the dark they couldn’t tell exactly what it was. Jillybean’s hand found Sadie’s just as headlights blinded them.  
 
    For a full second, they were pinned in place by those lights as an engine roared. The two sisters recovered their wits at the same time, breaking to the right and rushing towards some dark suburban house. Its front door hung askew and they dashed through, knocking it completely off its hinges. Behind them a black SUV ran up on the front lawn of the house. 
 
    A second later, someone yelled: “John go around to the back!” By then the three had sped through the dark house and were at the kitchen door. Sadie tried to haul it back, but it only slid about three inches before it abruptly stopped. There was a hunk of wood in the track. 
 
    “Shit!” she hissed, pulling it out and ramming back the door. In that short time, Jillybean had been throwing down the kitchen chairs to create obstacles for the men coming after them. Sadie grabbed her and shoved her through the door. To the left was a rusting swingset and to the right a Ford Fiesta that sat on four flat tires. Its hood was up, gaping as wide as a hippo’s mouth. 
 
    The three ran past it, heading for the back fence. Sadie’s heart nearly seized at the sight of it: A flat wall of boards, seven feet in height. Had she been alone, she would have went right over it in a blink. Jillybean would never make it over that fence even if she had all the time in the world. 
 
    Neither would Spot. 
 
    As they got to the fence, two men burst from the house, while a third was just jumping down from the fence that winged out from the side of the house. Sadie didn’t need to look at their menacing faces to know they were in trouble. “Quick!” she hissed to Jillybean. Sadie had her hands locked and when Jillybean put her foot on them, she heaved the little girl straight up the side of the fence.  
 
    Now, all she had to do was get up over the fence, herself—without a running start and three men charging down at her. The chances of her succeeding were slim. She needed help and there was only one person to turn to. “Spot! Sic ‘em!” she yelled. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. With a huge growl, he threw himself into the path of the men. Sadie couldn’t spare a second to watch. She turned and leapt for the top of the fence as Spot roared and growled and barked. The boards bit into her hands, as she hauled her weight upwards, kicking with her feet for leverage. With desperate strength, she cleared the fence, landing lightly on the other side next to Jillybean who was watching what was happening through the slits in the boards. 
 
    “Don’t,” Sadie said and pulled her away just as a gun fired. A second later Spot’s mad barking stopped and there was a thud from beyond the fence. Jillybean looked up at Sadie, her face twisted in anguish.  
 
    Guilt rocked Sadie. “I had to,” she whispered. There was no time for more of an explanation than that. They had landed in another backyard and there were more fences to climb and already at least one of the men was scaling the one Sadie had just dropped down from. 
 
    He popped his head up and stared down at them with black, hungry eyes. In the dark, he seemed as much of a monster as the zombies. In a fury, Jillybean took a wild shot at him with her .25 caliber. She missed, but the shock of the gun blast scared the man back down. 
 
    “You sure you want to use a gun, bitch?” he growled from his side of the fence. “Because I don’t miss. I can put out your eye through this fucking fence. I could…” 
 
    Sadie wasn’t about to wait for him to finish his sentence. She grabbed Jillybean’s hand and ran across the yard for the next house. It had a back door but it was shut and she didn’t want to chance wasting even a second just in case it was locked. She took Jillybean around the side of the house. There was a gate here and it was wide open. 
 
    They had just sped through and were hurrying towards a car parked in the driveway when the black SUV came screaming up, this time stopping in the street. There was no question that they were trapped. Just as a spotlight burned through the night, Sadie shoved Jillybean down next to the car. 
 
    “Meet me back at the beach,” Sadie hissed and then jumped away from the car, letting the spotlight silhouette her before she took off at a run heading to her left across the face of the neighboring houses. 
 
    She was fresh and her get away should have been easy. The driver of the SUV had to either turn around on the trashed-out street or drive in reverse. Fool, Sadie thought as he stuck the SUV in reverse and floored it backwards through the zombies, the trash and the litter of cars. He was no fool, however. He was an expert driver and somehow dodged everything in his path and cut her off after she had gotten two doors down. 
 
    Behind her, two of the men were chasing. Where was the third? Sadie wondered as she turned back to the left. Had he found Jillybean? She vaulted a short fence, sprinted across a marsh of a backyard and then took on a much larger fence. At the top, she paused, seeing the third man. He was fifteen feet away, sitting on the fence that ran perpendicular to hers. 
 
    There was a second while they appraised each other; he was young and fit with long legs. Still, she was faster. He would hang with her for a few houses, a few fences and then he would drop back. With a grin at the prospect of showing him her heel, she leapt off the fence at the same time he did. She landed like a cat and took off but only made it three strides before her foot came down on a half-deflated soccer ball that had been hidden by the long grass and the dark. She stumbled and went down with the man charging hard. The short distance combined with his speed meant that he would catch her if she tried to get up and run. 
 
    They would struggle and it would be only seconds before he pinned her and it would only be seconds more before his friends caught up. What would they do to her? She had been caught by slavers before but she’d always had her father’s name protecting her, keeping her from being used. But he was dead. There was nothing stopping these men from taking turns with her—breaking her in. 
 
    Sudden cold terror filled her and before she had thought it through, she was digging for the .38 in her coat pocket. “Don’t,” the man warned, stopping five feet away, his right hand hovering over the grip of a holstered pistol. 
 
    How fast was he? And would he really hurt a girl? Todd had said these were slavers. They wouldn’t want to damage their merchandise. She hesitated only a second and then pulled out the pistol. The man she faced was a slaver, but he was also just a man. Their guns came out at almost the same instant and when she fired, he fired as well. 
 
    He staggered from the bullet hitting him, wobbled on suddenly weak legs and then fell, unmoving. 
 
    When she shot the .38, Sadie had been in a crouch from her fall. Now she was staring up at the sky. Her left lung making a gurgling sound with each breath.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    She was lying flat on her back and looking up at the rusting undercarriage of a hatchback when the two sets of booted feet raced by, chasing after Sadie. There had been a third man, but he was moving west, looking to cut off Sadie if she tried doubling back. 
 
    Jillybean could hear him mounting the fences, one after another. It was a perfect time to climb out from beneath the car. She should have skootched right out of there and made herself scarce, however she was in shock. Spot had been killed ten feet from her with just a fence between them. It might as well have been a sheet hung on a clothes line instead of the fence. A bullet would have pierced it just as easily—if it hadn’t been for Spot. 
 
    Spot died for her and she was sure she didn’t deserve it…and neither did the voices in her head. They were hissing and hissing and hissing, their words overlapping and crowding each other out so that she couldn’t tell what was going on and why she was just sitting there. She couldn’t think straight with all those voices blaming her. 
 
    “No, Sadie said they aren’t real. Sadie told me…” BAM! BAM! The two gunshots went right to her little heart and broke it. Her misfiring heart missed three beats in a row and then shuddered like an old jalopy, sending out spikes of pain that ran down the long bone in her left arm. She lay there gasping, her eyes staring right at the hatchback’s gas tank. It was inches from her face, the rust peeling off and looking like a disease. 
 
    It was right there, but she didn’t see it. Sadie was in trouble. One of the shots had been from the .38 she had been carrying, the same gun Jillybean had picked up in Oklahoma so long ago that it was becoming a ghost of a memory. Jillybean knew the sound of that gun as if it were her mother’s voice. Sadie was in trouble. Jillybean had to go to her to save her, but she couldn’t move. The pain in her chest and arm was too great, while the rest of her was so numb she felt disconnected.  
 
    Sadie was in trouble. These were the only words she could understand. It was the only thought that could cut through the maelstrom happening between her ears. The voices were howling in a great storm inside of her. She could feel them spinning like a tornado, banging against the walls of her skull. They were a great funnel cloud that was pulling Jillybean down into the depths of her mind. 
 
    She knew that, little by little, what was left of her personality and her memory and her sense of self would be pulled down into the darkness and all that would be left would be her body. An empty shell, waiting to die. Her bones would lie beneath the hatchback for all time. She would be like her mother—physically perfect, mentally broken beyond all repair. 
 
    Sadie was in trouble. These words cut through the ear-shattering cacophony and Jillybean knew she had to help her. Without Sadie, her life had no meaning. She had to do something, but her body was not her own. The only thing she could do was close her eyes, but when she opened them again she found herself standing in an open gate that led to a weedy overgrown yard. 
 
    Two bodies, seven feet apart, were splayed out and bloody. Both were unmoving. Both were shadow struck and vague in outline. Still, Jillybean knew that the one on the right was Sadie. And the screams inside of her reached a fevered pitch. No other sound could penetrate the noise. 
 
    There were three others in the yard. They stood over the second body and argued back and forth. She could see their lips moving. She could see the curses. She could read their lips: What the fuck? Hatchet-Joe is gonna be pissed. We should get the other one at least. 
 
    She was the “other one.” They were going to “get” her. Did that mean they were going to hunt her down? If she hadn’t been broken mentally, she would have laughed. There was no reason to “get” her at all. She was standing inside the gate and there was only one path out of the yard.  
 
    She didn’t even bother to hide and yet she wasn’t seen. She was basically invisible because of the fog and the heavy shadow thrown down by the two-stories of brick that stood above her like a grave marker. That’s how she saw the house and as the men trooped up, she wondered if her tombstone would look as immense when she was buried deep and staring up at it for all eternity? 
 
    There could be no answer that would cut through the screams inside her head. She didn’t even hear her gun go off when she pulled the trigger. The first man in the line of three finally saw her. They were close enough to touch. Jillybean knew this because she reached out with her tiny fist wrapped around the .25 and stuck its barrel against the man’s liver. 
 
    There was a flash of light, but no sound. Everything outside herself was perfectly quiet. The heavy fog-laden air had the serenity of heaven. The man with the blown-out liver dropped, his mouth open. She was sure he was screaming; there was little in life more painful than a liver shot—nothing except for what Jillybean was feeling at that moment. 
 
    The second man nearly barreled into the first as he fell. Jillybean knew this man. She had shot at him minutes before when he had his ugly mug perched on the fence. It had been right there, five feet away, looking like the melons she used to set up for target practice. And yet she had missed. She was sure there was some sort of psychological reason for the miss because she had practiced enough that a headshot was almost a sure thing at such a close range. 
 
    Was the psychological reason guilt or fear or some clingy part of her wishing for a return to the civilized world in which she had been born? She didn’t care. And what did it matter now? She was four and a half feet away from her target and her mind was almost completely disconnected from her body. Her index finger squeezed the trigger twice in a fraction of a second. Both shots of the double tap went into the man’s forehead. 
 
    That left just one. He was the driver. He ran things with his crew. He was fast and smart and mean. He was a hulking thing and she was tiny. She fired first, he fired second; his shot following so close on hers that the sounds nearly mingled into one. Her bullet struck high up on his chest but perhaps because of his mass and the small caliber of the round, he didn’t even flinch. 
 
    His shot passed next to her left ear cracking the air like a whip. She didn’t flinch either. She heard nothing and felt nothing. Her next shot came with the rise of her barrel and plowed a hole into his cheek, blasting out the top two molars on the back right and coming out through his ear. 
 
    Now, he flinched and his next shot went a foot above her head. He began to fall back and she followed trading shot for shot. She never missed and he never hit. After she had pumped the sixth round into him, the gun stopped firing. It was empty. She dropped it and picked up his much larger Sig Sauer and turned back to the first man she had shot.  
 
    The battle had lasted slightly less than eight seconds and he was still mewling on the ground in excruciating pain. He would die soon, likely in the next five minutes. Liver wounds were bleeders. Everyone knew that. She shot him in the face as he begged. She didn’t shoot him out of mercy or hate. She shot him out of the last iota of self-preservation left in her—what happened if he wanted revenge before he died and killed her from doing what she had to? 
 
    It was funny, really, since there was only one thing left for her to do. She tramped through the grass that went all the way to her hip. It was thick and grabby, pulling her back, wanting to keep her from what was necessary. It was as if the earth was half-heartedly trying to stop her. Like it was only a gesture on nature’s part. But there would be no stopping this. 
 
    With each step the voices built and built worse than ever until she felt that her brain would vibrate to slime and ooze out of her ears, saving her the trouble of putting a bullet into her head. One way or the other she had to die. There could be no life without Sadie. No real life, at least. If she lived, she would be crazier than Spot had been.  
 
    “Who wants to live like that?” Her lips moved, forming the words, but she could hear her own voice. She was deaf to all things, even the sound of the hammer going back on the Sig didn’t register even though she had the barrel pressed to her temple.  
 
    Sadie was at her feet. Her face was white as a sheet except for a single drop of bright red blood at her throat. It had leapt there from a chest wound. Her black jacket glistened shiny, dark and wet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jillybean said. Sadie had died simply because Jillybean had been trying to save Spot from the monsters. She had called out to him. Everything that happened in the next few minutes after that—the death of seven people—could be traced to that touch of weakness on her part. Her mistake had been that she thought even the insane deserved to live. 
 
    She knew better than that, now.  
 
    There was no hesitation. What good would arguing with her fate do? Without Sadie, her insanity would take over completely. She would never make it back to Colorado. At best, she would die alone in the wilderness, talking to trees, or serving pancakes to clouds. This was better. She wouldn’t feel a thing because she was already dead inside. And she wouldn’t see anything because the sight of Sadie was too much for her, so Jillybean had her eyes clamped down as hard as she could. And she wouldn’t hear anything because the voices were so frighteningly loud that a bomb could have gone off next to her and she would never have known. 
 
    And yet a soft whisper cut through everything. “J-Jilly? I-I can’t bre-breathe.” That soft whisper banished the voices right out of her head, leaving nothing behind, not even an echo. It was like a rubber band snapped in her head, and in that second everything became normal again. The night became strangely quiet and subdued. She could hear the monsters all around the neighborhood stirred up because of the gunshots and all the commotion. She could hear the ticking of the SUV’s engine on the next street as if it was slowly winding down. And she could hear the low gurgling wheeze as Sadie fought to draw breath. 
 
    The gun fell from Jillybean’s hands as she dropped down to her knees in the long grass. For just a moment, she was a wide-eyed kid kneeling over her dying sister. For that moment, she was useless. She saw Sadie’s blue lips, the distended veins in her neck and how her throat was bulging and shifted oddly to the right, but these signs meant nothing to her. 
 
    “Filled,” Sadie said between tiny sips of air. “Chest filled. Can’t…breathe.” 
 
    “Your chest is filled?” This seemed odd since blood was leaking out of her at a steady rate. If her chest were filled, it wasn’t with blood; she would be empty of blood soon. If it wasn’t blood filling her, then what was it?  
 
    While Jillybean’s brain struggled to figure out the answer, Sadie went on sipping air, faster and faster. She was sucking in, in, in—but not blowing out. She was filling with air. “I got it,” Jillybean said as she went from being “just a kid” to being herself again. “You have a tension pneumothorax, Sadie. I have to roll you over.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response. There wasn’t time. Jillybean grabbed Sadie and hauled her onto her left side. This would relieve the pressure building up inside of her, but only slightly and wouldn’t add more than a minute to her life if the underlying problem wasn’t fixed. 
 
    For that she needed her medbag, an operating room and a miracle. None of these were anywhere near the suburban house, which meant Jillybean had to improvise. She leapt up and ran through the tall grass for the back door of the two-story brick house. Luck was on her side; the door was open, as was the customary junk drawer. “Tape, check. Pen, check. Napkins…thank God, an exacto knife!” 
 
    She had her pocket knife and the blade was as sharp as she could make it; still, there was nothing like using the proper tools. In a flash, she was back at her sister’s side. “This is gonna sting,” she said, rolling her onto her back and slicing away a section of Sadie’s shirt, exposing her bloody flesh. “I’m going to cut through the intercostal space and open a hole in your chest wall. You have air building up in your pleural space. That’s what means the sack around your lungs is like a balloon and we gots to let some of the air out.” She had never done this before and the analogy she had used of a “balloon” had her freaked out that she would actually pop the membranous bag and she was pretty sure people needed it for some reason. 
 
    As she had been explaining what she was doing, she used the exacto knife like a scalpel, opening up the flesh, then cutting through the intercostal muscles and going deeper until the blood began bubbling. Bubbling meant air! Nothing had popped!  
 
    Jillybean had been holding her breath and now she let it out as she grabbed the pen that she had taken from the drawer. It was a Bic with blue ink. She tore off the top, used the knife to wheedle out the ink tube and finally thumbed off the base, leaving the clear plastic hollow tube. This she pushed into the half-inch wide hole she had made until there came a long hiss of air from the tube. 
 
    Slowly, like a tire deflating, the air escaped from the pleural space. As it did, Jillybean taped the pen in place, using half a role of Scotch tape in the process.  
 
    Though she was still struggling for breath, Sadie was able to whisper: “Better.” 
 
    “Good,” Jillybean, answered without looking up. She was using the exacto knife to completely cut away Sadie’s blood-soaked shirt. The bullet had entered Sadie’s chest below her left breast. There was no exit wound which worried Jillybean because there was no telling where the bullet could have ended up. Chances are it was in the left superior lobe and that would mean an excellent prognosis. However it might have deflected off a rib bounced off a vertebra and headed south into the intestinal cavity. 
 
    Jillybean could kill Sadie simply by following a wound track like that. “First things first,” she said. Sadie needed to be stabilized. She needed oxygen and two large bore IVs started. Sadie needed an operating room and she still needed that miracle. Thankfully, Jillybean had a perfectly sound SUV parked only two fences away. Both of the fences were blasted into pieces as she drove the SUV straight into them. She stopped two feet from Sadie, not realizing that her right front tire was parked on the corpse of the man Sadie had shot. 
 
    Getting Sadie into the back of the SUV was a chore, but one that she could handle. The tough part was all the rest. Once she found a hospital, what were the chances that it had electricity in its plugs or light in its bulbs? How would she see? And how would she cauterize any bleeders? Surgery on lungs was a delicate thing. If any little bit of bone or metal was missed there would be problems. If one of the zillions of veins was left bleeding, Sadie could drown in her sleep. 
 
    “Think. Think,” she whispered to herself as she drove in search of a hospital. “How do you do this? I need light, so that means I need electricity. Okay, I need a generator. I’ll also need electrician’s tape, some tools, some portable lights…” She had a mental list going in her head when she saw the first hardware store. It was too small, just a mom and pop. She left it behind, knowing there’d be another. 
 
    “They’re a dime a dozen,” she told Sadie. “And that’s what means there’s lots of them, I think.” She wasn’t quite sure what dimes had to do with dozens. What she did know was that there were always a ton more hardware stores compared to hospitals. 
 
    Thankfully, she quickly found both. Sadie was fading by the time Jillybean got everything set up. The generator was turning out in the hall, powered by the gas siphoned from the SUV. In the operating room above the table were four work lights, the kind normally found in auto repair shops. Across from Jillybean were the three machines she had jerry-rigged to the generator. 
 
    The first was the ventilator that would breathe for Sadie during the surgery, an electrosurgical unit that would cauterize the many tiny bleeders, and the monitor which showed her Sadie’s pulse, blood pressure and O2 saturation rate.  
 
    “You can do this,” Sadie said, so breathy and quiet that it was hard to make out. “I trust you.” 
 
    Jillybean tried to smile as she said, “Thanks,” in a whisper that matched her sister’s. The little girl certainly didn’t trust herself. Cracking open a chest was magnitudes more difficult than stitching up a hunk of muscle or taking out an appendix, something the body didn’t really need anyway. Lungs were vital and peculiar and in truth, somewhat of a mystery. 
 
    With shaking hands, she stabbed the needle of Propofol into Sadie’s IV port. “Smile,” Sadie said. “I want to see you smile before I go under.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Jillybean said, forcing a smile that she didn’t feel. Going under had a cemetery feel that made her stomach want to heave.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    With its beeps and unnerving alarms, the monitor proved a useless distraction. She didn’t need it to keep an eye on Sadie’s heart. Her heart throbbed just inches from the razor edge of the scalpel.  
 
    That heart was much bigger than Jillybean expected. It was stronger, too and its rhythm was steady and so captivating that Jillybean found herself staring at times during the three-hour long surgery. It was a heart that refused to quit. 
 
    Like an infinite metronome, it beat and beat as Jillybean plucked out the bullet and the tiny pieces of rib. Sadie had needed a miracle and she found it. The bullet had banged off a rib, spun north traveling across the lung as opposed to going deep into it. This made for a hell of a lot of tiny sutures, but it also meant that the lung had stayed basically intact.  
 
    It could have been a thousand times worse. She stitched and stitched, yawning behind the way too big surgical mask. Nearly an hour and a half went by before she got the lung whole again. Then came the moment of truth when she took off the clamp holding the air flow back from the left main bronchus.  
 
    A grin swept her as the lung filled. “I did it,” she said, amazed. “Sadie, I did…never mind. I’ll tell you when you wake up.” The surgery was far from over. The pleura had to be sutured back together, save for a tiny spot around the drainage tube. It was weird to her that all her books called for a chest tube to remain in place for the first few weeks, but then again, there was a lot weird when it came to the human body. 
 
    There was really only one part of the surgery that perplexed Jillybean. The rib that had been shot had a ragged notch in it. She had absolutely no idea what to do about it and she didn’t have time to do any research or experiments on monsters. For a good five minutes after releasing the stainless steel rib spreader she stared at the notch. She was afraid to do something and more afraid to do nothing. 
 
    Would the rib become infected? Would it snap off if Sadie coughed too hard? Would it just grow back whole in a few months? 
 
    “Oh, for all darn it,” Jillybean mumbled. In the end, weariness decided things. She was too tired to try “something” and so she ended up leaving the rib untouched. Her exhaustion was such that even she thought her closing sutures were sloppy. 
 
    “That’s gonna leave a big scar.” She groaned and snipped out half of them. There had been a surgical staple gun among the other sterilized items in the prep room. Stapling someone shut had seemed too weird before. Now, she was all for it. In minutes the wound was closed better than she could have imagined. She held up  the stapler. “This is my kind of a gun.” She almost couldn’t wait to get another monster strapped to a table to really give the instrument a whirl. 
 
    Almost. She yawned and began cleaning Sadie, her eyes constantly on the girl’s bare torso checking to see whether the chest was rising evenly, or if there was any bulging or bleeding or anything. Sadie only slept. But she wouldn’t for long. Jillybean took her off the anesthesia meds and put her on a combination of morphine and fentanyl. 
 
    Then came another anxious wait and more anxious questions: would Sadie even wake up? Had she got enough oxygen during the long surgery or would she be a vegetable? Would all the stitches fail and her lung just empty its gelatinous self out into her insides? There were a lot of these types of crazy questions running through Jillybean’s mind. 
 
    Sadie slept for an hour and then without stirring anything but her eyelids, she looked at Jillybean. “Are you okay? Does it hurt? Can you breathe?” Of course, Sadie couldn’t answer any of these questions; she still had the ventilator down her throat. “Once for yes, twice for no,” Jillybean said. “Blinking, I mean. Are you in pain?” 
 
    One big blink. It staggered Jillybean, who feared that it meant that Sadie was dying. “Is it bad? Do you want some more meds? It’s just morphine, but I can get you something else. Anything you want.” 
 
    Sadie blinked four times in a row. “What?” Jillybean asked. “What does four…Oh, I asked to many questions, didn’t I?” One blink. “Do you want me to give you more pain meds?” Sadie closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. “Oh, you can move. Can you feel all your toes and whatever?” A tiny nod. “Hmm, that’s good. Really, everything looks pretty good.” She pointed at the monitor which was quieter now that the surgery was over. It booped every few seconds in a reassuring robotic voice.  
 
    “Can I get you anything?” A nod and then Sadie’s right hand began rubbing her stomach. “Are you hungry? No? Are you gonna get sick? No? Good cuz that would be gross. Are you…oh, are you cold?” 
 
    A nod without energy. Jillybean ran for a stack of blankets and proceeded to swaddle Sadie up like a newborn. She was asleep again before Jillybean was finished. Now came more anxiety on Jillybean’s part. She had a thousand things left to do. She needed to get to the Camry. It had cameras and food, monitors and dynamite, ANFO and the recipe to make big bombs out of it. 
 
    They were vulnerable in the hospital. The operating room was windowless, which was good, but the generator had a rumble to it that could be mistaken for nothing else. 
 
    But Jillybean couldn’t leave. If the generator conked out while she was gone, Sadie would die and if bad guys came looking for their friends and found Sadie, there was no telling what they would do to her.  
 
    The best Jillybean could do about the generator was to shut every door on that wing and pile boxes around it, creating a small igloo. This she draped with blankets until she realized that it restricted airflow; a certain way to kill the engine. She made two air flow holes in the mound of boxes and set a fan in front of one. 
 
    Next, she used what she had on hand to create tripwire alarms. Her first weapon was the glock she had picked up from one of the men she had killed. In half an hour, she had three Molotov cocktails and two preset flame traps. There was a surprising amount of flammable materials in the hospital including oxygen tanks which she was secretly dying to use as unguided rockets—but she was just too tired. 
 
    With the last of her energy, she pulled a second gurney into the operating room and slept next to her sister.  
 
    The next day she removed the ventilator, turned off the generator and moved them both into a birthing room on the fourth floor of the hospital. 
 
    The room was light and airy with a beautiful view of the sound. They spent two days there as Sadie recuperated. As always, Jillybean kept busy. When she wasn’t reading or exploring the hospital, she fetched the Camry, hid the SUV, built more bombs, scrounged for gas, went back after the guns that had been left behind in her gunfight with the bad guys and finally, she buried Spot. 
 
    She cried nonstop as she dug his grave and sniffled as she said the one prayer she knew, and when she turned back to the hospital a large part of her feelings for the man remained behind. There were some deaths that she couldn’t cling to. Spot had been a friend and a great companion and had died to save her and Sadie. She would remember him with a smile and not a tear. 
 
    “He was a good boy,” Jillybean said as she checked Sadie’s wound for the last time before they took off. The wound was a seven inch line of angry red, the sutures were puffy and there was a pinkish fluid coming from the chest tube. All of this was normal, even healthy under the circumstances. She had Sadie on some heavy duty antibiotics, infection wasn’t likely. 
 
    But that didn’t mean it was smart for her to travel. “There are some hospitals on Bainbridge. I know they just have an EMT and a fireman guy, but they won’t have to do much. Your body will do most of the work. Healing, I mean.” 
 
    “I can heal in the car,” Sadie said, her voice a husky whisper. “You need me. Even like this. Somebody has to run the drone.” 
 
    “What about Colton?” Jillybean asked, trying to sound light instead of anxious. “They have a real doctor there. Amember Doctor April? She’s a for real doctor, not like me. You could stay there safe and sound for a few weeks and we would swing by and pick you up on the way back.” 
 
    Sadie snorted. “Doctor April is only like a general, average doctor. She’s not a surgeon and I got to say that if there’s a problem, I wouldn’t trust her to open me up. At least not as much as I trust you. You’ve done it before. Besides, I told you that we are a team. Where you go, I go.” 
 
    Medically speaking, a road trip was a bad idea. There could be complications. There could be a risk to how well she healed, or so Jillybean assumed. There could be bandits and car chases and explosions, none of which were good for a person recovering from a gunshot wound. On the other hand, she would have her sister with her and that was worth all sorts of risks. “Okay, you can come, but I want to at least swing by Colton so that Doctor April can take a look at you.” 
 
    “It’ll be out of our way,” Sadie said with a shallow sigh. Every breath of hers was shallow. “Remember we’re supposed to be finding a safe way through and we know there are bandits near Colton. We should be steering clear. I think cutting south would be best.” 
 
    “We’ll be going to Colton,” Jillybean insisted. “Now, do you want the chair, or do you want to walk?” The answer was preordained. Sadie would walk as far as she could and then collapse into the chair, sweating and trembling. She made it forty feet this time. 
 
    It took them twenty-two minutes to get to the armored Camry and the sun was just setting behind the clouds as they began to let loose once again. It had rained every day, sometimes for hours at a time and sometimes for minutes. There were times when the rain was a curtain that couldn’t be seen through, and times when Jillybean thought she would drown just breathing. 
 
    For Jillybean it had been a dreary few days and she was glad to get moving again. 
 
    With Agnes the drone flying above them, they left the city of concrete and steel behind. It was slow going. The rain played havoc with the front camera if they went too fast, streaking it so badly that she would be forced to stop and clean it off. A steady twelve miles an hour was the best they could do as long as it lasted. 
 
    “Stupid rain,” Jillybean grumbled when she got back in the car after the fifth time she had been out to wipe off the lens. In the brief minute she had been out, she was soaked through to the bone. 
 
    “You’ll be missing it soon enough, I bet,” Sadie told her. “I love all this greenery, all these fantastic trees. It’s what I never liked about Colorado. So little grows there.” 
 
    Jillybean had to agree. The mountains of Colorado were covered in dull forests of dusty pine that all seemed to level off at the same height. The stale uniformity was boring, while the forests around Seattle were like something out of fairytale. As they drove through them, she kept expecting to see elves or sprites poking out from beneath the broad leaves of ferns or reclining on beds of velvet moss, or walking on branches that jutted out hundreds of feet in the air. 
 
    Even in the dark the forests were impressive and fantastic, and whenever they stopped and the rain wasn’t more than a drizzle, Jillybean would get out of the Camry and creep about. She wasn’t looking for elves; she had a pretty good idea that those were only make believe. She liked to walk under the heavy canopy because it made her feel whole and at peace. One with nature. 
 
    The Camry, a piece of machinery that she had helped to craft, was unnaturally dark and depressing. It was a man-made cave on wheels that smelled of fuel and dynamite. Sometimes in the glow of the monitors, it felt haunted.  
 
    The second and more powerful reason didn’t come to her until late that night when they were high up in the Cascades. They had stopped again. Sadie was slumped over, her eyes closed and her lips parted slightly. The combination of her body’s need to heal, the pain medicine she was on and the uneventful ride had knocked her out. 
 
    Jillybean took the drone controls from her slack hands and guided Agnes back down onto the roof hold, settling her down onto the weather protected stacks of dynamite and ANFO bombs. They kept only two of each inside of the Camry. Somehow, even sealed they had a sharp odor. 
 
    They had stopped near what looked like a path in the woods but what was actually a deer trail, complete with deer on it. Jillybean was just stepping over a puddle when she spied the tracks: one set big, and another little. Mommy and baby, she thought. They were fresh. The rain was only just then degrading them. Jillybean’s head snapped up and there in the dark, not forty paces away were the two deer just as she had imagined them: a beautiful wide-eyed doe and a speckled fawn 
 
    Without hesitation, the little girl sprinted right for them. It wasn’t an instinctual act, it was what Sadie would have done. With a laugh, she would have tested her speed against the best of nature.  
 
    Luckily for Jillybean, they turned and fled. In seconds, they had disappeared into the rain and the only evidence that they had ever existed at all was the pounding of their hooves and the tracks they left behind. For a full thirty seconds, the tiny girl sprinted after those tracks. She ran until her lungs were on fire. 
 
    Unlike Sadie would have, Jillybean didn’t smile as her feet slowed. She stopped next to some giant of a tree that had such a thick canopy that it acted the part of an umbrella keeping the rain from her already wet shoulders. Glancing back towards the road and the Camry, she estimated the distance. “Two hundred yards. That’s what means pathetic. I think I need a stopwatch.” 
 
    She blamed herself for what had happened to Sadie. She’d been too slow and she had lacked the stamina to escape.  
 
    Ever since she had made it back to Estes, she had let her physical training lapse. It had been a mistake and one that Sadie had paid for. “Not again,” Jillybean said before taking a deep breath and racing off further into the forest, pushing herself to her limit for another half minute. 
 
    With short breaks in between sprints, she ran a total of half a mile. Knowing that she couldn’t accomplish her goals in a day, she walked back to the car to find Sadie awake and watching for her. “You couldn’t wait for a bathroom?” Sadie asked, her smile back in place. “Speaking of which, I’m going to need a full service forest here pretty soon.” Within an hour, the joke became reality. 
 
    Jillybean ran twice more that night and when they eased down the eastern slope of the Cascades with a new sunrise putting a hard glare on the front camera, and the zombie-infested town of Wenatchee at their feet, she didn’t search for a place to sleep right away. Instead she looked for a sporting goods store. She didn’t find one and had to settle on another trip into Walmart, where she picked up kid-sized running shoes, a soft sweatsuit and a stopwatch. 
 
    She also got a surprise for Sadie: stretchy black jeans, a black t-shirt with a death’s head emblazoned on the front, a short leather jacket, black as well, and finally black Converse high-tops, size seven. Sadie was bleary-eyed and exhausted but still managed to smile. “Nice Chucks,” she whispered and then coughed without strength. 
 
    Alarmed, Jillybean pulled the stethoscope from the useless rearview mirror and listened to Sadie’s lungs. There was a little more fluid buildup, but it wasn’t bad. “These aren’t Chuck’s, they’re Converse sneakers like you wear. And these are for because you don’t have to wear hospital clothes anymore. Unless you want to. If you do, we can pick up some fresh ones in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jillybean planned on staying at The Central Washington Hospital for the day. It wouldn’t be as comfortable as the Econolodge, but it had everything she would need in case there was a medical emergency. Sadie was too tired to argue. After a last sweep of the zombie-filled streets, she landed Agnes and proceeded to slump over. 
 
    The hospital was small and the beds not particularly comfortable and yet, they both slept for so long that the sun was once again on the edge of the horizon, this time to the west, before they were ready to leave. Jillybean actually took longer than Sadie since she wanted to get in some wind-sprints before they left. 
 
    Using the mostly empty parking lot, she marked off a hundred yard stretch and proceeded to race back and forth, her little legs pumping for all they were worth. A few monsters saw her and joined in the chase. Like so many of them, they were huge, tremendous fiends. They made the short runs far more interesting.  
 
    When she felt she was just about done in, she took them on a long run around the hospital, losing them easily on the other side. There was a fine sheen of sweat on her face when she made it back to Sadie who was sitting in a wheelchair, just inside. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t notice what was just to their right until Sadie gestured to the pharmacy with its overturned shelves. Its floors were covered in what looked like a hailstorm of white pills. “This reminds me,” Sadie said. “Have you been taking the medicine Dr. Danahy gave you? I mean you look great and I haven’t heard you talking to yourself or whispering or anything.” 
 
    The truth was that Jillybean hadn’t taken her medicine for six days. There wasn’t a molecule of it left in her system, but somehow she hadn’t had any ill-effects since the moment a bloody Sadie had cracked an eye in that overgrown yard back in Seattle. 
 
    It was somewhat of a miracle that Jillybean felt as good as she did and there was no reason whatsoever for her to feel guilty about it and yet she did. “Yeah, every day,” she lied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    For some reason the guilt over lying to Sadie ate at Jillybean’s guts as she drove into the empty, dried-out bowl that was central Washington and the Columbia Basin. In many respects, it was as bleak as any desert and it did nothing to help with her guilty conscience. 
 
    She had never lied to Sadie before and she hated herself for lying now. But she had a reason: what if Sadie made her take her pills again? And what if they messed up whatever beautiful balance her mind had come up with? Jillybean had been wonderfully whisper free for the last few days and she wasn’t about to risk ruining that with some pills. 
 
    They had worked before, that was true, but she told herself that she didn’t need them now. She was better in every way, except for that pesky guilt.  
 
    The only time she had any refuge from the guilt was when Sadie slept and Jillybean was able to leave the Camry and run back and forth along the lonely stretch of road they had been driving on. For hours, I-28 heading east had been nothing but empty blacktop. It had been empty of monsters and cars, that is, but not empty of hazards. 
 
    Every few miles, the road would simply just disappear and in its place would be a gaping hole or a swollen river or a canyon a hundred yards wide. Jillybean found a way around each of these obstacles, only once getting the Camry stuck in the soft, dark dirt that made up the land. It was perfect for growing potatoes in but not so good for trying to drive heavily laden cars through.  
 
    The Camry’s front tires spun and spun, slowly digging themselves twin ruts. She tried rocking the car and reversing it, and putting it in the lowest gear possible but only ended up getting stuck worse. She wasn’t stuck for long. Her mind solved that puzzle in seconds; enacting the solution took much longer. 
 
    It involved a trek across the dirt to a farmhouse that sat crooked on its foundation a half mile away. She went in with her .25 sitting in the pocket of the black jacket that Sadie had given her back in Bainbridge—the house was as empty as the road had been. From a dozen clues, she knew it even before she took one step inside, just as she knew it would have everything she would need to get the Camry free: shovel, wheelbarrow, carpet and a utility knife. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Jillybean wore an odd smile as she worked. The smile was as crooked as the house had been. Even though this was a perfect opportunity for the goth girl to be sleeping, Sadie sat half in and half out of the car watching her, not saying a word. The force of those dark eyes on Jillybean had the guilt ramping up and she was just sure Sadie was going to ask for the bottle of Zyprexa and she was sure Sadie would count the little pills. Then she would see the truth. 
 
    But Sadie only watched Jillybean work, cutting strips of the ugly burgundy carpets and laying them down on the dark earth. Just when Jillybean thought she was going to get away with the lie, Sadie said, “I need my pills.” 
 
    The dark and the whispered words and the guilt in her twisted the simple meaning of the words. “My pills?” Jillybean asked. “W-why would you need my pills?” The smile on Jillybean’s face was so tight that her cheeks were beginning to hurt.  
 
    “What? I don’t want your pills. I want my pills. My chest, it’s hurting and it’s been long enough, right? I took my last dose at six.” 
 
    “Yes, right, those pills. Yeah, it’s time. I’ll get them for you.” She rushed back into the car and got to the medbag before Sadie could. She opened it with her back to her sister, but Sadie was in too much pain to notice the odd behavior. “Here you go,” Jillybean held out two pills, the bag behind her back in a childish attempt to hide it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Sadie said and laid back in her seat, which was at full recline.  
 
    Jillybean went back to work on the carpet, cutting it slowly, being overly precise when little precision was needed. Every few minutes she would sneak to the side of the car and peek her head around to see if the pills had knocked Sadie out as they usually did. 
 
    Her pain must have been great since it took thirty-five minutes for her to finally fall asleep. To be safe, Jillybean waited another five minutes before she grabbed the Zyprexa and the bottle of aspirin from her medbag and slipped out into the night. Under a moon that had been slowly draining away night after night, she dumped the Zyprexa onto the earth and counted out sixteen aspirin to take their place. 
 
    She kicked dirt over the fallen pills, put away the medbag, and then went limp with relief. “I’m not crazy no more,” she declared. So why the guilt, she wondered. “Am I supposed to be crazy? Am I only me if I am crazy? Maybe the others won’t recognize me without it. That would be stra…” 
 
    She stopped suddenly, realizing that she was talking to herself. That was the very definition of crazy. “But at least no one talked back.” 
 
    “Did you say something, Jillybean?” 
 
    It was Sadie speaking in a slurred whisper, but that didn’t stop Jillybean’s heart from seizing momentarily as she jumped in shock. “No…no, I was just, uh doing math. You know to figure out coefficients concerning the parameters of the, uh of the car’s weight versus the friction caused by the earth and the…” 
 
    “That’s good,” Sadie interrupted. “Just try to keep it down.” 
 
    Jillybean clamped her lips shut and finished her work in a dogged silence. She was determined not to be crazy in any way.  
 
    The car was free and back on the road minutes later. Sadie slept through it. She was so pale and still that Jillybean tried to take her pulse, but Sadie thought she was trying to hold her hand and grabbed Jillybean’s hand in hers and went back to sleep. 
 
    Slowly, the girl extricated her hand and then pulled the drone’s controller from beneath Sadie’s bottom. It was tricky running the drone five hundred feet above their heads while at the same time as driving the windowless Camry. It kept her eyes moving and her hands busy—she forgot all about being crazy, while Sadie faded into the shadows of her periphery. 
 
    She drove for five hours like this, stopping only to change out the batteries in the drone and to run sprints up and down the road which was still empty. In fact the land around them was so desolate that it felt to Jillybean as though she was traveling on a foreign planet. 
 
    It got so bad that when she saw the first monster of the night, a ragged, naked beast that, with its great shaggy-haired head, seemed half as large as the Camry, she actually grinned at the monitor. If she hadn’t long before disconnected the car’s horn, she would have tooted it as if to say “hello.” 
 
    “What is it?” Sadie asked, coming alive from the shadows next to her. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Two miles outside Sprague.” 
 
    A soft, weak yawn escaped her. “Sprague? I never heard of it.” She took up the map which Jillybean kept near at hand. It was neatly folded and carefully annotated in Jillybean’s childish scrawl. Sadie squinted down at the tiny dot that represented Sprague. “It looks like no one else has ever heard of it either.” 
 
    It had a pre-apocalypse population of just over four hundred people. Now, the only living things in Sprague beyond the rats, the cats that fed on the rats and a family of badgers, were twenty-two monsters of the hanger-on types. They were brain dead like all the rest and yet they hung around their old neighborhoods, haunting them like living ghosts. 
 
    With the windows covered in metal, most monsters tended to ignore the Camry, but the Sprague creatures came toddling out into the road. Even for monsters they seemed bored, and Jillybean let them congregate as she coasted along looking for a good place to stay for the day. It would be sunrise soon and she wanted to be undercover. 
 
    “What about that place?” Sadie asked. On the corner of the main strip was a rambling two-story brick home with a wraparound porch and two extensions that had been built on to the main structure at different times in its history. It was the type of home that Jillybean loved to explore. It was practically a guarantee that it wouldn’t have the usual living room, sitting room, dining room configuration. There would be odd staircases that creaked and turned on themselves. And there would be rooms beyond rooms, little cubbies, a hidden sewing room, and perhaps a secret door or two. 
 
    As much as she wanted to explore it, she sighed and shook her head. “Nah. It doesn’t have a chimney and you need a bath. I’m a little too tired to build an improvised fireplace. Asides, places without chimneys don’t have any firewood all cut up and ready, not usually, anyway.” 
 
    Sadie gave her left armpit a sniff. “Maybe you’re right. It has been a few days since I’ve seen soap. It’ll be okay with my stitches?” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t know if regular bathwater would hurt them at all. She guessed that as long as the chest tube didn’t get water down it, that a bath wouldn’t hurt her. “Sure, I guess.”  
 
    “You guess? Well, that’s certainly reassuring.” 
 
    “You’re on antibiotics. What could happen? Hey, look at that place. It’s got its own whatchamacallit? A rain catcher? A Cistern? Is that a word? Or…whoa, look at him.” 
 
    The home had a wraparound porch and standing beneath it was another of the beasts, but this one was so peculiar that Jillybean had to see it with her own eyes instead of viewing it through the monitor. She cracked the door and stared.  
 
    It had been an old man in the before but now it wasn’t. Certainly it was still old, but where before he’d had withered arms and a sunken chest and a back that had been bent by the weight of eighty winters, now he was tall again and barrel-chested. His flesh was as grey as a wasps nest, but his hair was a fantastic explosion of pure silver. It rippled from his head in waves and was as long as any girl’s. 
 
    Sadie leaned across the console to get a look. “Maybe we should find another place. He looks like the kind of guy who used to yell at kids for walking on his grass. I bet he eats them now.” Jillybean agreed that they should go and yet she didn’t shut the door and neither of them moved. 
 
    “Look at him,” Jillybean said as if there was anything else of interest. “He’s so strong-looking even though he’s so old. Do you think the monsters will live forever?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re the genius. I should be asking you.” The monster came to the edge of the porch and toppled right off, landing on its face. Sadie snorted soft laughter saying: “I guess that answers the question.” 
 
    It didn’t as far as Jillybean was concerned. She started visualizing more experiments. How tough would it be for her to find out this silver-haired beast’s name and age? Not very. From there she could set up a proper laboratory condition in which she could sustain…a yawn, complete with dripping eyes, ended the train of thought. She was suddenly too tired to do anything but find a place and fall into bed. 
 
    They found a home that wasn’t far away that was perfect for what they needed. Perfect except for the old bloodstains splattered on the kitchen walls and the jumble of bones in the master bedroom closet. Jillybean shut the door on that ugly scene and settled Sadie into the big bed, tucking her in. 
 
    “Did you take your pill?” she asked, Jillybean. 
 
    “I got it right here,” Jillybean answered, taking an aspirin and swallowing it. She drew the curtains against the building morning light and went to the other side of the bed. It was the “dad” side, but she didn’t care. Sleep took her quickly. In her dream, she went to the closet where there was a rasping noise. It sounded like one of the beasts, but the little girl went to the door regardless. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Help.” That wasn’t a monster. It was a human with a soft voice, one that she recognized. 
 
    “Sadie? What are you doing in…” She stopped with her hand on the knob as a thought suddenly struck her: if this was Sadie, who was in her bed? When she looked back, the bed was far away and cast in shadows. It was empty except for those shadows. Quickly, she pulled her hand away from the knob. She didn’t want to know what was on the other side of the door. 
 
    Fear struck her like a knife to the guts, and in slow motion she turned to run. The carpet turned to a beige colored bog sucking her feet down until she was fighting each step. When she looked back, the closet door was opening and in the dark was… 
 
    Jillybean sat up, her heart ripping in her chest, her face covered in sweat. Next to her Sadie was sleeping, her breath the same soft rasp she had heard in her dream. “Just a dream. That’s all it was.” She looked at her watch. Hello Kitty had both paws merged above her head. It was noon. Jillybean tried to calculate how much sleep she had gotten and couldn’t come up with a number. She only knew that she hadn’t had enough. 
 
    She laid back down and tried to force sleep to come. All she accomplished was wasting an hour. Deciding that a bath would help, she went out to the backyard where, off in the distance was a pond. It, along with the jutting finger of a chimney, was why she had chosen the place, and she was just setting her mind turning trying to come up with a way to get a bathtub’s worth of water up the hill, when she tripped over something in the grass. 
 
    Like an endless snake, a yellow garden hose sat among the overgrown weeds. She followed it all the way to a hand pump embedded in the earth. “Perfect!” 
 
    After poking around, she found enough hose to circle the house if she had wanted. She also discovered a cord of wood stacked against a shed. Along with the wood she found about a zillion spiders including what she suspected was a black widow, though it might have been just a really big and ugly normal spider. 
 
    She didn’t take any chances and chose logs from the opposite end of the run. It wasn’t long before she had a good fire going, and washed-off rocks sizzling in pans above it and was pumping water into a second floor bathroom. The hose had holes all up and down its length that made little fountains as she pumped. She didn’t care.  
 
    The end result, a long, hot bath was all that what mattered. Only when she was pruney to what she felt like was a dangerous degree did she get out and dry herself with stale smelling towels. Next, she prepared Sadie’s bath, though she suspected the water wouldn’t be used for an hour or two. 
 
    She was wrong. Sadie was waiting for her in the living room, sitting next to the fire in a rocker. “Are we having boiled rocks for dinner?” She raised a weak hand towards the flame where she was heating up more rocks. “How do you know when they’re done?” 
 
    “They’re not for dinner, silly. I picked up some potatoes last night and I was going to roast them. And we still have some soup. But first you gotta have a bath. I’ll get everything ready.” 
 
    “Hold on. The fire is a little smokey, don’t you think? Aren’t you worried about bad guys?” 
 
    She really wasn’t. This was her second time through the badlands of Washington State. It seemed as if humanity had ceased to exist in this part of the country. “Not really. If you had seen the bunch of nothingness we drove through last night, you wouldn’t be too worried either.” She gave Sadie a smile suggesting everything would be fine, however when she went outside to work the pump, she cast a nervous glance up at the chimney where a feather of black smoke rose to a height of about eighty feet before it simply disappeared. 
 
    A growl crept out of her throat. Eighty feet wasn’t very high, still in a barren land such as this it caught the eye. “It should be fine for a few more minutes,” she told herself and began working the pump up and down until she saw the water coming up in tiny fountains along the hose’s length.  
 
    Sadie was sitting on the toilet, breathing heavily from her exertion, when Jillybean came up with the fire-heated rocks. The older girl had climbed a dozen steps and had taken off her pants; it was a lot for her to do on her own. 
 
    Jillybean inspected the incision site, thinking that the wound wasn’t healing at quite the pace she had hoped for. “There’s not much progress and that’s what means we need to see Doctor April.” 
 
    “I said we would go,” Sadie groused. “I’m just not staying, so don’t bother asking or trying to guilt me. You need me, Jillybean.” 
 
    “I need you alive.” 
 
    Sadie found the energy to lift her right shoulder in a half-shrug. “Alive or dead, you still need me. And I need you, too. Mostly because I can’t reach down far enough to take off my own pants. Maybe it’s too early for jeans.” 
 
    “Are you saying you want a dress?” Jillybean asked, not hiding her look of shock. “You must be worser off than I thought.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but yeah, I think a dress would be smart. The jeans were sweet of you. I just can’t breathe in them.” Jillybean started heading for the door however Sadie stopped her. “Nothing pink, you got it?” 
 
    Three doors down, Jillybean found a yellow sundress in a size eight; Sadie wore a zero, so the dress floated on her. Sadie couldn’t summon the energy to complain. She only lifted a dark eyebrow. “It’ll do. Who’s going to see me but you, right?” Jillybean thought that a lot of people would. She had their drive for the night already planned out and she figured they would make it to Colton by daybreak. 
 
    It certainly seemed like they would as the first part of their trip went by quickly. Sadie was awake and though she wasn’t all that energetic, she was able to work the controls for Agnes. Her camera showed nothing but dull empty land, allowing Jillybean to pick up speed. They crossed to the other side of the basin in record time. 
 
    Then Sadie began to fade. Soon, Jillybean was running both the controls for the drone and for the Camry, something that had been difficult to do in the relatively civilized Cascade Mountains. Now they were in a new range and the road she chose was narrow, twisting, and far more dangerous. She knew there were bandits in these mountains, but she didn’t know where. 
 
    The thermal image was a fine device, however she discovered that it had its limitations; it couldn’t see through walls or even into cars. She hadn’t gone far into the rugged hills, just east of the Idaho border, when she came to the tiny village of Helmer. She knew its name because there was a sign on the road and had this been before the apocalypse and her daddy was driving, they would have been through the town in a blink. 
 
    At twelve miles an hour, she had plenty of time to see the couple of dozen homes and the Helmer Store & Cafe which was all there was to the town. She even had time to see the road blocked by a stack of cars. This was nothing new; many towns had tried to erect something in the face of the monsters. This one had a well worn path just to the right. 
 
    From above, she saw that it ran through a hundred yard strip of forest and then back to the road. She was extra cautious and moved along at half the pace she had been and yet, because of the armor and the grainy view from her monitors, she didn’t see the run of sturdy twine stretched across the path. If she had, it would have been a surprise to her that it ran, not to some elaborate trap, but to a heavy church bell that had been set up in the trees. 
 
    Its toll was loud. The sound struck the armor of the Camry and Jillybean felt it through the steering wheel. It made her wonder if this was what a submarine captain felt like when his ship was pinged with sonar. And just like one, Jillybean was virtually blind and had to rely on outside sources. 
 
    She hit the brake hard enough to wake Sadie. “I thought I heard a bell,” she mumbled. “Are we in Colton already?” 
 
    “No,” Jillybean said, her eyes going to each of the monitors in turn and then to Agnes’ feed. The screens showed nothing out of the ordinary. She sent the drone higher—still nothing around them but empty forest and a few farms beyond that. “Someone set up a bell, like an alarm, I guess. Keep an eye on Agnes, will you?” 
 
    Sadie took the controls and the iPad, while Jillybean locked her eyes on the screens, unsure of herself. Once they were through the forest, the road would open up and then they’d be safe and yet, if there were traps at all, they’d be hidden somewhere in the forest and not after. 
 
    The smart thing to do would be to back up and go around Helmer completely. Jillybean was just checking her rear monitor when Sadie said, “I got lights behind us on that road! It’s a truck!” She showed Jillybean the iPad. The vehicle had pulled out from one of the worn down homes set back from the side of the road. It was seventy yards away and moving slowly towards them, as if the driver was unsure of committing to an attack. 
 
    The obvious thing to do was to barrel ahead and get back to the main road. It was so obvious that Jillybean wasn’t keen to do it. “Anything ahead of us?” 
 
    There was a three second delay before Sadie got Agnes positioned correctly to spy ahead. “Nobody on the road, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    It was. A clear road ahead was good; still she didn’t rush forward. The armor around the Camry allowed her the peace of mind to think, not that it took much thinking to see that the real danger lay ahead. It’s where the trap would be. 
 
    If it was a bomb, it would be a low-yield, fragmentation bomb like the one that had taken out Hank the Humvee. But more than likely there would be spikes set in the road or a log or something set on a wire that would fall and block their path. One way or the other, the bandits would be looking to get the contents of the car intact with a minimum of bloodshed. 
 
    “Because they’ll want to do stuff to us,” Jillybean said, her mind flashing to that night in the trader’s truck. With just that one image, her stomach began to ache as if she had been punched low down in the belly…very low down.  
 
    “Hold it together, Jilly,” Sadie warned. “You still have options.” She did, but they weren’t many. Going back had never been an option and that left going forward or abandoning the Camry…and Sadie altogether, something she wouldn’t ever do. And that left what? Taking out the obstacle in front. Simple. She hoped it was a bomb. Even though she had plenty of them, it gave her a bit of a twisted thrill to be able to use one of the bad guys bombs against them. 
 
    Before she could check out what lay ahead, she had to slow down the truck coming up behind them. Taking up one of her smoke bombs, she lit it and tossed it behind the Camry. In seconds, it was as if one of the Seattle clouds had descended on the forest, masking everything in grey. Jillybean ran forward, a flashlight in her hand, her eyes going back and forth, scanning for the trap. 
 
    She figured that it would be subtly hidden; a wire, or some leaves mounded across the road; something small. Instead she got a tarp twenty feet long and fourteen feet wide. It had been painted to match the dirt road and was so well done, that in the dark she walked right onto it. 
 
    It sagged inward with her fifty-five pounds and hurriedly she jumped back. It wasn’t a subtle trap at all. It was an immense one, designed to swallow an entire vehicle. She pulled back one edge of the tarp and saw a sharply dug pit, too sharp for a person to climb out of. 
 
    The trap was well designed and Jillybean couldn’t see a way around it, not with the thirty or so seconds that she had left before the truck came. “I’ll have to use my bombs,” she said, not at all feeling the slightest bit of elation that sometimes came with the idea of blowing things up. 
 
    In this instance, the bombs were a weapon of last resort.  
 
    Over the last few days, she had been so busy trying to save Sadie that she had done nothing to modify the Camry. It had no offensive capabilities whatsoever. Even the drones were useless as they were currently configured. 
 
    If she wanted to use the bombs, she would have to throw them. Unfortunately, they weighed four pounds apiece—she couldn’t throw them beyond their blast radius. They would be as deadly to her as to her enemies.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
     The smoke had become so thick, so quickly, that Jillybean almost blundered into the Camry. It was a dull, mottled grey hunk of metal sitting in a cloud of billowing grey and only its symmetry in the midst of the chaos kept her from barking her shin on the jutting, armored bumper. 
 
    Beyond the car, the rumble of the truck’s engine was very close. Its headlights were beginning to burn through the smoke making them look like dragon eyes. She wanted to run from them, but there was still Sadie to worry about. With her heart speeding in her chest, she scurried around the side of the car and climbed in, making sure to lock her door once she was inside. “They dug a huge hole up ahead. Right about there,” she said, jabbing a finger at the iPad in Sadie’s hands. “Is there anyway around?” There wouldn’t be, of course. It was a trap and what good would it be if someone could just putter right around it? 
 
    They both stared in vain at the iPad until Sadie said, “Run. You gotta run away. They won’t want me when they see how injured I am. They’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    “I have the bombs…” 
 
    “No!” The sharp word had Sadie coughing lightly and it was in a whisper, probably the most she could handle, that she went on. “No, I’ve seen them. You made them too powerful and too heavy. You’ll probably blow us up along with them. No, you have to go, before it’s too late.” 
 
    Running away really was the best plan; it might have been the only plan with any chance of success. Jillybean saw it clearly: she would take off through the smoke and hide out on the fringes of the little town, using Agnes to keep out of reach of the bad guys. Then, when things died down a bit, she would double back to save Sadie. There was only one major flaw with her plan: What if they just killed Sadie out of hand? Or what if they decided to rape her regardless of her terrible wound? 
 
    Sadie looked worn and haggard from the pain, not even close to her usual, pretty self, but since when did that ever matter to the vile thugs who preyed on women? If someone would rape a scrawny seven-year-old, there was no telling what people were capable of. 
 
    Because of her wound, if Sadie were raped, she would die. If she were thrown out of the Camry and left to fend for herself, she would die. It was as simple as that and Jillybean had already decided that she would rather die herself than see anything happen to her sister. “I’m staying with you and we’ll, uh, we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “No!” Sadie snapped. She tried to push Jillybean out of the Camry, but was so weak and Jillybean so distracted that the little girl barely felt the hand on her arm. “Go,” she tried again, using all the strength left to her. “Get out of here.” 
 
    Jillybean held her back, easily. She had one part of her mind on the image coming from Agnes’ thermal video feed, while the other was mentally inventorying what she had at her disposal to work with: her standard set of tools, a roll of fourteen gauge wire, six double A’s, four C batteries, the extra drones, her clothes and some cans of Dinty Moore soup.  
 
    And, of course my bombs and a couple of handguns. That was about it. As dismaying as that was, she felt a sudden calm take hold. That had been her own voice talking in her own head, which for her, in a situation like this, felt sort of new and old at the same time. 
 
    With the stress of rape and death hanging over her head, this was the perfect time for her boundless crazy to come roaring back and ruin every chance at escape, but it didn’t. She was finally, finally sane. Just in time to die. 
 
    Her clear thinking mind saw the truth: her bombs and guns were just about useless in this situation. The only time she was any good with a gun was when she had the element of surprise on her side, and there’d be no surprise, now. And the bombs…she blew out in disgust at the thought of them. In this case, bigger was definitely not better. She had let her lust, her hunger for explosions, get in the way of practicality. 
 
    None of what she had in the Camry would be any good facing off against these sorts of men. The guns and the bombs weren’t even good as a threat. Who would be afraid of a young woman who was only a hard sneeze away from death and a little girl who everyone knew was crazy? 
 
    A smile, perhaps a seemingly insane one judging by Sadie’s sudden look of alarm, slid up the corners of Jillybean’s mouth. “The answer is in the question,” she whispered, realizing she had the ingredients for an escape. “Everyone should be afraid of a crazy girl.”  
 
    The words had just left her mouth when the Camry was jolted from behind. The monitor showed a truck’s grill and little else. “Damn it,” Sadie said, listlessly. “They’re getting out of the truck. So? Do I need to say it? Being crazy is not a plan. Even when you were a little, you know?” She stuck out her hand and rocked it back and forth. “You always had a plan.” 
 
    “Not this time,” she said and picked up one of the bombs, weighing it in her palm. It was made up of three sticks of dynamite, a blasting cap and a radio detonator all taped together. In the cupholder was what looked like a small radio with a stubby trigger jutting from its side. The trigger sat beneath a lid of plastic that was hinged on top. She armed the bomb and then set the controller to standby. 
 
    “I’d be crazy to use this,” Jillybean said, “but if they don’t leave, I’d be crazy not to.” 
 
    Sadie looked at her slant-eyed and confused. “So, what does that mean? Are you going to use it, or not?” 
 
    Jillybean shrugged. “If I do, we’ll all be vaporized. That’s what means all our little molecules will just come unglued from each other and we’ll shoot all over the place. It probably won’t hurt all that much, ‘cept for like a second. Which isn’t bad if you ask…”  
 
    The truck thudded into them again and a muffled voice came through the armor. “Get the fuck out of there!” Their eyes went to the iPad, which showed the ghostly grey figures of seven men crouched around the Camry, guns pointed. 
 
    “We could just sit here,” Sadie suggested. “This thing is pretty sturdy, the armor, I mean. It’s bulletproof, right? We’d be like a turtle safe in our shell.” 
 
    “They’d just push us into the ditch or smoke us out. Speaking of which, we should move forward to get out of the smoke so they can see better. Yes, I want them to see better. What good is a threat if they don’t see the threat as all that threatening? It’ll be okay, Sadie. Try not to worry.”  
 
    Jillybean had no idea if her plan would be okay at all, however her head was clear of voices and her mind was clicking along, running down possibilities: If I say this, then they will say that. If I do, this they will respond like so. Like a chess master, she was seeing a dozen moves into the future. 
 
    Her opening gambit was as simple as queen’s pawn to E4, she started the Camry slowly rolling forward. Her opponent’s response, as expected, was to keep pace, men on both sides and the truck crawling up behind, blocking all retreat. They guessed that she would hit the lip of the pit and stop. Instead, she stopped just shy of it. 
 
    They were out of the clouds generated by her smoke bomb and Jillybean could see the knowing smiles on the men’s faces turn sour as she stopped. They would be wondering how she knew about the pit and there would be the first inkling of worry running through them. 
 
    Jillybean paused, letting their thoughts run as far as they could. They were eyeing the armored car now, seeing it clearly for the first time, and the seed of worry grew. Who could make such a car? Someone who’d been around the block a time or two, probably. Someone who had faced his share of bandits and had lived. The worry seeds sprouted thin, spidery roots.  
 
    “I said, get the fuck out!” There was a thumping on the side of the car. “Get your asses out, but nice and slow. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Bring Agnes down,” Jillybean commanded. “Let them know we’ve been watching them.” There was a small chance they would shoot the drone out of the sky, however bullets were too valuable to be wasted and, with their prey supposedly trapped, Jillybean guessed they wouldn’t see the advantage in taking out the drone. She was right. 
 
    When the drone descended to twenty feet and the propellers sounded like a thousand angry bees, she and Sadie had a great view of seven up-turned faces. Sadie then sped Agnes away and Jillybean could sense the doubt grow. Who was running the drone? Were there other cars out there? Have we bitten off more than we can chew? 
 
    They were getting worked up, but once they saw little Jillybean and sickly Sadie they would relax. They would smile. There would be jokes and they would elbow each other, perhaps whispering, “Dibs.” They might even try some sweet playacting to make it seem like being a sex slave wasn’t all that bad. They did that sometimes; to assuage their own guilt, Jillybean guessed. 
 
    Then they would see the bomb. 
 
    Before opening the door, Jillybean took a deep breath and let it out in a shaky blow. It was one thing to envision the scenarios in her head, it was another to step out into a dark night with a half dozen guns pointing her way.  
 
    When the long breath was expelled, she cracked the door by an inch. She could see the men on her side of the car suddenly flinch behind their guns. 
 
    “Slowly, slowly,” one of them chanted. “Open that door slowly and no one will get hurt. There you go. Shit. It’s a girl.” 
 
    She guessed that they were all staring at her, but had no idea. Piercing flashlights blinded her—and that was okay. It was important that they see her and what she carried. It didn’t take long before the lights were on the dynamite sitting in her open palm. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked the man who had told her to go slowly. She could see him now and although she had been a surprise to him, he was pretty much as she had expected. As with so many of the slavers hunting the wild lands, he was part animal in appearance; shaggy and filthy. A cigarette dangled between his lips and it was Jillybean’s fervent wish that it would light his beard on fire. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to put that down,” he said, his tone very soft. He spoke as if he thought the volume of his voice could set off the bomb in her hand. The bandit, so close to the dynamite that he could smell it, was afraid and that was good.  
 
    Move, countermove. His was a wasted move. “Why should I?” she asked. “The bomb is just as deadly on the ground as it is in my hand. It could kill us all in a blink, but really, it’s not the important part, you know. This is.” She held out the detonator. “You shoulda asked me to put this on the ground.” 
 
    He tried to smile around his cigarette, but it was more of a grimace and only showed his yellowed teeth without making him seem any more friendly. “Yeah, okay. Why don’t you put that down, too?” 
 
    The completely expected response on his part further calmed the little girl and when she grinned it was only partly an act. “I don’t think so, Mister…you never told me your name.” 
 
    “My name isn’t important. What is important is that you put down that fucking bomb, right this second.” He had partially lowered the gun in his right hand, but now he raised it up, aiming at her face. They were six feet apart; there was no way he could miss. She wasn’t worried. This bluster on his part was only a diversion. He wanted her alive, and wasn’t she “just” a little girl? Shouldn’t she be easily cowed by his size and menacing air? 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “Your name is not important. What’s important is my name. Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    He squinted at her, twitched the cigarette to the side of his mouth and said: “No. Should I?”  
 
    She was momentarily taken back. So far on this trip she hadn’t been able to walk ten feet without people guessing right away who and what she was. “You really don’t know me? What about her?” She pointed in at Sadie who was sitting in the passenger seat of the Camry, her face white as a ghost’s, a Sig Sauer pointed out at the bandit. 
 
    He looked in, his eyes roving around at the cramped and cluttered vehicle. “What are you talking about? How on earth am I supposed to know…” 
 
    One of his men interrupted him. “I know her. I just can’t believe it. You’re Jillybean, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I was getting nervous there for a second.” Her plan depended on her name being known. It was the only way she would have the upper hand. 
 
    “Did you really blow up the River King’s bridge?” another asked. He was just a shadow of a man behind his glowing flashlight. “I heard two stories. Some people say it was a spec op guy and some say that it was you.” 
 
    “Well, we both kinda tried to. And he wasn’t a spec op guy, he’s a ranger. His name is Captain Grey and he didn’t blow up the bridge. He tried to hold it hostage, but the River King had a second bridge, so that was out. So, I blowded it up with all this C4. There was mounds and mounds of it, like two-hundred pounds of it. You know why I blowded it up?” The shadow of a man’s shadowy head went back and forth. “Because the River King threatened people that I loved. Kinda like what you guys are doing right now.” 
 
    The first man she had been talking to; the leader, Jillybean guessed, said, “What are you talking about? We’re not threatening anyone but you, Jillybean. If you don’t put down that fucking bomb, you’re going to force us to shoot you. You don’t want that, do you? You don’t want us to splatter your brains all over the place.” 
 
    “No, uh-uh, I don’t, but they don’t seem to care,” she said in a whisper, tapping the side of her head with the detonator. “They’re listening. They’re always listening.” 
 
    “Who?” the man asked. His eyes first shifted around at the forest and then he bent to glance into the Camry at Sadie. “Who’s listening? Do you have friends around here? In other cars?” 
 
    Jillybean shook her head, going for the checkmate. “They are listening. The voices. They talk to me and tell me to do things. They like explosions. The bigger the better. That’s why they made me make so many bombs. You can see the bombs if you want. They’re in there.” She pointed up at the roof carrier she had welded to the top of the car. 
 
    He gave her a long look, staring even as he let his cigarette drop. He crushed the last of it to death under the toe of his work boot, revolving his heel, pushing it deep into the earth. “Voices are telling you to make bombs?” 
 
    “They like ‘em. They like ‘em a lot. And I don’t know…they tell me I have to. I have to make them and I have to…” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “I have to use them.” 
 
    “You really are her?” She nodded. He looked her twiggy, eight-year-old body up and down and then asked, “And you have more bombs up there?” She nodded again.  
 
    Holstering his pistol, he put a foot on the blocky side armor and hoisted himself up to look in at all the bombs Jillybean had made. At the sight of them, he grunted, “Oh shit.” Slowly, he turned to look down at her. He saw a crazy little girl. She saw a man who was beginning to realize he had made a big mistake. 
 
    “That’s a bad word,” she told him, still whispering. “They don’t like curses. No, not a bit. Curses make them very angry and maybe they’ll make me blow us up and if I do…” She gazed around at the forest and the slack-jawed men. “…It’ll put a hole in the world. A hole so big that it would swallow all of us. It’ll swallow us and this forest and most of the town back there. But I don’t want to do that. It makes my head hurt to think about it, so please don’t make me.” 
 
    She held up the radio detonator, her finger on the trigger.  
 
    He looked at the radio and even in the dark, she could see the fear growing in his eyes. “Okay, you don’t have to do this. This was a, uh…” He faltered looking around at the other men, some of whom were easing slowly into the forest or moving towards the truck. “This was a mistake. We’re going to just back away, okay? There’s no reason to do anything with the bombs. Just…we’ll just…” 
 
    That seemed to be the extent of his ability to speak. Holding his breath and walking on tiptoe, he moved towards the truck, keeping his eyes on Jillybean the entire time. When he opened the door and it let out a whine of rusted metal, he cringed in an altogether perfect manner.  
 
    Jillybean bit the insides of her cheek to keep from smiling. She had won and what was more, she had won without blood being spilled and bombs exploding. It was a first for her and she liked it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
      It was comical to watch the truck’s driver trying to back out of the narrow road in a non-hurried, desperate hurry. He kept scraping against trees and smashing his tailgate on hidden stumps. When the bandits finally disappeared into the last of the smoke from the smoke bomb, a laughing Jillybean jumped into the Camry and gazed down at the iPad; Sadie already had Agnes tracing their movements. 
 
    “They’re heading out of town,” Sadie said, and then grinned. “That was pretty awesome, I have to say.” 
 
    Jillybean’s laughter dried up, suddenly. “You know not all of it was true, right? I didn’t hear any voices and I haven’t since the night…you know, the night you got shotted.” 
 
    Along with Sadie’s strength, her grin faded. “I know. You were just playacting. But you would tell me if they really did come back, right? I need to know just so I can help you. Hey, speaking of which, did I ask already?” 
 
    “You did and I did take my pill.” Aspirin was a pill, so she wasn’t technically lying. Still, Jillybean wanted to change the subject. “Is there a way around this little forest? I want to get out of this town before them guys have a change of heart. You know how they are. If one of them calls the leader a chicken, they might come after us.” 
 
    While Sadie was supposed to be studying the terrain, Jillybean backtracked down the narrow path. Reversing wasn’t her best thing, especially when she only had a seven-inch screen to guide her. She ended up hitting almost as many trees as the much bigger truck had. It wasn’t nearly so funny when she did it, though and yet Sadie chuckled weakly. Jillybean gave her a death stare. 
 
    “You know laughing can be bad for your health,” Jillybean said and then held up a balled fist. This only had Sadie laughing until she cried real tears. 
 
    “Stop,” she said around phlegmy coughs. “You’re killing me.” 
 
    The death stare dropped away. “For reals? I didn’t mean it, for reals.” 
 
    “No, I was playing,” Sadie said with one last cough. “I think I found a way around. Just don’t kill us first.” 
 
    As Sadie didn’t look all that well, Jillybean was afraid to glare. She let out a fake laugh instead and concentrated on not hitting anything else. Once they had backed out of the forest, Sadie directed her to a pair of worn ruts that curled around one of the homes they had passed earlier and soon the town was behind them, but not the danger. They had been warned that the town of Colton was basically surrounded by bandits and after this last scare, they decided that, as much they wanted to visit Anita and Corina and all of the people who had showed them so much kindness, it wasn’t a good idea.  
 
    Besides, Colton was forty miles out of the way and once they got there, they would feast and visit for hours. It would be a day away from traveling, a day away from their mission. It was with a heavy heart that they turned directly south until they found an east-west road ten miles deeper into the hills.  
 
    By then it was two in the morning and Sadie couldn’t stay awake. She put her seat back and slept, forcing Jillybean to drive, navigate and operate the drone singlehandedly. It was exhausting and by the time the sun rose, she was done in and unable to drive any further. 
 
    Unfortunately, the closest thing to shelter that she was able to find was a camp site at the base of a giant pointy hill called Fog Mountain. There was nothing to the site besides a single, ghastly smelling portapotty and a few rectangles where the land had been scraped level. 
 
    “Good enough,” Jillybean said to herself as she reclined her seat to its most horizontal position. The driver’s seat wasn’t very comfortable even for one so small and her sleep was anything but deep. 
 
    Things did not get much better the next night either. The traveling was hard on Sadie and she spent as much time asleep as she did awake, forcing Jillybean to drive achingly slow. It was a hardship on the little girl who wanted her adventures to be over with. She was tired of living with the threat of bandits and slavers hanging over her head. And she was tired of sleeping during the day when the Camry’s temperature would climb steadily. And she was tired of being dirty all the time. 
 
    Even out in the wilderness where she saw more bears than people, she wouldn’t risk a fire except to bathe Sadie’s wound and even then, she kept the fire tiny, just enough to do the job. 
 
    Although the days felt endless and uncountable, only eight passed from the time they raced away from the bandits’s trap until they crept down out of the mountains to face the Red Desert of Wyoming. Bandits were not a problem here in this high plain desert, and neither were monsters. It was a land of prickly sagebrush and dull clump grass. It was a land unsuited for humans and, at first glance, seemed unsuited for any living thing beyond rattle snakes and lizards.  
 
    It was sunset on what had been an exhausting day. She had driven all night and then had spent the day struggling to find fuel needed for the two-hundred and twenty mile trip through the Red Desert. 
 
    She was on the edge of the town of Pinedale, staring out at a dried-out husk of land. Behind her was the Camry, two tires missing and its front bumper resting on cinderblocks. Next to it was a sun-faded silver Corolla, the best, most fuel efficient car she could find in the rinky-dink town.  
 
    They were down to ten gallons of gas and the Camry, with its heavy armor, would never make it across the desert. She didn’t know if the Corolla would, either. It had been a cast-iron bitch to get running and now her hands were black and throbbing from changing tires and heaving the fresh battery in place. With a sigh, she went down to the aptly named Pine Creek to wash up and that was when she found there was more to the desert than she would have ever expected. 
 
    Standing up to their hocks in the cold mountain water was a herd of wild horses; dozens and dozens of them. Most were mottled shades of brown and grey, however there were a couple of pretty blacks and one that was nearly pure white. 
 
    Jillybean stood under the pines that guarded the little creek and watched them until the sun set and all the evidence that there were horses near was the splashing of their hooves in the water.  
 
    “There had been babies,” she told Sadie twenty minutes later. “Here, sit up. Take your pills.” 
 
    “Foals,” Sadie said, looking at the two big pills in her palm with some trepidation. She had been calling these new pills “horse pills” which Jillybean now took as a good omen. The “horse pills” were different from the Amoxicillin Jillybean had started her on after surgery. Three days before, Sadie had woken up with a rattle in her lungs and yellow drainage from her chest tube. It meant infection. 
 
    The gunk coming from the tube had turned to green by the time Jillybean had been able to find a pharmacy that was large enough to carry something beyond the basics. Needless to say, Sadie’s infection put more pressure on Jillybean to take care of everything and the strain of it was starting to show. The circles under her eyes had deepened and her face maintained a constant slack look as if she had been hit up side the head with a rock. She wasn’t the same tutu wearing girl who had proclaimed, I made it! earlier that month. 
 
    The horses had put the first smile on her face since before she could remember. “Okay foals. How hard do you think it would be to catch one? And how long do they need milk for? Probably only for another month, I bet. Then it’ll be oats and hay and that sort of thing. Do you know where we can get some oats?”  
 
    Sadie gave Jillybean a shrug and a cough. The meds were working—slowly. Still, slowly was better than nothing. “Maybe you should forget the horses.” 
 
    “You know, if we had horses we wouldn’t need to worry about gas,” Jillybean mentioned, her face set to “dreamy” as she imagined riding the rest of the way to Estes on horseback. Hers would be a yearling, brown with a black mane and tail. His name would be Rory, because she could almost feel the wind roaring through her hair. 
 
    The imagined ride utterly discounted the heat, and the blisters to her inner thighs, and the grueling, wasted hours plodding along, and, of course, how a week long ride would affect Sadie’s health. All Jillybean knew was that she loved horses. To her they were primally good. They were designed by God to be a basic part of humanity. A girl without a horse wasn’t a girl at all. She would love any horse she could get her hands on, even some of the funky grey ones with the weird spots. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Sadie said, ending the inner conflict within the girl. She was right. Time seemed to be getting away from them. If the rumor they had heard concerning Captain Grey had beat them to Bainbridge, it made Jillybean wonder how quickly he had got his team to California in the first place. And what of the other team that had been sent to the San Fransisco area? Had they been back for weeks? If so, did that mean Jillybean and Sadie would be coming home to an empty valley? 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” Sadie warned, slurping hot ravioli. “Neil would not leave without us.” 
 
    With the setting of the sun, Jillybean had chanced another fire. Every house in Pinedale had a working fireplace and there was wood everywhere. She had heated up yet another can of ravioli. Once she had liked raviolis quite a bit; now, after days and days of living on canned this and canned that, not so much. 
 
    They slept in proper beds that night and the next day, bright and early, they went out to the Corolla. Each of them gazed at it without much enthusiasm. Sadie tapped the window. “Kinda thin,” Sadie said. A moment later, a shiver went up her back. “I can deal with a slaver’s bullet. The pain is sharp but it doesn’t last, but monsters? I dream about that…about getting, you know.” She didn’t need to go on. Jillybean thought about being eaten alive a lot. She dwelled sometimes on it, on the thousand mouths chewing her flesh and the pain, God the pain! The pain of each bite equaled to one tear and there were so many tears and so many screams and each only egged the monsters on and on and… 
 
    “I know,” Jillybean agreed, quickly, trying to cut off the conversation that everyone, but soldiers, always avoided. For some reason, every soldier Jillybean had ever met would, at the drop of a hat, produce their: “just in case” bullet. Without hesitation, they would recite under what parameters that bullet would be used. Sadly, in Jillybean’s experience, very, very few men had ever used their bullet as they expected. 
 
    It’s why she never carried one. For her, few things ever happened as expected and she was sure her death, when it happened, would be a complete surprise. 
 
    She pushed away these unhappy thoughts and went to the driver’s side door. It was light compared to the Camry’s armored door and it opened almost without effort. Her fingers caressed the thin, factory standard glass. The smallest monster would break it easily, not that there were small monsters anymore.  
 
    “It’s kinda a trade off,” Jillybean said. “The Camry wouldn’t make it halfway through the desert, so we either die of thirstation or we chance the bad guys and monsters.” 
 
    Sadie climbed into the car. “We’ll worry about the zombies when the time comes, right?” There was always a chance to worry. Every day there were plenty of chances. 
 
    They traveled during the day when all the world could see them, but the world wasn’t looking. Jillybean took the desert in one big bite, traveling as fast as she dared. For long stretches, they ate up the miles, seeing nothing at all. At other times, she was forced to creep along as the road seemed to have disintegrated from out beneath them. 
 
    When they were close to a river, they saw more horses and thousands of pronghorns, but only a few desert zombies. These were always sun blasted and stunted, and not much of a danger, nothing at all like their hardier kin. Jillybean actually felt sorry for them. 
 
    Sadie had to say to her: “No, we’re not going to feed them! Not even the lima beans.” 
 
    The desert was an arduous journey, but because of the speed they were able to travel at it was a relatively short one. They pulled into Laramie with an hour to spare before sunset, plenty of time to see that scrounging for fuel would be a serious issue. To start with, there were thousands of homes, but only a few hundred cars. The people of Laramie had abandoned their city two years before and had left very little behind. 
 
    Jillybean spent hours wandering in the dark going from car to car and only ended up with half a gallon of gas. Combined with the trickle they had left in the tank, it would get them only as far as Cheyenne, a city she wasn’t really all that eager to visit. It was to where most of the people from Estes had fled. 
 
    With no choice, they left the next morning, spending the two-hour trip staring into the rising sun as it mounted the sky. Jillybean did everything she could to coax the Corolla at least as far as the city limits and it was with a genuine sigh of relief that they pulled into the dusty town.  
 
    “How do I look? Dead or nearly dead?” Sadie asked, after teasing her hair into their usual spikes. Since Jillybean was feared and, if not exactly hated, then strongly disliked by the people who had fled Estes, they decided that Sadie would have to summon the energy to beg, borrow or trade for fuel. 
 
    “You look good,” Jillybean lied. 
 
    Sadie was gone for an hour and during that time, Jillybean worked out the particulars of her version of a potato gun. Of course, as much fun as it sounded, she had no intention of shooting potatoes. She needed a delivery system for her bombs. As the heavy, triple sticks of dynamite wasn’t feasible as ordinance using ignited hairspray as a propellant, she designed a round using a percussion-triggered blasting cap and a single stick, surrounded by half a pound of ANFO. With the proper shape, she figured they would fly the length of a soccer field. 
 
    “It’ll need stabilizing fins for accuracy and a…” She was interrupted by Sadie, who came “storming” into the motel Jillybean had chosen for them. The goth girl staggered into the room and then staggered around the one stale smelling bed and at first she was so mad that she could only whisper curses. 
 
    When she could find the breath, she said, “They wouldn’t even let me in the gate. They ignored me. Can you believe that crap? I asked to see the counsel and they were like ‘we’ll see.’ Son of a bitch.” The explanation stole the last of her energy and she had to settle herself back down onto the bed. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Jillybean said. She glanced down at her drawing and muttered, “They won’t ignore me. That’s for certain.” Sadie grumbled and swore some more and told her not to go, but they needed gas. 
 
    And they got it. 
 
    The little girl pulled up as close to the gate as she dared and when she got out, she held one of the big bombs. At first it wasn’t obvious what it was. At the gate was a tower that had been constructed of wooden pallets. It looked dreadfully unstable, however it didn’t so much as vibrate as a man climbed down to talk to her. 
 
    “Hey there,” he said. He had eyes that seemed stuck in a perpetual squint. She could see so little of them that she couldn’t tell what color they were, and she had to wonder how he managed to see out of them. He knew her, though she couldn’t remember meeting him before. “Jillybean, I don’t think it’s a good idea you com…” 
 
    It was then that he saw the bomb. “What the hell is that?” he asked, pulling off his trucker cap and rubbing his receding hairline with the back of his hand. 
 
    Always literal minded she answered, “It’s a bomb.” 
 
    “No shit, it’s a bomb. Why do you have it? Are you planning something, you know, a little nutty?” 
 
    “I want to make a trade for it. We need gas and you need better defenses.” That was very much of an understatement. The perimeter had only the single fence and a dozen or so of the towers. She saw that they had adopted a zevac light system similar to the one Neil had set up in Estes. It would take care of a monster army if it wasn’t being controlled by an outside force. 
 
    A real army would shred the place up. 
 
    “A trade?” He squinted harder at the bomb. “I’d ask if that thing works but if you made it, I bet we can trust it. Wait here, I’ll go see if the trade-meister is available.” He started to walk toward the hospital and then paused, looking back. “Do you know what sort of yield that will produce?” 
 
    She knew the term, but didn’t know the answer. “A lot? Probably more than two hand-grenade’s worth. You can take it apart if you wanna, if that’s too much.” 
 
    He grunted and shrugged. “You got more of those?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She wasn’t the best negotiator, but she knew some things. She knew not to give away too much information or to be too eager. That was just logic. 
 
    The trade-meister, an odd name to Jillybean, was a sharp-faced man who had a bird-like way in which he approached Jillybean and her bomb. He would turn his head this way and that, never looking straight down his tall feather of a nose. His name was Carl and she had met him a number of times in the past, including once in her clinic. He had been there to take an inventory of what she had thought of as “her” supplies. 
 
    “Could you put that down, please? It’s making me nervous. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she said, and with slow moves, she laid the bomb down and stepped back. Carl gave it three different sideways looks and then shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, it’s a bomb. A single bomb. It’s not worth all that much if you ask me. I’d say two, maybe three gallons of gas.” 
 
    “Two bombs for eight gallons,” Jillybean countered. She was getting screwed on the price, but she was the one in need and they both knew it. 
 
    Carl made a show, squinching up his face as if what she had said had actually pained him. “Ooooh, I don’t know. That’s a lot. I might be able to do six.” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    He shook his head like any adult would to a little girl who didn’t know what she was talking about. “Seven, maybe. I don’t know. I just…don’t…know.” 
 
    “Eight,” Jillybean said without any theatrics. She stood stock-still until it was obvious that she wasn’t going to cave. Only then did Carl agreed with eight. She went to get a second bomb and a radio detonator. She held it up for him to see. “And how much for this? It’s a radio that will detonate the bombs from like any distance. It’s really pretty cool. You should want it.” 
 
    Carl wanted it included in the original price, however when Jillybean began to recite their entire conversation verbatim, making it obvious that the radio had never been mentioned, he said: “One gallon. I can probably get one of those anywhere.” This was such a bad lie that Jillybean laughed. They eventually settled on four more gallons without too much in the way of haggling. 
 
    While they waited for the gas, Carl talked about the Wyoming weather and all the while he looked at Jillybean out of the corner of his eye. She sat on the hood of Corolla and politely waited. He had something more to say, but it took him a while for him to spit it out. “You okay, Jillybean?” he finally asked. “You look a little, I don’t know, a little washed out.” 
 
    In her opinion, she felt worn nearly to nothing. “Yeah, I guess I’m okay mister Carl, sir. I’m just a little tired. We’ve been all over the place. We even went all the way out to Washington and back.”  
 
    He looked confused. “We?” 
 
    “Sadie and me. She was out here earlier but she said she got the ‘big run around.’ Not that I blame you guys. I know Mister Neil used to say: ‘all is fair in love and war’ when he used to talk about the days when he was a pirate on Wall Street. I get it.” In truth, she only slightly got it. It was hard for her to equate love and war at all, and when trade negotiations were added to the mix, the triangle it created in her mind became bent to the point that she didn’t see how one went with the other, except perhaps that small lies and minor deceptions were permissible in all three. 
 
    “Maybe you two should swing by once we have this all taken care of,” he suggested. “Maybe we can have lunch. She’s not uh, seeing anyone is she?” 
 
    There’s the love end of the triangle, Jillybean thought. “No, she’s not, but I know she’s just as eager as I am to get home. It’s been too long.” It was strange to equate the valley with home anymore. They’d be lucky to have three days of being actually ‘home’ before they would set out for Bainbridge. “I’ll ask her though. So maybe.” 
 
    When the gas was delivered, she held out her hand and Carl engulfed her small one in his much larger one. He offered her a genuine smile which to her was worth as much as the gas. She hoped Sadie would accept the invitation. A meal of any sort that didn’t come from a can sounded great and Carl’s smile had been genuine and that was even rarer than a home-cooked meal. 
 
    Sadie wouldn’t go for it, however. “I don’t want to give him false hope. He’s sort of like an English butler, you know? The way he walks, all stiff, and the way he looks at you. I’m not interested in him in that way. Besides, we’re going to be living in Bainbridge and he’s staying here.” Jillybean wanted to counter with: But he has food! However she understood.  
 
    It was with gritty, red-rimmed eyes that Jillybean turned the Corolla south onto I-25. Just seeing the highway was a bit like being home. She knew the landmarks and pointed out each as she drove the twenty-seven miles to the turn off into the mountains.  
 
    She knew these peaks even better than she knew the open road, yet she didn’t greet them with the same little grin. Bandits and slavers and who knew what lurked everywhere in the Colorado Rockies. She was so close to home, but with every curve, she was also one mile closer to death.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Neil Martin 
 
      
 
     As he had for the last ten days, Neil took his supper in the cupola of the Stanley Hotel. Other than one of the ten-thousand-foot peaks surrounding the valley, the cupola was the highest point within miles. Even if he hadn’t been still recuperating, he wouldn’t have climbed those peaks on a dare. What would be the point? 
 
    No, the cupola fit his needs, exactly. It afforded him the best, most comfortable place to keep watch on the roads into Estes—there was a bathroom down a short flight of stairs, he had cover from the sun and the rain, and a comfortable chair he’d had lugged up from a back office by one of the few remaining soldiers.  
 
    It even had all the privacy a man could want. No one ever went to the Stanley anymore. They were too afraid of the VX residue. Neil had been afraid as well, but thanks to a gas mask and a chicken that Neil had “borrowed” one night from the now very touchy Mr. Meyer, he had found a back way into the hotel that was still perfectly safe. 
 
    He had returned the chicken in the same condition he had borrowed it in and now, it and Mr. Meyers were in Wyoming, and Neil was still up in the cupola, alone except with his regrets. For the last month, he had second-guessed himself every minute of every day. At first, it had been: Sending Jillybean was a mistake. That played over and over again like an LP hitting a scratch. Sending Jillybean was a mistake. Sending Jillybean was a mistake… 
 
    However, in the last week that had changed had changed to: Why did I send either one of them? 
 
    It really wasn’t a mystery. For one, he hadn’t had many choices. Fourteen people had answered the call for volunteers. Half of them were people Neil knew and trusted, and of the remaining seven, three looked stern and capable. That left four people, each of whom had sparked doubt somewhere in him. 
 
    One of these had been Jillybean and not because she was small and weak and couldn’t shoot a gun bigger than the little snub-nosed .38 she carried. No, it was because she had been off the rails insane the night Gayle had been killed. When she come out of Fred’s office, he had never seen her so far gone. 
 
    And yet, six hours later, she was performing emergency surgery on the side of a mountain road. Her ability to bounce back from anything and everything was the one reason he had let her go—and from the moment her team had driven away in the armored Humvee, he had second-guessed himself.  
 
    Jillybean was the wildest of wild cards. If she came back to Estes with six heads in a duffel bag and a story about how she had ridden a unicorn, Neil wouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    Sadie was another story. He had let her go, knowing that she would make it back. He was utterly sure of it. How many escapes had she made? How many times had she cheated death? Hell, she had been dead once and had that stopped her? No. She had been chained to a pyramid with her feet on fire and had that stopped her? No. Nothing ever seemed to slow her down for long. 
 
    That’s how he felt on day one. Now, a month later, he felt it in his bones that it had been a mistake to send her…or any of them. Jillybean’s team wasn’t the only one that had gone missing. 
 
    A sigh swept out of him as he watched the sun go down. He had been pacing, going round and round the cupola. Walking, not just because his nerves were shot and he felt he had to be doing something but also because he needed the exercise. His right leg hadn’t healed as well as he’d hoped it would. This might have been because of Jillybean’s inexperience as a self-taught surgeon or it might have been just the way these things went when a person got shot.  
 
    He didn’t know and it didn’t much matter. What mattered was working the leg as much as possible. He had to get stronger because if something had happened to Sadie or Jillybean, he was the only one who would do anything about it.  
 
    Nerves in the valley were as tight as a frog’s ass. That’s how Veronica had put it three days before and it had only gotten worse when Grey had returned from out of the wilds…alone. Neil had heard the Buick LeSabre long before he had seen it. With its muffler shot away it had made an ugly Blaaattt noise that could be heard for miles. When he finally did see the car, he stood in mute horror. 
 
    It was coated, inside and out in blood. Some had been black zombie blood, but most of it had been human. Some of it had been Grey’s. Although he glared when Neil mentioned it, it seemed that Grey had used up seven of his nine lives on that trip alone. He had not left in the rattletrap LeSabre and where he got it from and how it had come to have so many bullet holes in it, he wouldn’t say. Nor would he talk about his many wounds. 
 
    “They’re just scratches,” he had whispered. The “scratches” had bled him nearly dry and a whisper had been all he could handle that first day.  
 
    He was strong enough to talk, now, only he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t say anything beyond: “There’s nothing out there for us.” 
 
    This wasn’t good enough for Neil. He wasn’t just responsible for Jillybean and Sadie, he had nearly seventy others who looked to him. There had been no vote or coronation or any ceremony that marked his transition from elected governor to dictator, and yet his people did what he asked, without question. 
 
    It’s one of the reasons he missed his girls. Sadie would have questioned him on everything simply due to her rebellious nature, while Jillybean would have questioned him to find out why he was about to make this mistake or that. The only time he ever felt truly stupid was when Jillybean was around, and that was okay. It was humbling to be in her presence and if there was one thing he had learned from the likes of Yuri, the River King and the Colonel, every dictator needed his fair share of humility. 
 
    “And that’s what means I miss her,” he said, as a cool evening breeze combed back his dirty blonde hair. He patted it back down, not that having his hair in place would make one iota’s difference in his appearance. His once youthful face was scarred and unrecognizable. Fingers, the tip of one ear and most of one eyebrow had been bitten off. And now he walked with a limp. He liked to joke that he was one case of scoliosis away from being the Hunchback of Notre-Dame. 
 
    He started down the stairs, caught his foot on one of the rubber, no-slip pads and nearly fell the rest of the way down. “I think I have enough humility, already,” he said, clutching the railing like an old man. Old is how he felt. The sun was down, his belly was full and his bed was calling.  
 
    The bed would have to wait. Decisions had to be made. Hard decisions. He gimped his way down the hill towards the west end of town where Captain Grey lived with Deanna and their daughter. Thinking about the infant, Neil tried to put a little more giddy-up in his limp. Emily would be going to bed any minute and there was nothing like looking into her innocent blue eyes to restore his faith in humanity.  
 
    She was awake. “There’s my girl,” he said, as soon as he walked through the door. Ignoring everything else, he went to Deanna and, without asking, he took Emily from her arms. “Look how big you are. Yes, you are so big.” 
 
    “I used to think I was pretty,” Deanna said, “but when Em is around, I just fade into the background.” 
 
    “Did you hear something?” Neil asked Emily. She had a little fist plugged knuckle-deep in her mouth and only stared with huge unblinking eyes at him. “There must be a ghost in the room. Or the walls are talking.” Emily pulled her hand out of her mouth and grabbing Neil’s nose, making it glisten. 
 
    “Let me get you a towel,” Deanna said.  
 
    Neil grabbed her hand before she could take a step. “Are you kidding me? Baby slobber is precious stuff. I don’t think I’ll ever wash my nose again. Though, I’d wash her hands if I were you. Just wait ’til I’m done.” Deanna had her hands around Emily’s squishy little tummy, but when Neil pulled her back, she didn’t fight it. She only reached in and gave him a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    The kiss was the only bit of affection he’d had since Sadie had planted one in the exact same spot a month before.  
 
    “Don’t egg him on,” Captain Grey said. He had come down the stairs, taking them easily as if he hadn’t nearly bled to death only a few days before. He had recovered. It was as simple as that, and although the wrinkles around his eyes were deeper and his vaunted glare quicker to show itself, his near-death experience and whatever harsh, soul-rending adventures he had been on hadn’t changed him. If anything, he was even tougher than before he had left. 
 
    Deanna was the exact opposite. Her skin had become even more soft and her hair more golden in the last month. It was hard to imagine this was the same Valkyrie who had destroyed one Stryker and stolen another to lead the final charge against the Azael. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me, Grey,” Neil said. “We had our fling while you were gone. I had to break it off. She was getting too clingy. And who wants that?” The answer: Neil did. Not with Deanna, but with someone. He had never loved the ex-sex slave Gayle, but he had appreciated her in every way and missed her more and more. 
 
    Grey’s dark eyes, as sharp as ever, didn’t show the least amount of mirth. He could see into his friend and knew he was feeling pain on many levels. “No sign of them, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “None. And it’s time. Ten days to get to the coast. Five days to explore their section, ten to get back and a five day cushion. That fifth day is now and it’s just about up. The girls…I’m worried sick that they may not be coming back.” 
 
    “You’re not worried about Steinman and Jimmy?” Grey asked and now his eyes were unnaturally sharp. “And what about Digadio’s group? Tell me you are worried about them?” 
 
    Right away, Neil understood his mistake. Grey was a soldier first and although it was expected that they fight and die for those weaker than themselves, it wasn’t alright that they be regulated to second-class; that they be forgotten in any way. “Of course I am. I haven’t forgotten them, but I think if Jillybean and Sadie didn’t make it, then that Jimmy kid never could. And Digadio…” A sigh escaped him and his eyes cut away from Grey. “He had the shortest route. He should have been back last week and that’s even with the cushion.”  
 
    “There could have been a rockslide or a detour,” Grey said in the soft way desperate men spoke as they grasped at straws. If Neil closed his eyes, he could imagine a child version of Grey standing in front of him. “We don’t know what he ran into. Both teams might just be delayed, that’s all. Neil, we have to give them more time.” 
 
    Time was something they didn’t have. There had been trouble, a fact Deanna had insisted on keeping from Grey until he had healed. He was healed enough in Neil’s view, and in hers. She steeled herself to tell him and the transition from mother to warrior was seamless. The soft features of her face grew hard and Neil could see the Valkyrie once more behind her eyes. “Grey, I didn’t want to tell you this until you were strong enough because I know you. I know how pig-headed you can be when you feel that the people you care about are being threatened.” 
 
    This was all he needed to hear. “Threatened by whom,” he asked with cold menace in his voice.  
 
    “We don’t know,” Neil said. “There have been, I guess ‘probes’ is how best to describe them. Small groups of men have been checking out the walls and coming up over the hills at night. It may be nothing. It may be just some scroungers looking to see if we are going to leave anything behind, but it also might be scouts for a larger group. All I know is I don’t have enough people to guard a ten mile perimeter, not for long, at least.” 
 
    Grey went to one of the windows and pulled back the blackout curtain. He peered into the night for a moment and then turned back to Neil, who was having his hair yanked on by a four-month old who didn’t know her own strength. “What time at night do they come?” Grey demanded. “Are they consistent? You know, the same number of men coming from the same direction. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Look, that’s not why I’m here,” Neil said. “I…I…” He couldn’t seem to bring himself to spit out the truth. After a deep breath, he tried again. “We can’t stay any longer. The only reason those scroungers, or whoever they are, are out there is because the rumors of what happened are starting to spread. These probes really could be nothing, however it’s just a matter of time before some of those old Azael guys hear that we’ve been abandoned, and when they do they’ll come down on us like a ton of bricks. We know this. We’ve already discussed this. Now, we have to do something about it. Was there anything, any hint or rumor or anything about someplace safe?” 
 
    Grey shrugged. “Puerto Vallarta.” 
 
    “Puerto Vallarta, Mexico?” Neil asked. “That Puerto Vallarta?” 
 
    “There’s supposed to be good fishing, and the infrastructure is still intact. Those were the rumors at least. I heard them from two different groups. Well, one was a bandit with a gun pointed at my head, but you get it.” 
 
    Neil blew out in exasperation, causing Emily’s wispy hair to dance. “I get it, but do you? Puerto Vallarta? Please, it’s someone’s pipe dream.” 
 
    “Probably, but what else do we have?” Grey demanded. “If the other groups have failed, where do we go? I can buy us time by taking out these scroungers, but we still have to find a place. If you ask me, Mexico is as good a place as any. I could use some R&R on the beach.” 
 
    Deanna made a face. “Mexico was almost third world even before all this. I say Wisconsin; way up north near Superior. I used to camp up there in the summer. There’s hunting and fishing…” 
 
    “And freezing your ass off,” Grey interjected. “You know those winters are brutal. They could be deadly as well. When you lived there, everyone had four-wheel drives and snowplows. It won’t be the same. We won’t even have horses. What do you think, Neil? Doesn’t Mexico sound good to you? Margaritas, surfing, a little salsa?” 
 
    “Hmmm. It’s a choice between two extremes: too hot and too cold. If I had to live in either, I would go with Wisconsin. If there’s anyone left up there, we will at least speak the same language. And the people used to be more polite up in the midwest. That’s what I heard at least. Either way, it’s going to be up to you two. I’m not going.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Grey demanded. 
 
    Neil gazed down at Emily as he said: “I’m talking about you and Deanna leading the group to Wisconsin or Mexico or wherever. I’m staying behind to wait for Sadie and Jillybean…and Degadio, of course. I’ll catch up when I can.” 
 
    A heavy silence, a curtain of nothing, came down between the three of them that none of them wanted to break. The silence was an illusion, part of the lie they had been telling themselves. The truth, in Neil’s mind, was that if Grey had barely made it back alive, the others didn’t stand any chance.  
 
    Neil kept the lie going, “The weather is nice and I had Veronica get me a tent. I’ll hide up in the hills until they, uh get here. I should be perfectly safe.” 
 
    Another long silence held sway in the room until Grey asked, “And if they never come back?” 
 
    “Then I’ll go look for them,” Neil answered. He knew that Grey was a second from declaring that he would go as well, so Neil went on in a rush, “By myself. You’re needed here, Grey. All those people out there need you, and Deanna needs you and so does Emily.” 
 
    “And those two girls need me, too,” he replied, turning from them to face the covered window again. “And you need me, Neil. We both know that chances are some slavers got a hold of them and, I’m sorry to say, if you try to save them by yourself, you’ll die.” 
 
    As if that hadn’t already crossed my mind, Neil thought. “Yeah, well the plan isn’t perfect. But like I said, our people need real leadership. They would be lost on their own. I have full confidence that Deanna will be a great leader, once Emily here is a little bigger, but right now they both need you, Grey. They need you more than I need you. Emily needs her father.” Neil walked over and handed the baby to his friend. 
 
    “I know,” Grey said, quietly. He was torn, that much was obvious, and yet his eyes sparkled as he gazed into his daughter’s eyes. He would make the right decision and that left Neil alone to prepare for a journey, and likely, a battle.  
 
    He patted Grey on the shoulder, kissed both Emily and Deanna and left them. There was no need to hurry now. His fate was set. There would be a journey and fighting and living day to day, and if he was very lucky he would find his daughters in the vast wilderness and if he was fantastically lucky, he would be able to save them from whatever disaster that had befallen them. 
 
    “But how do I work this tent?” he asked, when he got home. In his living room was a jumble of poles, a spray of aluminum pegs, and a perfectly folded tent. All of it had come out of a neat little carrying case and he knew that he would never be able to get it back in again. He wouldn’t even try. 
 
    “If there is one thing life has taught me, it’s that tent makers are sadists. How tough would it be to make the bag just an inch or two bigger? And these instructions. What the fu…” From outside there was the sound of an engine and the crunch of gravel under a tire. Neil found himself frozen in place, holding his breath. 
 
    No one drove in the Valley; no one had the gas. The last of their gas was kept under lock and key. Neil checked the supply almost every day and if he ever caught someone touching it there would be trouble. Everyone knew that. So, this was either an emergency or…a car door opened with a rusty squeak.  
 
    “Last one there is a rotten egg!” a girl’s voice cried. Beneath that was the sound of size eight Keds slapping the sidewalk. It was Jillybean. There was no question. Stiff and slow, robotically, he opened the door just in time to be smashed into by the girl. 
 
    She gripped him in a fierce hug. 
 
    “We found a place, Mister Neil!” she cried. “We found a place! It’s in Washington. It’s called Bainbridge. It’s an island and we had to drive a bus off a dock to get there. And I met a girl named Corina and another named Anita. And poor Sergeant Steinman got killded and Jimmy ran off because he was afraid of this guy named Baloo, like in Baloo the Bear, from that book.” 
 
    She went on, but Neil was barely listening. She was still hugging him and it was wonderful. Eventually, he had to pull back. Jillybean had grown. Her hair was longer but just as messy. There were shadows under her eyes that sent a shiver of worry through his joy. 
 
    He was sad to hear about Steinman, who had been a good man, and wasn’t terribly surprised about Jimmy running off, but he was most concerned with his daughters. “Where’s Sadie? Is she okay?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s being a slow poke on account of her getting shot in the lung,” Jillybean said. “But that was ages ago. Like ten days or two weeks or something. It’s hard to keep track. You know how that is.” 
 
    “Shot?” Neil pushed past Jillybean, heading out the door. “In the lung?” 
 
    Jillybean hurried to keep up, saying, “Yeah. It was pretty bad, but now I got her on a new antibiotic, so she’ll be fine. Hey, Sadie! Why aren’t you getting out of the car?” 
 
    They stopped five feet away from what looked like a dull grey Corolla. Although it was dark, it was obvious that the car was empty. “Jillybean,” he said, without strength in his voice. Really, his entire body felt as though it was wilting, as though his bones were going soft and his muscles becoming mushy like cereal that had sat too long in a bowl of milk. 
 
    “Yes?” she answered. She turned and cranked her chin up; her smile undimmed. 
 
    “What happened to her? Where is she? Is…is she alive?” 
 
    Jillybean’s smile suddenly froze on her face however her eyes took on a living panic. She turned to the car and for a moment only stared, those eyes lasering in on details: a bit of black blood on the hood, the worn tread on the front left tire, a starred chip in the windshield. 
 
    The panic built in those eyes until it exploded, coursing through her thin body until it reached her feet at which point she ran to the passenger door screaming, “Sadie! Sadie! What are you doing?” She dove into the car, her hands touching everything and nothing. “Where is she?” she asked. 
 
    She looked to Neil for answers, but he couldn’t speak. He thought he knew Jillybean and the depth of her insanity, but he was wrong. His Sadie wasn’t missing. She was dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Neil Martin 
 
      
 
    “Sadie!” Jillybean yelled, frantically running from the car, heading into the street. She stopped in the middle, looked in both directions and then raced back towards the little cottage. 
 
    Neil was so weak that he could only lift a hand to waist height as she ran past, heading for the backyard. “Jillybean,” he whispered. Even if he had wanted to, he couldn’t find the strength to follow her. He only stood, looking down at an old oil stain on the driveway of the cottage. The color went deep into the cement. It would last until the world turned the driveway to dust, long after the world had forgotten his Sadie. 
 
    He was still staring at it when he heard Jillybean say, “There you are!”  
 
    Hot relief flooded Neil and, with a goofy grin, he found himself racing for the backyard, knocking into the Humvee that he was supposed to use for official business, but never did, and smashing into the gate, sending the door flying back, and scratching red lines across his face as he hit one of the overgrown mulberry bushes he had been meaning to trim. 
 
    For those few moments, he was as insane as Jillybean. He actually thought that he would see his eldest daughter standing in the backyard with an impish smile on her face. But there was only Jillybean. She was there in the yard only steps away, framed in the thin light of a crescent moon—whether it was waxing or waning Neil couldn’t have cared less. 
 
    There was a mumble that he was sure had come from another of the mulberry bushes along the row. Jillybean made a pained face. “No. He’s freaking out, like real bad and so was I. No one’s going to think this is funny. Come on.” 
 
    Neil had stopped with his head cocked away from the bush he had run into, his right eye blinking back blood. He was afraid to go on, afraid that if he went any further, he would see nothing but cold shadows. Jillybean stood just feet away, but who or what she was addressing couldn’t be seen. He cleared his throat, sounding like a bloated frog. She jerked, caught by surprise. Still the smile she gave him was reassuring. It was real and just then Neil needed a heavy, heavy dose of reality. 
 
    He stepped to the right, his heart caught up in his throat, his eyes filled with tears, but ready all the same to laugh or scold or hug or….or anything. He was ready to do anything but accept what he knew was true. Another step to the right and there was a prayer on his lips, “God, please, please…” 
 
    Jillybean gestured to the bush. “She’s being so silly. She’s…she’s…what? What’s wrong? Neil, what’s wrong? Why are you looking like that?” 
 
    Neil touched his face. It felt plastic. It felt as though his fingers were tracing the jaw of a corpse. An old one, one that was cold. “Jillybean.” He pointed at what she had been talking to and it wasn’t Sadie. It was only a bush, nothing more. 
 
    She looked at the bush, her eyes scanning, looking past its new shoots, pretty and vibrantly green, and past its long branches reaching out to her. She looked to where the darker shadows in its core fused into solid blackness. She stared deeper and deeper into the bush as if it went on forever. She stared until her face grew as dead and plastic as his. She stared until her chin started wagging back and forth and there were little diamonds on her cheeks. 
 
    “Where is she?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    Even though that was the exact question he wanted to ask her, Neil knew the answer already. Sadie was dead. She wasn’t stuck in some slave truck or being held hostage in some mountain cabin. She was dead. Jillybean hadn’t left her behind. Jillybean never would. She would tear down the gates of hell for her sister, of that Neil was certain. 
 
    “Where is she?” Jillybean asked again, reaching into the bush, pushing aside the branches as if Sadie had fallen into the black core. One of the branches was stiff and sharp—Jillybean nearly ran her eye into it. She didn’t blink as it cut her cheek. 
 
    Jillybean had become numb, or so Neil guessed. He was numb. A stick could go right through his chest and he wouldn’t feel a thing. It was a horribly familiar sensation. When he had been forced to watch Ram turn into a zombie, Neil had felt numb, and when he had found Sarah’s burnt body, he had been so numb he felt disconnected from the world, as if he could float away. And when he’d buried Eve, the shovel blistered his hands, but he hadn’t known until the following day when he went to wash away the grave dirt. He had looked down at his bleeding palms and wondered whose they were. 
 
    But this was worse. This was a thousand times worse. Sadie had been with him from the beginning. Oh, she had been just a kid! So young and so full of life. Sadie had a fire in her, a need to live that Neil had never felt before, and right from the start he had loved her. She had awakened him and forced him to live even while the world around them was dying. 
 
    He had a perfect picture of her in his mind of the moment she had stepped into his Montclair home to rob him. “She had called me a Prius fag,” he said, laughing and crying at the same time. “She took my…” 
 
    Jillybean started screaming again, interrupting him. This time it was a long piercing shriek that cut into the fog surrounding Neil’s mind. With wet, bleary eyes, he looked at her and for a moment simply didn’t understand what her problem was. Selfishly, he wanted to grab the little girl and yell into her face: She was my daughter, not yours! I’m the one who is suffering for fuck’s sake! 
 
    Then he saw how broken she was and finally felt something beyond his own greedy despair. He felt ashamed. The only person who had ever shown Jillybean unconditional love was Sadie. Only Sadie.  
 
    Ram had been weak, as much devoted to revenge as he had been to the little girl. Sarah had Eve and her love for the infant had consumed her and eventually killed her. Grey was a captain of men and had looked upon Jillybean as just another of his soldiers. He loved and respected her, and would give his life for her, but this was true with all of his men. Deanna had always secretly feared Jillybean. She saw the truth in her. She looked upon Jillybean in the same way she would look upon a nuclear reactor: it was extremely valuable and useful, but if left unattended it could destroy the planet.  
 
    And then there was Neil. His first thought upon seeing her was that now he had someone to trade for Sadie. Had he considered her feelings? No, not for a second. Sadie’s kindness and Shondra’s mental weakness had eventually redeemed him and had given him a second chance to be a father figure to the girl. But then Eve had been kidnapped and Sarah had died and Sadie had been taken by the River King and on and on until it was all just a blur, and in the end, it was Jillybean who always paid. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said to her in a whisper. He hadn’t expected his soft words to cut through to her, but the scream stopped immediately. 
 
    She turned her huge blue eyes on him. They were empty on the surface, like the china-blue eyes of a doll, but deeper down there was a sadness in them that smote Neil. He stepped towards her, thinking they both were in desperate need of a hug, but she jumped back. 
 
    “This is my fault,” she said. “I did this. I-I am insane. Everyone knows that. Insane is what means I made her disappear. Right?” Suddenly, she started waving her arms about as if trying to find an invisible person. “Sadie? I’m right here, Sadie. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Oh, j-jeeze,” Neil said, blubbering worse than ever.  
 
    He tried to grab Jillybean but she ran, screaming, “I need my pills! They’ll bring her back. They’ll make everything alright. I shoulda kept taking them. I never should have stopped. But I have them! They’re in the car.” He followed her, but she had become quick and he couldn’t seem to grab her, not until she stopped abruptly in the driveway and then he was afraid to touch her because she was quivering, looking as if she was about to explode. 
 
    “Pills aren’t going to bring her back, Jillybean,” Neil told her. “They won’t help you.” 
 
    “Right because I don’t have them anymore. I buried them, just like I buried Spot. I buried him in this yard. It was a strange yard and he was a stranger, really.” She grew still and Neil started to offer an ill-thought out platitude, when she reached into her pocket and pulled out a little nickel-plated gun. For the moment it dangled in her hand. “Is she dead, Mister Neil? Did I dream all of this? Am…am I crazy again?” 
 
    Neil didn’t dare tell her the truth. “Let’s find out together. Just tell me what happened.” 
 
    A garbled laugh of despair escaped her. “Tell you? No, this will be easier.” The gun came up to her temple so quickly that Neil was only just able to grab the barrel and shove it away before she pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through her flyaway hair and went out into the night sky. 
 
    The sound of the gunshot seemed to shock her from suicidal grief to a dull-faced apathy. She let the gun go without a fight. “Where did she die?” she asked herself. “Yellowstone? Or was that Sergeant Steinman?” In a blithe, uncaring manner as if she were reading from an instruction manual, she began to recite her adventures. Every once in a while, she would interrupt herself: “Wait, did that happen? Did I dream that, too?” 
 
    She never answered herself, she just went on after a shake of her head as if to clear it of static. As she spoke she dwindled, turning smaller, becoming weaker and softer, until she was nothing but stained innocence and Neil couldn’t take it anymore. He dropped down and hugged her with the same fierceness that she had hugged him back when they both thought there was still a possibility for happiness. He hugged her as much for her sake as for his. He hugged her until she suddenly drew in a sharp breath and went stiff in his arms. “What? What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “It-it’s nothing,” she lied. He could see the lie in her eyes and the little secret smile playing on her lips. She kept looking past him at something behind his right shoulder. He knew what it was—she was staring at Sadie.  
 
    He knew better than to turn and look. Sadie wouldn’t be there and Neil would only have his feet knocked out from him again and he knew he wouldn’t be able to take it. His tears were damp on his face but his eyes were achingly dry and if he wanted to keep it together, he had to keep it that way. 
 
    “Let’s get inside, okay? There could be zombies around.” He turned to his house, but his feet stumbled after only a step. It hadn’t just been his house. He had shared it with Sadie and Jillybean. Had—that was the key word as far as Sadie was concerned. He’d never share a thing with her again except for the eventuality of an unmarked grave. “We’ll go to Captain Grey’s place. L-let’s take your car.” 
 
    He went to the driver’s side, however Jillybean had welded extensions to the peddles. “I’ll drive,” she said, hiding that awful smile. She paused with the door open before getting in and he had to wonder: had she just waited for an invisible Sadie to climb into the backseat? 
 
    Neil tried not to look into the backseat as he got in, but his eyes betrayed him and he snuck a peek; there was nothing but the usual Jillybean jumble: books and guns, clothes and drones, tools and bombs. The car reeked of some chemical that reminded him vaguely of sulfur, which made him think of hell, and that gave him the shivers. 
 
    “Sorry about the smell,” she said. “It’s the nitro. Dynamite sweats out nitroglycerin, you know. Me and Sadie got it from this mine. Did I tell you about that? Was that real? It was? Good, because that’s an important place. It’s got lots of gas. If we’re getting low, it should get us the rest of the way to Bainbridge when we go.” 
 
    In a twitchy move, Neil turned his head to her and then looked back down at his hands, somewhat surprised to see that he was still holding the little gun he had taken from her. “Right, Bainbridge. It sounds nice. Let’s go talk to Grey and Deanna.” He needed another grownup around. Just in case he fell apart, someone would have to watch over Jillybean. 
 
    With her perched on a couch cushion and her eyes at a level that scraped the top of the steering wheel, he expected a herky jerky ride, but she was well practiced by then and whisked the Corolla up the main drag through town.  
 
    Her sadness was now entirely gone, or more likely, it was being hidden by the mental poison that Neil figured would eventually kill her. Either way, she was all demented smiles as she pointed out the garage where she had built the armored Humvee she called Hank, and she grunted at the sub-station where she and Neil had fought with Shawn Gates, and she asked about her lab and if the monsters were still alive. 
 
    “I-I really don’t know. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” she said, repeatedly flicking her eyes to the rearview mirror. She certainly wasn’t looking to see if they were being followed. “I figured that I would have to redo them anyhow, the experiments I mean. I bet the governor lady will let me. She was real nice and all. You’ll like her, Mister Neil. You two have a lot in common.” 
 
    Neil doubted if she even existed, and that went double for half of Jillybean’s story. A town that just happened to have children who her own age? A town where there was a handy priest perfectly positioned to dole out forgiveness for all of Jillybean’s sins? An island that had electricity, a working democracy, and was eager to take in a time bomb like Jillybean? 
 
    “I’m sure she’s great,” he said without enthusiasm. He tried to smile and managed to show a bit of teeth for a brief moment. He lacked either the will or the energy for more, and a large part of him envied the girl. Reality had given her a hard slap, but she had recovered, slipping back into the fairytale world she had been living in for who knew how long? For her, Sadie was still alive. As always, she wore her mental illness like armor. It protected her. Neil had nothing to shield him from the pain. His heart felt like an open sore that bubbled acid into his soul. 
 
    Crazy sounded really good just then. 
 
    Jillybean knew exactly where Grey’s house was and her eyes grew smile-lines around the edges. “Do you think Emily is awake?” 
 
    Neil hoped not. There was no way Deanna would let her anywhere near the child when she was in this condition, and who knew how the rejection would affect her. “Probably not,” was the best he could do. Deanna would have to figure out how to deal with Jillybean. Neil had his own troubles. 
 
    Softly, he tapped on the door and when Grey answered they locked eyes, and the soldier knew. And that was as far as Neil could go. His composure started to slip and the tears came hot. He had held it together long enough to deliver Jillybean to another adult. 
 
    “Hi, Jillybean,” Grey said. He had a genuine smile for the girl, however it was screwed on so tight that if it got any tighter, something would snap. He looked past her, at the car, at the night and once more at Neil. The smile became strained to the breaking point. “I-I bet you have quite the story for us. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I think I’m always hungry nowadays for anything ‘cept canned soup or canned vegetables, or anything from a can, really.” 
 
    “We have some bread. Deanna made it this morning. Come on.” They went on to the kitchen, leaving Neil in the foyer on his knees and sobbing like a child.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The armor of Jillybean’s insanity that Neil so misunderstood was incomplete and patchy. In some instances it was thin, causing only confusion in her, and in other places it was thick, hiding reality from her. Sometimes it was like a dream in which the world she lived in seemed to run parallel to the real one. In hers there was always something out of place, whispers where there should have been silence, bloody scalpels in a vase instead of flowers, wood screws in the bottom of her soup bowl. 
 
    Sometimes when she lived in this dream world, every breath carried with it a whiff of fear.  
 
    Walking into Captain Grey’s living room was like walking into one of those dreams. Sadie lurked in the corner of the living room like a forgotten shadow, while Neil, normally a social butterfly, hung out in the foyer alone making snuffling noises. After a manic hug from Deanna that snapped the vertebrae along Jillybean’s spine, the woman retreated a few steps with an apprehensive look on her face. She put herself squarely in the path to her daughter’s nursery and wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Only Grey seemed truly real to Jillybean. Only he and Jillybean seemed to dwell in both the insane and the sane worlds, simultaneously. Despite their size and age difference, the two were very much alike. They were survivors in the gritty way, the hard, hard way that was different from the others. Sadie was a runner, not a fighter, Neil lucked his way through the afterglow of civilization, Deanna could always rely on her beauty as a last defense. 
 
    Jillybean and Grey were killers. One used her brain and the other his physical skill, but when it came right down to it, they were efficient and deadly killers. 
 
     Grey set her down on a couch and sat opposite from her on an ottoman, his elbows resting on his knees. “Your hair has grown,” he said to her, touching a strand. 
 
    “You have new scars,” she replied, pointing at one on his neck. It was pink and jagged, the size of a large caterpillar and for a moment she was sure it would crawl right down his shirt, but she blinked and it was still there. “We heard rumors about you,” she said, pulling her eyes from the scar and forcing them onto Grey’s face, which seemed to float above his body. She was having trouble with her peripheral vision—the room seemed to be in motion around them, like the walls were squiggling. 
 
    With a big breath she focused and said, “We heard that you found a lot of troubles.” For a moment, his eyes flicked away and Jillybean saw through his tough exterior to the haggard, haunted man beneath and recognized they had one more thing in common besides their ability to kill. “You came back alone,” she told him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    For a moment, pain clouded his eyes. It didn’t last. He blinked it away and was able to give her a grim smile and a pat on the hand—and there was the difference between a mature adult who had been trained as a soldier, and a child who had been on her own for too long. He would have his own ghosts to deal with, but they would come later, for now, he kept it together. Her ghosts were all around her and she couldn’t seem to get the idea that one didn’t belong. 
 
    “Have you heard anything about Digadio’s team?” he asked. “Any rumors about them?” 
 
    Jillybean glanced to the corner. “I didn’t hear anything, Jillybean,” Sadie said. Unlike the whispering that went on around Jillybean, Sadie was just as loud and clear as a church bell, yet neither Deanna or Grey so much as blinked. They acted like they couldn’t hear Sadie or even see her, and what did that mean?  
 
    The part of Jillybean’s brain that should have been freaking out over this was oddly muted. There was panic in her, but it was hard to tell what it was about. It was drowned out with all the whispering and what sounded like the hiss of radio static with only a few garbled words coming through. 
 
    And although Sadie’s voice was clear, she really wasn’t. As always, she was dressed in black and her hair was black and her eyes were blacker than black and, while Jillybean was watching, the girl seemed to fade into the shadows. “No,” Jillybean whispered, leaning forward, closer to Sadie, almost forcing the goth girl to remain present by lasering in on her. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t just want Sadie alive, she needed her to be alive. During the last two weeks, with every step, with every mile driven, and with every yard of every wind-sprint, the little girl had been more precariously balanced than any tightrope walker who had ever lived. Unknown to her, she had been balanced on a razor’s edge and it had cut her deeply. She needed Sadie. Yes, Jillybean now knew on some level that something was dreadfully wrong, but whatever it was, it was nothing compared to her need. 
 
    She knew that if Sadie faded away, then she would fade away as well. She would fade just like her mom had, staring into space and slowly dying… 
 
    Grey snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Jillybean? Hey, I thought I’d lost you there. You said, no? You haven’t heard anything about Digadio’s team?” 
 
    All she knew was that Digadio had left Estes while Hank the Humvee was still being gassed up. She shook her head. “That’s okay,” Grey said, although clearly it was not. “Let’s talk about what happened to you. Where you went, who you saw, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Jillybean thought she was going to recite pretty much the same story that she had given Neil. She thought she could have handled that without the same amount of confusion as she had shown earlier. But Grey did not want a “story,” he wanted a debriefing. He wanted exact details concerning every little aspect of her trip and when she tried to gloss over any part, he was right on her, grilling her as if she had done something wrong. 
 
    How many of slavers were there? What were their weapons? Did they have secondary weapons? Were their weapons clean? Camouflaged? Marked in anyway? Such as a tick-marks for a kill count? From what direction did they come and did they leave in the same way? What was the time of each attack? Was it cloudy? Sunny? Raining? Was there a single leader or an obvious chain of command. Were orders followed without question? Did the men grumble or complain? 
 
    And on and on, and then back again just when Jillybean was ready to pick up the threads of her story. In her opinion, the questioning was counterproductive. She began to question herself on stuff that had been rock-solid in her head. Yes, there were some things about Sadie that were a little fuzzy, especially near the end of the journey, but hadn’t Doctor April given Jillybean a medbag? That had really happened, she was sure. And the dynamite, hadn’t that come from the mining camp? And the bus, hadn’t it floated? Or had there been a bus at all? 
 
    “Yes…yes, I’m sure there had been a bus.” 
 
    “Good,” Grey said. “And what about the power at Bainbridge. Did you see the solar panels or the wind turbines, or was that all Sadie?” 
 
    In the corner, Sadie was mouthing something, only she was in a new shadow and Jillybean couldn’t tell what she was trying to say. It was more than a bit distracting. “Um, um, it was Sadie who told me about them. Or the governor, I think.” 
 
    “And the monster that killed Sergeant Steinman? How big was he again?” Now Grey had a shadow across him as well. His questions were like an ice pick in Jillybean’s head. “Was he wearing any clothing? Was it part of a uniform? What about the others? Were there five or six. You’ve said both.” 
 
    She tried to concentrate but found her head hurting. “He was naked, I think, or he might have had pants on, I don’t remember. But he was big. Like a giant and he was strong. So strong.” The vision of Steinman’s death played out in her mind, culminating in the gunshot that killed him. Jillybean jumped when the crack sounded in her head as if someone in the room had pulled the trigger. 
 
    A hand came down on her shoulder and for a moment, Jillybean expected it to be Sergeant Steinman standing behind her, ready to get his revenge. But it was only Neil. “I think we’ve heard enough,” he said, his voice husky from crying. “She’s told her story and I believe that you had offered her some bread, Grey?” 
 
    In a blink, the cold interrogator that Grey had become morphed back into her old friend. Grey smiled and said, “You did great. I brought back some peanut butter. Would you like a peanut butter sandwich?” He took her by the hand and walked her into the kitchen. Sadie was already there, sitting at the table, tapping the fingers of both hands on the wood as if she were typing a letter. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Jillybean whispered. When she sat down across from Sadie, she tapped the table as well, partially to cover up the sound of Sadie’s tapping, but also to reassure herself that the table itself was real. Nothing else seemed to be. 
 
    “I’ve eaten half this jar since I’ve been back,” Grey told her as he worked the knife across the bread. “It was supposed to be for Deanna, but I can’t help myself. I’ve just been so hungry.” Jillybean’s stomach growled at the sight of the open-faced sandwich. “If you want more, help yourself. I think the grownups have to talk about things, okay?” 
 
    She dug right into the bread which was soft and fresh, while the peanut butter had the consistency of icing. It was wonderful and she ate it, not at the table, but kneeling next to the kitchen door with her ear to the crack. 
 
    “What are they saying?” Sadie asked. “Have they mentioned me?” She had peanut butter on her breath and when Jillybean looked down at her bread, she saw that it was already half-eaten. 
 
    “Hey! Get your own. It’s right there. And so far, no. They’re talking about our trip.” 
 
    She didn’t quite understand their discussion, especially after she had gone over things so many times. Neil asked, “How far do you really think they got?” 
 
    “At least to Washington,” Grey answered. “I’ve been there and she described the Cascades perfectly. And this Colton place sounds real enough. For me, the question is, do they have a real doctor? We could have used one in California.” 
 
    Deanna let out a sigh. “I don’t see how we can believe anything she says. Remember Chris? If you ask me Colton and Bainbridge seem like the same deal. Together, they’re far too perfect.” 
 
     “That’s what I thought,” Neil agreed. “But there’s so much detail to her story. When it was Chris, she made him sort of like Ipes, just sort of around advising her while she went on her adventures. If this is the same thing, then she might have gone all the way to Washington and back. I-I just don’t know how far Sadie made it.” 
 
    As if she was sitting right next to him, Jillybean could hear the rasp of Grey’s beard as he rubbed it. “If she can invent a complete person, why can’t she invent a hundred? And she didn’t have to invent Sadie, she just had to pretend that she didn’t actually…” 
 
    His words were suddenly cut off by a loud noise. It started off as a distant but very distinct howl that made her jump. Then it built until it was like the scream of a tornado. In confusion, she looked around for Sadie but the goth girl had disappeared. Where she had been standing was the peanut butter sandwich, lying face down. She went to reach for it, only her balance got turned around and she found herself falling not towards the floor but into a deep abyss that was made up of darker and darker shadows. 
 
    She fell and fell until she realized that she had actually fallen asleep. The night had turned to day. There was a golden glow around a heavy velvet curtain that told her the morning was soon to be the afternoon. She knew the curtains were made of velvet and not felt, because this was her own room and the bed she found herself in was her own soft bed. 
 
    At first, she just laid there, soaking in the sensation of “home.” It felt right being there. It felt perfect until a shadow moved to her right. Looking over, she gasped as she saw a figure standing in the corner. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Sadie said, stepping forward so that the dim light fleshed her out. “You gave us a scare, taking a header like that. Lucky for you, Neil thinks you might be dehydrated.” Jillybean was about to ask how that was lucky when Sadie pointed to the nightstand where an unopened can of Pepsi sat on a coaster. 
 
    “Maybe he’s right,” Jillybean said, quickly reaching for the can. “I am pretty thirsty!” Sodas were always such a treat that she had it most of the ways gone before she offered the rest to Sadie. 
 
    “No, drink up, squirt. There’s a lot going on today and I don’t want you getting woozy again. They’re getting ready to leave.” Despite her fall, which she didn’t remember at all, Jillybean had been feeling extremely relaxed. She was home, it was the one place you were supposed to be able to relax. But now, her stomach began to tighten up. 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    Sadie started shaking her head, her fiery anger showing in the dark pits of her eyes. “Some crap-tastic place called Beaver Island, Michigan. It’s so far north it’s like practically Canada. And as far as I know, there’s nothing there. No people I mean. It’s got some houses and all that, but does it have a fence around the island? No. And does it have electricity? Hell no. I don’t know what Neil is thinking.” 
 
    Jillybean knew. “He doesn’t believe me, does he?” 
 
    The goth girl’s anger faded rapidly. She dropped her chin, unwilling to look Jillybean in the face. “I’m sorry, but no. It was that whole Chris Turner business. You made up a person, Jillybean. It sort of, uh eroded your credibility, and we both know how adults are. I tried to talk some sense into him, but he’s busy. Everyone is. They want to leave in two days, but I don’t see it happening.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” Jillybean declared, sliding out of bed. She went to her dresser to pick out a clean outfit and paused with her shirt drawer open. Without looking back, she said, “Maybe you should wait here.” She risked a peek back at Sadie, afraid to see something wrong or odd. 
 
    After battles and blood and harrowing escapes, Jillybean had been running on fumes for days and it was expected that it would all catch up to her sooner or later. The night before had a hazy feel to it, as if she were coming off a drunk. There were parts that didn’t make sense. She could remember crying and she remembered Neil crying and she remembered telling her story more than once. And she remembered the peanut butter sandwich. 
 
    She just couldn’t remember why she had been crying, and she didn’t know why there was an echo of her own screams running like a vine through her memory. Something was wrong, that was obvious enough, and she was afraid that something was wrong with Sadie. But she didn’t want to think about that. 
 
    Jillybean began heading for her door, but stopped. “Have you been taking your antibiotics?” she asked her sister. 
 
    “Like clockwork. But you missed your own dose last night and this morning, so pills first before talking, got it?” 
 
    She hadn’t been taking her pills for the last two weeks or so and hadn’t heard a single whisper in her head…up until last night. A thought came to her: Maybe the lack of pills has finally caught up with me. “You know what? I-I spilled them, but I can get some more.” 
 
    She actually planned on going out to the Safeway pharmacy just as soon as she could, but when she stepped out of her room she saw Neil, and he wasn’t busy at all. He was sitting on his bed, next to an open suitcase which held nothing but four pairs of black socks. Black seemed to be the only color of socks he had ever owned and he wore them with everything. 
 
    In his hands were a pair of white underwear that had been folded once. He stared past them at a spot on the floor. When he heard Jillybean’s door click closed, he jerked, turning red eyes on the little girl. Foolishly, she asked: “Are you okay, Mister Neil? Have you slept at all?” 
 
    He shook his head. She opened her mouth to ask the obvious follow up question: what’s wrong? but stopped with the words pent up in her lungs. She was afraid all of a sudden. Something wasn’t right, something that was being left unspoken, but not unheard. The echo of a scream was back as were the whispers. Strangely, she also had a vision of her staring into a bush. 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” she said to Neil. He shrugged as if he didn’t care. She crossed her arms and told him: “We need to go to Washington and not to Beaver Island.” 
 
    He took a slow dragging breath. “You heard that?” 
 
    “Sadie told me.” 
 
    A small laugh escaped him. He choked on it and had to wipe away more tears. “I got you both presents,” he said. “I knew you’d make it back and I wanted to surprise you.” He went to his dresser, where there were two matching necklaces, ruby and gold. He picked up the smaller of the two and put it around Jillybean’s neck. As he did, he dripped warm tears onto her face. When he straightened, he took the second necklace and gave it to Jillybean. “Will you give her this for me?” 
 
    She was afraid to ask why. She only nodded and walked with leaden feet to her room. She was filled with fear, but it was nothing compared to how Sadie looked. The girl had her back in the furthest, darkest corner. Only the porcelain skin of her face showed with any definition. 
 
    “Mister Neil wants me to give you this.” 
 
    Like a girl before a guillotine, Sadie knelt and stretched out her neck. Jillybean was slow to place the necklace. She stared at the back of the girl’s neck, mesmerized by the soft wisps of black that were so dainty. 
 
    “Don’t draw it out,” Sadie said, in a strangled voice. 
 
    Jillybean fumbled the clasp into place, however when Sadie straightened and Jillybean let the necklace dangle, it fell to the floor. “The clasp must be broken. I’ll tell Mister…” Jillybean had bent to pick up the necklace and now saw that the clasp was properly set. The necklace hadn’t fallen off of Sadie, it had fallen through her.  
 
    As Jillybean stared at the necklace, the whispers began to kick up again. She shook her head violently to clear her mind, but it wouldn’t clear. There were too many questions. “What? How? How did that just happen? How?” She backed away from her sister, hitting the bed with the back of her legs and plopping down on it. She considered scrambling under the covers and hiding there, but that would have meant turning her back on Sadie and Jillybean was too afraid. 
 
    “You know how, Jillybean,” Sadie said, sadly. “You’ve known about me for two weeks. You know they shot me.” 
 
    Of course she knew. The picture never left her mind: Sadie lying in the tall grass, blood, nearly as black as her shirt, spreading out, covering her chest. Her eyes had been closed right up until Jillybean stuck the gun to her head. Then they had opened, two slits with what looked like glistening coal orbs behind them.  
 
    “But they really didn’t open,” Sadie said. “And the bullet, it didn’t really hit me in my lung.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” Jillybean suddenly felt short of breath and was glad she was already seated on her bed. “But I did surgery on you.” Sadie shook her head, but that didn’t make sense. “I did, I swear.” Sadie shook her head again and the memory of that night changed.  
 
    Jillybean saw herself standing on a stool in front of an empty hospital gurney. She wore a blue gown that hung down to the floor, on her face was a mask that covered her from ear to ear, and on her hands were gloves that kept slipping as she placed suture after suture in the vinyl cover of the thin mattress. The sutures were neat and exact and, of course utterly bloodless. 
 
    “Where were you?”  
 
    Sadie lifted one shoulder in a move that Jillybean had seen a thousand times. “I died.” 
 
    The little girl was too stunned for tears, and besides, she had known all along. She had just buried the memory deep, deep down where the whisperers and the screamers hid themselves. But now the memory was out. Neil had forced her to confront it. By itself, Jillybean might have been able to handle it, but the memory brought with it everything else, every bad thing she had ever endured, in a tremendous wave that threatened to engulf the girl. It was too much. 
 
    She couldn’t handle her reality, past or present, and now that the mental distortion she had created as a band aid had been ripped away, she couldn’t go back to it. There would be no hiding her pain under what seemed now like a fig leaf. And worse, her journey wasn’t over. She wasn’t safe on Bainbridge or anywhere else. She wasn’t done with the bombs and the explosions and the blood. 
 
    In other words, she still needed Sadie or Ipes or Chris, or even Eve. She needed a crutch to carry on until she could find a true home where she could heal properly and be sane and whole. Subconsciously, she knew she desperately needed a way for Sadie to be alive again that was logically consistent. It wasn’t impossible. 
 
    I died, Sadie said with another half-shrug. Her voice was like an echo, pulsing from all around Jillybean. And now I’m a ghost. Jillybean’s mouth fell open. Sadie smiled at the look. Yeah, I’m a ghost. Can you believe that?  
 
    Jillybean wanted to believe it with all her heart. She nodded and shook her head simultaneously so that her head only wobbled. Her hearing had become warped. She heard Sadie just like she heard the whispers, with her mind and not with her ears. “A ghost? Are those even real?” 
 
    They have to be, Sadie answered. Because look at me. Watch what happens when I get too close to the light. She stepped closer to the golden edge of the blackout curtain hung across Jillybean’s window and as she did, she seemed to fade and become both grainy and translucent. 
 
     You know what the bad part is? Sadie asked, moving back to the corner where the dark made her whole again. Neil can’t see me or hear me. I can’t tell him that I love him or good bye, or anything. 
 
    “I could tell him for you,” Jillybean said. 
 
    Sadie shook her head. No. He already thinks you’re crazy. He doesn’t even believe us about Bainbridge and now they’re going to just head on out of here with no idea what’s ahead of them. It’s stupid if you ask me. I mean, why did we do all that work and take all those chances? Why did Sergeant Steinman have to die if this is what they were going to do anyways? 
 
    “I’ll prove it to him,” Jillybean said. “I have the map and all my notes. And, and  my pill bottle says Colton Family Practice right on it. And the blasting caps have all those tags on them. They’ve got the mining company’s name and address on them. That’ll prove we were way out west. Wait here, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Forgetting that only moments before, she had been on the verge of her second breakdown in the past twenty-four hours, she grinned at Sadie and raced out of the room. Neil didn’t look up as her feet thudded down the hall and out the front door. The Corolla was in the drive, but how it came to be there didn’t cross her mind. She only cared about her “facts” and presenting them to Neil. 
 
    The car hadn’t been touched. Not even the bombs had been moved. She grabbed what she needed, including a folded and perfectly clean hospital gown that Jillybean could swear Sadie had been wearing at one point early on in their trip.  
 
    “We can’t go to Michigan, Mister Neil,” she said without preamble as she burst into his room. He still had the same half-folded pair of underwear in his hands. She took it away from him and put the map in its place. “We don’t know what’s in Michigan, but we do know what’s in Washington. This is why you sent us, to find out. This is Bainbridge Island. I know it looks little on the map but it’s actually plenty big. Big enough for us and them.” 
 
    “Jillybean,” he said in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    She didn’t let him go on. “That’s where I got this shirt from Sadie.” She presented the shirt. It was black with glittery words that read: Princess in Training across the front. Before Neil’s eyes could really focus on it, she brought out the blasting cap. “And see this. I got it from a mine place where they were digging for diamonds or something. Look at the address. It’s right here.” Again, she pointed to a spot on the map. It had been circled with a star next to it. “And look at this pill bottle. See? It says Colton right there, and look on the map.” 
 
    Neil looked. “Yeah, I see it, sweetheart. But we’re going to Beaver Island. It’s been decided. We…I decided. I love you, Jillybean but…I know you tried.” 
 
    “I didn’t just try, I succeeded,” she answered. “We succeeded, me and Sadie. You wanted us to find a safe place and a safe route, and we did that.” 
 
    He sighed, shaking his head. “How do you know? How do you know what really happened? How do you know you didn’t make it all up? You have to look at it from our point of view. All we know for any certainty is that you headed west and when you came back, you came back alone and…delusional.” He sighed again this one coming from somewhere very deep. 
 
    “But I’m not anymore. I know Sadie d-died.” Her voice cracked on the word ‘died’ and with the whispers growing louder in her head, it took an effort to get going again. “I know I was crazy, but I’m better and the rest of all that is true.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like Beaver Island, Jillybean. I think they have real beavers.” He didn’t look up as he said this and Jillybean saw that if anyone was broken, it was Neil. He wasn’t seeing reason. He wasn’t seeing that a blind thrust through the heart of bandit country would only end with more death and misery. 
 
    She reached out and took back her things. “Maybe if I show this to Captain Grey…” 
 
    “No,” Neil said. “He’s busy and so is Deanna. And anyway, they both agree with me. They agree that this would be best for everyone, and that includes you.” 
 
    It didn’t matter to Jillybean that they agreed with Neil. What mattered was that she didn’t agree and that she could do something about it, crazy or no crazy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Captain Grey 
 
      
 
    Deanna knew better than to ask about what happened in California. They weren’t married and yet she had somehow adopted the time-honored code of the soldier’s wife. She would give him time to come to grips with his survivor’s guilt. There would be no “getting over it” there would only be eventual acceptance and that was if he were lucky. 
 
    Some men never could. Grey knew that he would be able to, not because he didn’t care about the men he had lost, or that he was a cold hearted bastard, but because he had before. He had been doing it for coming on two years, just like he had been surviving against incredible odds for two years. 
 
    And this last fight, a running six day battle between two different groups that he and his men had stumbled into, had been the worst yet. Giving up had never been an option, however letting the last of his blood leak out of him was. He had twice been in a position to simply allow himself to die. 
 
    In the past, he had sometimes fought to live through sheer stubbornness, now he had a real reason—two reasons, in fact. One was breezing around the house in a long, button-up shirt of his and nothing else. And the shirt wasn’t all that long. The other reason lay in his arms, staring up at him with huge blue eyes. Emily had a bottle perfectly corked in her mouth. 
 
    “She is really going to town,” Grey said. He assumed that her draining the bottle in one long pull was a good thing. Even after four months of having Emily in his life, he still felt a little like an imposter. Deanna was absolutely certain about everything when it came to the baby, but he felt like he was just winging it half the time. What he needed was an instruction manual, and not a touchy-feely-nausea-inducing book with a pink cover showing two already happy parents gazing down at their newborn. 
 
    What he needed was a proper operator’s manual based on a US Army field guide: Infant, Human, Pink, One Each. That way everything would be set in stone and nothing left to guess work. 
 
    “Just burp her when she’s done,” Deanna said. She was standing in front of her closet, looking in at her clothes. She had to pick out a total of three outfits and she was acting as though the fate of the world could hinge on the decision. According to the time frame of the “shift,” as they were calling their cross-country migration, she had another twenty-four hours to be packed, but at the rate she was going, Grey was glad she had gotten off to an early start. 
 
    After a brief lunch-time meeting with Neil, who had looked like shit in Grey’s eyes, the shift had been moved up by twelve hours. They were to leave the following day at sunset. “According to Jillybean, the thermal cameras are far more effective at night,” he had said. 
 
    “And people and monsters act a whole lot different in the night time,” Jillybean added. “That’s half the way you can tell which is which.” 
 
    As usual, Grey thought they were relying too much on the little girl. Although she had given only this minor advice concerning drones and cameras, he thought that even that was too much. Her journey, although not as physically torturous as his, had been an ordeal that she was still coming to terms with. During the lunch, her eyes had constantly strayed to a dark corner of the room which just happened to be directly behind Grey. It was unsettling to think she was staring at “Sadie.” More than once, Neil had looked back there as well. 
 
    Emily, leaking formula out of the side of her mouth, brought Grey around to the present. He wiped her cheek, set her to his shoulder and tapped her lightly—too lightly, as always—on the back until Deanna groaned. She took the baby gave her two heavy thumps and brought up a burp worthy of a pro bowler. 
 
    “Okay, I guess you got this,” Grey said, meaning the baby. “I’ve got to get down to the high school. They’re bringing in the cars.” 
 
    “No more than fourteen,” Deanna warned. “Neil and I worked out the math and we don’t need or want any more than fourteen, so don’t let anyone give you guff. And they all need to be five seaters at a minimum. And go fetch Jillybean from Neil’s. I think it’ll do her some good to get out. She needs some fresh air. At least Neil is busy doing something, but other than having lunch, she hasn’t done anything but sleep.” 
 
    Although Grey thought sleep wouldn’t hurt the little girl, he said he would let her tag along. 
 
    The afternoon was a fine one and she wore pink shorts with a matching tank top. She had been traveling at night for so long that she looked ghostly white. As he walked, she skipped, though when she came to a crack in the sidewalk, of which there were many, she would make a conscious decision to hop over them. 
 
    Once she got a skip and a hop mixed together and came down right on one of the cracks. She looked stricken for a moment and then said, “My mom is dead already. I forgot.” She tried to give Grey a smile but it was strained and there was something hidden behind her eyes, something that wasn’t in any way normal. After fixing that smile in place, she went back to skipping and hopping like any other little girl in the world might. 
 
    Grey felt an urge to say something concerning Sadie, but the moment he began, his throat tightened. He had loved Sadie. He wanted to pretend that he loved her as he loved his men, but that was a lie. “A fucking lie,” he growled under his breath and turned away to stare up at the mountains hemming in the valley so that Jillybean wouldn’t see him trying to blink back tears. 
 
    It didn’t help that he happened to be facing east, towards the same hills that Sadie had fought with such tenacity to save his ass from the Azael. 
 
    “She may not be completely gone,” Jillybean said, in a soft, secretive voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, running a quick sleeve across his eyes. 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, her head down. She shrugged. “Nothing. I-I was just joking, I guess. So…So Mister Captain Grey, sir, have you ever been to Seattle? If you want, you can ask me about it. You know like what the city looked like or stuff.” 
 
    “So I can verify that you’ve been there? I believe that you were, but that’s not really the issue and I think you know it. Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
     Of course, that ended the conversation. They walked in silence, glancing at each other every few steps out of the corner of their eyes. Grey thought about her story as they walked and was glad they weren’t going to the coast. The ferocity and the utter disregard for human life in the west had shocked him.  
 
    He blamed it on the mountains themselves. Mountain ranges and the harsh badlands that surrounded them stretched from the suburbs of Denver all the way to the Pacific, and in them the people were cut off and isolated from each other. They lived, not on the majestic peaks, but down in the hidden dales and gorges where fear pooled and viciousness congealed. 
 
    Grey didn’t fear that Jillybean had made up parts of her story, his fear was that too much of it was true. 
 
    It wasn’t until they got to the rear of the school where there was an asphalt-covered track that Jillybean spoke again. “Hey, Captain Grey, sir, watch how fast I can run now.”  
 
    With her skinny legs turning circles, she ran down the straightaway with surprising speed. She walked about for thirty seconds, catching her breath and then came racing back. “I-I’ve b-been practicing,” she gasped out. “I-I gotta do s-some more so I can be fast like Sadie. Do you ever think I will be?” 
 
    “If you keep that up, I don’t see why not,” Grey said. He watched her sprint down the track again, thinking that she had more determination in her than any child he had ever met. “Or any adult for that matter.”  
 
    With a wave, he turned away and set his mind on the task ahead, knowing it would be a long day. 
 
    Grey went to the school and saw that the SUVs and the trucks were even then being pushed through the open doors of the gymnasium. There were seven of each, plus extras. The extra vehicles would have to go. “I wouldn’t want to get any guff,” he said. Normally he would have smirked at the word guff and the idea that anyone would have the balls to give him any, but he couldn’t find it in him to smile. His slowly ebbing stress and his new grief were still too heavy on him. 
 
    “Sorry, Mark you can’t take the Jeep. It’s too small. The boss won’t allow it, no matter how pretty it is. Let’s get it out of here and drained.” Grey rolled his eyes as the immaculate Jeep was pushed back through the double doors. Why polish something that was meant to be dirty? In his opinion, it was like polishing the bottom of his shoes. 
 
    Four others had brought their SUVs along and Grey sent them packing as well, but not before taking every ounce of gas from them. They were dangerously low on fuel. Neil, who had the math to prove it, said they had enough fuel to make it to Michigan. Of course, those calculations were for a direct route and what was the likelihood that would happen? 
 
    Grey told himself he would worry about scrounging when the time came for that particular worry. During that long afternoon, he was too busy for worry. The vehicles had to be inspected from bumper to bumper. Seven tires had to be switched out, all of them needed oil changes and windshield wipers. Three of them would be towing trailers and these had to be checked as well. 
 
    While Grey worked with his team of amateur mechanics, another team went through town collecting the last of the food. The remaining sixty-eight people in the valley were to keep three meals worth of food. The rest was to be packed into the trailers. 
 
    “Hey, Mister Captain Grey, sir?” Jillybean asked, appearing at his elbow, suddenly. She had drifted in and out of the gymnasium for the last few hours, sometimes inspecting the vehicles alongside of Grey, sometimes fidgeting with the four drones, sometimes mumbling to herself, and sometimes disappearing for long stretches. “What are we having for dinner tonight? Can we have the peanut butter again?” 
 
    “You better ask Deanna. She’s the officer in charge of peanut butter.” She saw the question forming behind her eyes and cut it off. “There’s no peanut butter officer. I was just joking. She’s planning dinner is what I meant.” 
 
    Jillybean smiled just a quick flash and then it was gone. He didn’t see her again until he dragged his tired ass home four hours later, long after the sun had set. He was sure he was going to hear from Deanna about how much he had “over done it,” but she seemed equally tired and didn’t have the strength to nag. 
 
    “Neil’s been a wreck,” she whispered, and glancing into the living room where a red-eyed Neil Martin sat on the couch staring into the dregs of a glass. She handed Grey his own glass of white wine which was, surprisingly, chilled to a proper temperature. “Jillybean set two bottles in the river. She says it’s what goes best with peanut butter sandwiches. That girl is crazy…I mean in a good way this time.” 
 
    “Are you saying it really does go with peanut butter?” 
 
    Deanna snorted. “Only if you drink it first. Speaking of which, according to the Jillybean ‘rules,’ we had to wait to eat until the man of the house got here. I hope you’re hungry for peanut butter and trout. Veronica caught a few this morning. She didn’t know what else to bring Neil.” 
 
    They also had roasted potatoes courtesy of Jillybean, who had a few left over from her trip. “They were under the seat and had these little sprouts growing on them, but they’re probably still good,” she said. She was right and although it didn’t seem like potatoes, peanut butter and trout would go together, the meal was perfectly fine. 
 
    Grey was sure that the wine helped. It was heady stuff and just what the doctor ordered as far as Neil was concerned. He talked about Sadie, switching back and forth between tears and laughter in a manner that was good for him. He needed to grieve, he needed to sleep and then tomorrow he would need to get back to the basics of survival and leading his flock. 
 
    Jillybean was silent during all this and barely moved. She looked like a doll with plastic eyes, but Neil’s sadness was too overpowering and the adults let her be. 
 
    When both bottles had been drunk and Neil had red splotches in his cheeks, he and Jillybean said their goodbyes and started for their home. Grey considered walking with them, however he was just too tired. He yawned and Deanna yawned right back, and when they fell asleep, Grey was out so quickly that he couldn’t remember whether he had kissed her goodnight or not. 
 
    He slept like the dead until morning, and it wasn’t Emily who woke him. A heavy thumping sounded in his dreams and slowly, groggily he sat up. The thumping continued and only gradually did he realize that it was coming from his front door. 
 
    “What the hell?” Deanna slurred from beneath her pillow. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Grey said, getting up. He swayed a bit and had to catch hold of his dresser. Am I hung over? he wondered. His mouth sure tasted enough like crap to think so. “Hold on, hold on,” he said as the thumping continued. 
 
    When he opened the door, a distraught Neil Martin burst in, pushing past him. “Jillybean’s gone. Is she here? Have you seen her?” 
 
    Grey grabbed him before he could go rushing through the house, waking Emily and Deanna. “No and will you keep your voice down? Have you tried her old lab or the garage?” 
 
    Neil shook his head, looking confused and anxious. “Her car’s gone. Did…did I wake you?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s no big deal,” Grey said, bringing his watch up. “I had to get up any…” The watch read a quarter after nine. That wasn’t right. It couldn’t be right. He never slept in so late—never. And what’s more, neither did Emily. Before he knew exactly what was wrong or why he felt a rising panic, he was rushing for his daughter’s room. 
 
    He stopped in the doorway, her crib was empty.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Neil Martin 
 
      
 
    It was as if Neil had accidentally let a tornado into the home. He stood back as Deanna and Grey went flying around the house, frantically throwing things about and screaming at each other to check this place or that as if Emily, who could only turn from her tummy to back under the best of circumstances, that is with a little help or perhaps if she were placed on a slanted floor, had somehow crawled off. 
 
    “Her bottles are gone,” Deanna cried, racing from the kitchen. 
 
    “So are her diapers,” Grey said in a whisper. In the course of the next second, he went from stunned and frightened to apoplectic anger. “She did this, Neil! Don’t even try to deny it, and don’t even think about making excuses for her. The wine was her idea. She kept pouring it. She was trying to get us drunk. It was her plan all along to steal Emily!” 
 
    Neil had been in an utter panic twenty minutes before when he had crawled out of bed to an empty house and an empty driveway. The missing car had cemented the fear because Jillybean had absolutely known the seriousness of their gas problem. She wouldn’t have taken the Corolla to go fishing or visiting or for any reason, unless she was leaving the valley, something she wouldn’t do without telling him, or at least leaving a note. 
 
    Now, the panic had subsided, leaving him clear-headed. Grey was right, she had taken Emily and there were only two logical reasons she would have done that: to kill the baby or to save all of them. “She wasn’t just trying to get us drunk,” Neil replied. “I’m willing to bet she drugged us as well. That’s the good news. It means she wanted us out of…” 
 
    “Good news?” Grey thundered, cutting him off. “How can you possibly say that drugging us is good fucking news?” 
 
    “Because it means she wanted Emily alive. If she wanted us or Emily dead, she could have killed us last night while we were sleeping. Hell, she could have slipped us something worse than sleeping pills or whatever she used. She knows a great deal about medicines. I’m pretty sure she could have poisoned us if she had wanted to.” Deanna whimpered and Neil went on, quickly, “She could have but she didn’t. If I had to guess, I’d say that Emily is safe.” 
 
    “All you have is a guess?” Deanna asked. She had been desperately hoping for more from Neil. He could see it in her wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a very sound guess, Deanna. Just think, Sadie would never let Jillybean hurt Emily.” 
 
    Grey went red, his face a hideous mask of anger. “Sadie is dead, Neil! Sadie can’t do anything about any of this.” 
 
    “She’s not dead to Jillybean. Sadie is still very much alive to her. I saw the signs. We probably all did and we all know that Sadie would never let her do anything to Emily.” 
 
    “Except kidnap her?” Deanna asked. She didn’t have Grey’s volcanic anger. Instead, she looked stunned. 
 
    Neil took a deep breath. There was a dread building beneath the fragile sense of calm and if there was any chance to keep the situation from going nuclear, he had to hold it together. “Yes, except that, but there’s an obvious reason she took the baby. Jillybean is like all of us, she just wants a safe place to live. In her mind, Beaver Island isn’t safe. It’s unknown and that scares her. But she knows Bainbridge. She’s going there and she wants us to follow her.” 
 
    Somehow Grey’s rage seemed to only increase. It was so daunting that Neil took a step back. Grey had his meaty hands at chest height and they were straining as if choking an invisible neck. “I’ll follow her all right and when I catch her…” 
 
    “No,” Neil said, softly. “You won’t follow her, at least not alone.” Deanna started to say that she would be going as well, but Neil cut her off. “We’ll all be going. Jillybean wants us to go to Bainbridge and we will, for better or for worse. No, Grey, sorry. I know you want to tear on out of here, but if you go then Deanna will go, and I’ll have to go and that would mean Veronica will come, too. Her boyfriend won’t want to leave her and neither will Kay and her boyfriend, and so on. Do you see? We’ll be leaving unprepared and on what road? I know in your head you see yourself catching up to her sometime tonight, out in some wilderness as she’s sitting by a fire, but we both know that won’t be the way it works. There are a thousand roads between us and Bainbridge. Which one did she take?” 
 
    Grey’s mouth came open and for a moment he looked not just lost, but utterly crushed. Neil combed his mangled left hand through his hair, furious with Jillybean, but unable to show it. Someone had to be calm or things would crumble quickly. 
 
    “We could get ahead of her,” Grey said. “We could spread out, stake out different roads, the major ones at least and…” 
 
    Again, Neil said, “No.” He didn’t have to be loud to stop Grey’s words. “She’ll already be on the lookout for bandits. She’ll see you from miles away.” 
 
    “We are not just going to sit here and do nothing!” Grey yelled, the veins in his neck were distended and the scars vibrant and his fists were rock-hard hammers that could pummel Neil into mush. In the face of his fury, Neil leaned away until his shoulder hit the wall of the living room. 
 
    “We’re not going to do nothing. She left a note,” he said, thinking on the fly. “She wants us to follow her, so it only goes to reason there will be one. It’s either here or at my house or somewhere she’d know we would look. We just have to find it.” 
 
    The three of them immediately started searching. Deanna went to her daughter’s room and began opening and closing drawers at lightning speed; her sobs tore Neil’s heart to pieces. Grey tried to console her, but she threw a book of nursery rhymes at him. They didn’t find a note after twenty minutes of searching. Another half-hour was wasted at Neil’s place.  
 
    “Don’t get down, Deanna,” Neil said, half-expecting her to slap him. “She did this on purpose. She’s just trying to give herself more of a head start. She’s probably afraid of what will happen to her if we catch her before she gets to Bainbridge.” 
 
    “She should be because I’ll kill her,” Deanna said.  
 
    At that exact moment, Neil didn’t doubt her; she was a mother and she would defend her child with her life. Then again, Neil was Jillybean’s father. He had looked the little girl right in the eye and told her as much, and he had said it fully aware of her problems. It wasn’t something that he would take back at the first sign of trouble. 
 
    “Then we’re going to have a problem,” he told her. She was three inches taller than him and ten years younger. If they fought, there was no telling who would win—or so Neil told himself.  
 
    She walked forward, seeming to grow taller and taller, and was certainly angrier than he, but none of that mattered to Neil, he would accept a beating in order to protect Jillybean’s life. It wasn’t as though she would get away scot free. She would have to face the consequences of her actions, but he had no idea what they would be. Expulsion was the likely outcome and if that was the punishment, then he would go with her.  
 
    But no one would hurt her. 
 
    Grey saved him from a possible beating. He stepped between them. “Stop it,” he growled. “This isn’t helping. If there’s a note, then let’s find it. If there isn’t one, then I’m going after her. She went through Wyoming; Cheyenne probably, that’s obvious. I’ll give it an hour to find this note and then, I’m sorry, Neil but I’m going after her.” The hour passed so quickly that it left Neil gasping. He had run to each of her old Estes haunts: the foul-smelling lab, the repair shop, where he covered himself in grease as he searched, and finally the library.  
 
    He stood in front of a thousand books and despaired. Jillybean didn’t have a favorite—they were all her favorites. He ran to the “Sciences” section and raced down the titles, hoping that something would jump out at him. Nothing did and so he started scanning titles beginning with anything that had to do with chemistry, and then biology and when that proved fruitless, physics. 
 
    “No, not physics,” he hissed, angry at himself. Physics was almost all theoretical and Jillybean liked the concrete. She liked someone to tell her what was pure fact as opposed to conjecture. 
 
    He was going in circles, or so it felt, when the front door opened with a heavy thud. Captain Grey stood, just a silhouette framed by the late morning sun. “There’s no note,” he stated and then paused as if waiting for the library to second guess him. When the air remained still and the building quiet…deathly so, he said, “Deanna and I are leaving. I suggest you take the others on to Beaver Island. We’ll catch up.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that. My daughter is out there, too.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Grey said. Without another word, he turned around and left, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Neil cursed under his breath and rushed after him, blinking and throwing a hand up as the daylight partially blinded him. “Grey! Wait up. Why are you acting as if this is my fault? I didn’t do anything wrong.” Grey only grunted in answer and for a quarter mile they were silent except for Neil’s labored breathing. Grey was marching at such a clip that it felt like strenuous exercise to Neil.  
 
    When the high school came into view, Neil said, “We can maybe get everything ready in about four hours, possibly three, since I can probably show everyone the importance of what has hap…” 
 
    Grey interrupted him. “Do what you want. Deanna and I are leaving now.” Neil started to splutter, but then the two of them saw the crowd in front of the school. It appeared as though all sixty-six of the remaining people in Estes were gathered there. Some looked angry and others nervous. Clearly the word about Jillybean’s latest mental breakdown had spread. 
 
    “They need you, Grey,” Neil said. “They need us. They need us to stay together and do this right.” Grey marched on, impassive until Neil began to get angry. “Fine, we’ll let them go their own way. They can all die for all we care. Is that how you’re going to be?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Neil squeezed his hands together in frustration, but by then they were close enough to the others that he didn’t want to carry on the conversation with everyone listening. Like reporters at a press conference, they began shouting questions: Did she really take Emily? Do you know why? Is Sadie dead? That’s what Kay said. Did Jillybean kill her? 
 
    “We’re looking into this,” Neil told them, pausing as Grey marched on. “All we know is that we have two missing children and that we are moving up our plans. We want to be able to leave as soon as possible. So please, gather the last of your belongings as fast as you can. Make sure that you have…” 
 
    He stopped as he saw that many of the people were no longer listening. They were looking into the gymnasium. Neil turned and saw Grey and Deanna, their shoulders touching as they read from a piece of paper. “The note! Thank God.” Neil had been just guessing that there would be one. Sure, it was logical, but Jillybean was crazy and had been for every second of every day that Neil had known her. Logic only went so far with her. 
 
    “What is this?” Grey demanded, showing Neil the note. “What the hell does this mean?” 
 
    Dear Captin Grey and Miss Deanna, 
 
    I am sorry. I think this is for the best. Emily is fine. She is sleeping and is realy cute. Can you please tell Mister Neil, that you can see Yuri’s lab from here in Laramei. 
 
    sinsearly, 
 
    Jillybean Martin 
 
      
 
    “It means that we are all in this together,” Neil said, folding the note into a neat square and pocketing it. “It means that Jillybean knew what your reaction would be and how to counteract it. It means she’s lucid and that Emily is alive and well.” 
 
    “And the part about Yuri’s lab?” Deanna asked. “Is this the same Yuri you told us about? Isn’t he in New York City?” The note had gone a long way to alleviating her immediate fears and now Neil could see the shrewd look behind her eyes. 
 
    She knew that there was a riddle concerning her daughter’s whereabouts in the note and that only Neil knew how to decipher it.  
 
    Among the hundreds of slavers and bandits and scrounging people who would kill their own mothers for the zombie vaccination, there had been only six of them on the ferry, held against their will, seven if Nico was counted. There were two of them left alive who knew that Yuri’s laboratory had been aboard The Nordic Star: Neil Martin and Jillybean. 
 
    “As far as I know he’s still there, but Jillybean is in Laramie, Wyoming, or at least was. She has a twelve hour lead and the knowledge of what route is safest. She’s likely beyond it now, but that’s okay, she will have left another note.” 
 
    Deanna’s eyes flashed. “None of this is ‘okay,’ Neil.” 
 
    “I know, but unless you want to go crazy with worry, we will proceed like it is.” Louder, speaking to the last vestige of his people, Neil said, “We will proceed as planned except we are going to accelerate our time frame for leaving…” 
 
    Grey interrupted, “No! You will tell me what you know right this instant or I will beat it out of you.” 
 
    As much as Neil respected his friend and as much as he could empathize with his terrible plight, he couldn’t allow Grey to undermine him, he couldn’t let him and Deanna run off, and he couldn’t let things unravel any further. “Then start beating me,” he said, maintaining his outward calm. Inwardly, he wasn’t so much afraid as he was sad. “The rest of you get your checklists and go down them as fast as you can.” 
 
    Captain Grey’s hands began to clench and unclench, and perhaps he was on the verge of beating Neil, however just then Veronica asked, “Are we going to Michigan after Laramie?” 
 
    This was a difficult question. The spirit of his people had been broken and any talk of a rescue would suggest risks they probably wouldn’t accept. “No. Sadie and Jillybean found us a perfect spot near Seattle. It’s an island, a big one, with electricity and a complete fence wrapped entirely around it. The reason why we initially discounted the idea was because Sadie died on the way back and I didn’t want to put Jillybean through that, but…but she was adamant.” 
 
    “You call stealing a kid, adamant?” someone asked. 
 
    “It’s about as adamant as you can get. Now, let’s get a move on!” Neil clapped his hands like a high school coach. “Double time, people.” They hurried to obey, leaving the three of them alone. “We’ll get her back, Grey, I promise.” 
 
    “A promise from you is worthless,” he sneered. “You’re nothing but a greasy politician. You’ll say anything.” 
 
    The words were worse than being punched. The pain went deeper. “You aren’t wrong, Grey. I’ll say anything and do anything to keep them, and you, and Deanna, and Emily, and Jillybean alive. If that means lying or kissing ass or whatever, then I’ll do it. And if it means putting you in your place in front of everyone, I’ll do that, too. You will listen to me, Grey and do as I say, because right now you’re not thinking clearly. We know what you would do if you caught up with Jillybean, but do you know what she would do?” 
 
    The question slapped the sneer off his face. Jillybean had already killed one baby. “But like I told Deanna, we are going to proceed on the premise that Jillybean is lucid and aware. She has scouted this route already. She knows where the dangers lie and she will avoid them. Hopefully, in a day or two she will feel that we’re far enough along the journey to Seattle that she will let us catch up to her. Or maybe she will radio us. Either way, we have to remain positive.” 
 
    “It won’t be a radio,” Grey said, hollow-voiced. “She knows about triangulation and tracking.” 
 
    “Then it’ll be something else. In the meantime let’s keep busy.” There was plenty to keep them busy. In fact, Neil was so busy that he almost forgot the pain of losing Sadie. It came back full force when his people were assembled and ready to go eighty-eight minutes later. 
 
    As they began their fifteen-hundred mile journey, Neil quickly realized that he had nothing to do but agonize over the loss of Sadie. It would have helped if Grey had let him drive, but the captain was hellbent on getting to Laramie as fast as possible. He needed that next note like a junkie needed his next fix. His eyes were wide and unblinking as he raced out of the mountains. 
 
    Neil tried to slow him down, but he wouldn’t hear it and it made Deanna snappish when he tried. They flew down to the plains and then surged north, pulling into Laramie at just before four in the afternoon.  
 
    “Okay, what’s the note mean?” he demanded as soon as they passed the city limits sign. 
 
    “I’m not quite sure,” Neil said. He saw the two of them were on the verge of exploding, so he explained, “Yuri’s lab was on a boat called the Nordic Star, so I’m thinking we go to the north end of town. She said that we would be able to see Yuri’s lab. There’ll be something, a big boat, or a nordic flag, or something.” 
 
    They were on 30th Street and almost into the empty grasslands on the far side of the city when Deanna screeched: “Northview Street! It’s Northview Street! Right there, turn, turn.” 
 
    Grey heaved the extended-cab Ford 350 to the right and then slowed as they passed a number of dinky cul-de-sacs. “Horizon Court, Eaglecrest Court,” he read off. “Pleasant Court.” 
 
    Northview was a short stretch of road and with only two more cul-de-sacs to go, Neil felt they didn’t need to go any further. “This is it, Pleasant Court. Turn here.” Neither of them asked how he knew. They were looking left and right at the dusty houses, hoping to catch sight of a baby or a stroller or something that would indicate Emily. 
 
    Jillybean could be both enigmatic and obvious. Neil saw that one of the mailboxes on the street had its red flag up—it had been duct taped into position so as not to be missed. “The letter is in the letterbox where it belongs,” he said, pointing. 
 
    Both Grey and Deanna leapt out of the truck and ran for the mailbox and poured over the note that had been left there: 
 
    Hi, 
 
    We are both doing fine. I made a playpen for Emily in the back by taking out the seat. She likes it lots and is very happy. Take 80 west to Rock Springs and to where we hid the pontoon boat. 
 
    See you,  
 
    Jillybean Martin 
 
    Deanna had a map, but it really wasn’t needed. They had seen a sign for Rock Springs. It was “only” a hundred and fifty miles away. “We could be there in four or five hours; six at the most,” she said, speaking so quickly that she sounded like an auctioneer. “Where’d you guys hide the pontoon?” 
 
    “Slow down, please,” Neil said. He needed a moment to think whether it was a good idea to go racing off to Rock Springs. It was a straight shot west, directly into the setting sun. It would be an eight hour trip at a minimum and they would be exhausted when they got there. That would be okay with Neil. Driving in the daylight was fine for these desert stretches, but once they hit the mountains of western Wyoming they would have to drive at night. 
 
    Instead of answering her, he ordered an hour-long dinner break, something that didn’t sit well with Deanna and Grey. They ate the quickest and then waited in the Ford. With their anxious impatience hanging over the meal, the hour break was only thirty minutes long and soon the fourteen vehicle convoy was on its way again.  
 
    Neil was right about the sun; it blared into their eyes and after Grey hit two bone-jarring potholes in a row, he reluctantly slowed down. “Are you going to talk about where you hid the pontoon?” Grey asked, when they were putt-putting along. 
 
    “There’s not much to tell. We hid the boat a number of times, each time on a tributary or a canal. So, we’ll look for anything with that name in it.” 
 
    Deanna, sitting in the front seat and looking exhausted from the stress, added, “There are also brooks and streams. Like Stream Drive, though it’s hard to imagine that there would be anything called Stream Drive out here.” They were in the desert, a desert Neil never knew could exist this far north and one that he found himself hating in no time. 
 
    The feeling was mutual among the three of them. The glare was atrocious and they groaned in unison when the sun finally dropped below the distant horizon. Still, with the dark and the poor roads, they could go no faster and it was in the wee hours of the morning when they finally pulled into Rock Springs. Grey insisted that they look for the note. As much as Neil was ready to crawl into the nearest motel bed, he wanted to switch over to a day-sleep/night-driving paradigm. 
 
    There were a few whispered complaints from the others. “I know you’re tired, but this won’t take long,” he told them. It was, after all, a small town and they did have the clue, and yet, finding the next note turned out to be far more difficult than he would have guessed.  
 
    There was no stream this or brook that, and there certainly wasn’t any street name that had to do with canals. There wasn’t a drop of water in the dusty town. 
 
    It felt like they were driving in circles, which in fact they were, when Neil told Grey to pull over. He sat in the backseat, picturing the pontoon and the hasty escape they had made. “We only stopped the thing a couple of times. Once when Jillybean almost froze and a second time when she added this V shaped thingy under the boat.”  
 
    They had actually stopped it one other time, when they executed the Colonel and his men, but he didn’t count that one since it wouldn’t be something Jillybean would dwell on. Besides, there wasn’t likely going to be an Executioner’s Boulevard or a Murderer’s Row. “She had to weld that V-shaped thing onto the bottom of the boat so we dragged it up on a hill, maybe we should be looking at something like Hillside.”  
 
    It was a good idea, however there wasn’t a Hillside Avenue, road, street or anything. Their frustration was beginning to reach a peak and more than once the radio crackled with complaints and demands to “Let’s look in the morning for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Okay, you need to think, Neil,” Deanna said, in a tone that was just a step away from a cat’s screech. “You only stopped twice?” 
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t that far to Cape Girardeau. And once we got there…holy crap. Once we got there we hid the pontoon in what was basically a swamp. Son of a bitch. I know where the note is. We must have passed it five times already. It’s Stillwater Drive.” 
 
    They found the note in five minutes. It spoke more about Emily, blowing raspberries this time, and directed them to Pinedale, but there was no corresponding riddle. “It’s too small of a town,” Neil explained, his mouth stretching in a long, long yawn. “The note is not going to be in a mailbox this time. I’m going to have to figure out where she put it another way. It’s probably in a library.” 
 
    Fourteen hours later, half of which was spent sleeping and the other half driving, they found the note in an electronics shop called Wise Connection. It was sitting in a bundle of fourteen gauge wire, a place where only Neil would have looked. The note gave them a quick rundown of Emily’s health and then a list of roads to follow. 
 
    As always, Grey and Deanna pushed hard to keep going. They were all exhausted and yet, no one second guessed their fear and grief. Only Neil tried to slow things down. He knew that Jillybean wouldn’t allow them to crawl up her ass. She would do something and the more ragged out she was, the more dangerous she would be. 
 
    She gave them a first taste of that danger the next night when Grey’s Ford and the SUV following his had blowouts along a mountain road. If it had been just one tire, no one would have thought anything of it since that sort of thing happened from time to time, but a total of three at once? Neil walked back down the road and came back with a handful of screws. 
 
    “We’re getting too close,” he said. “She could have just as easily used a bomb.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Never in her life had she been this tired. She was doing the job of three people: driving, running the drone, and taking care of a four-month-old baby—all the while desperately trying to keep out of reach of what used to be her family.  
 
    They would never have her back and she didn’t blame them. She had kidnapped a baby. It was a given that Deanna and Grey would never trust her again. And not only wouldn’t they trust her, they would do something to her when they finally caught her. 
 
    They’ll kick you out, the ghost of Sadie said from the back. It was hard to hear her with the thrum of the engine and the whispers and the screamers in her head. Jillybean had to lean back and cock an ear. But it may not be that bad. Neil will want to put a time limit on it. Like a year or something like that. And he’ll be fine if you live close by, like in Seattle or one of those other islands.  
 
    “Hmmm, Seattle has too m-m-any m-m-monsters,” Jillybean remarked around a huge yawn. She could barely keep her eyes open, but she forced herself on. The screws in the road had been her first attempt to slow Grey down. She had started her journey with a thirteen hour head start, but that had evaporated to a twenty-three minute lead by the time she had poured the screws across the road. 
 
    She had known they were closing on her even before that. She could almost feel them racing helter-skelter after her but when she saw them a few hundred yards below her, chugging up a switchback on the same mountain as she was on, her stomach had turned flips. She had laid the screws down, but had done so reluctantly, afraid that someone would drive off the road and get hurt. But what was her choice? 
 
    Later that night the sound of their big diesel engines echoed through the mountains. How close or far they were, she didn’t know, but her stomach began to ache again and the whispers had nearly driven her into a screaming fit, so she had used some of her precious dynamite to bring down the remains of a huge oak that would have fallen years before if it hadn’t gotten caught up in two smaller trees. 
 
    The oak came down with a satisfying crash and blocked the road just as she had envisioned. It would have to be carved up with a chainsaw, a chore she knew would take them hours—still, it didn’t feel like enough and she had to take some of the pink stuff for her tummy. 
 
    She could only go so fast and stay safe at the same time. Safety was her guide. Her entire journey would be for nothing if Emily were hurt in any way. It’s why she was driving the clunky, armored Camry instead of the much swifter Corolla. The monsters, and they just seemed to be getting bigger and bigger, still couldn’t crack the Camry’s reinforced shell, though they tried from time to time. 
 
    Because of the monsters she told Sadie, “I think I will go to one of the islands if they kick me out. They seem…nice.” They were heavily forested and the vibrant greens had a magical appearance that did something for her; it calmed a part of her that was always running in turmoil. Even thinking about the islands helped her belly. 
 
    In the back area where the seat used to be, Sadie sat hunched beneath the cargo net that doubled as a storage space and a hammock. She seemed lost in the dim interior and only her dark eyes were truly visible, gazing down as Emily reached for one of the bright red plastic rings hanging from the mobile above her. Do you think that a family of wolves might raise you? she asked Jillybean. It’ll be lonelier than you think. 
 
    “Won’t you be there with me?” 
 
    I said I’d be with you always, didn’t I? Yeah, I’ll be there, but I know you. You’ll get bored without some sort of adventure in your life and sitting around on an empty island will drive you crazy. 
 
    Jillybean was tired of crazy. She was tired of the word and how people thought of her as crazy even though they knew nothing about the whispers or the screamers.  
 
    Of course, right then she was just plain tired. Night after night of driving and diaper changings and drones. She was in desperate need of some time outside of the car and away from the baby. 
 
    There’s always Colton, Sadie reminded her. They’ll take you and Emily in. We both know that they will. 
 
    “But will they let us go?” Jillybean doubted it very much. Out of the goodness of their hearts they would want to keep the child and the infant under their “protection” weak as it was. Unfortunately, this would only force Jillybean’s hand and she couldn’t stomach the idea of hurting any of the people in the town and nor did she want to betray their trust by sabotaging their belongings or drugging them or any of the usual tricks she played. 
 
    And yet, she desperately needed a break. She needed to put at least a day between her and her family. Yes, she had been slowing them down, but she was slowing down herself. She felt like a toy whose batteries were just about drained, and it took more and more effort to do even the simplest things. Even thinking up ways to hide the notes was becoming hard. 
 
    It required her to think far ahead of what she knew about this town or that. And she couldn’t be too clever in hiding the notes. She had thought up many riddles that she couldn’t use because she feared they would go unsolved, and if they did, then what would happen? “I’d have to go back for them and face their wrath,” she mumbled. 
 
    Their collective wrath wasn’t something she could handle. It would break her spirit which already felt as weak as a single dried-out shoot of brown mountain grass. 
 
    So that left hiding the notes in relatively simple spots. And it would be soon time to hide another. She looked into the monitors at the terrain they were passing: trees and mountains and rocks. I know a great place, Sadie said. It’s behind the four-hundredth tree after the fiftieth boulder past the third moose dropping on the right. That’s the problem with leaving notes out here. It’s all basically the same. 
 
    “But if I’m too, too obvious…like leaving the notes just sitting out, I can’t slow them down unless I use more screws or waste more dynamite.” Neither option was very appealing. The land was too dangerous to use the screws again and with what lay at the end of her journey, she was frightened of using too much more of her explosives.  
 
    Ten minutes later, they came up on the empty campsite that they had visited on the way back from Bainbridge. The last riddle she had left directing the group here had been already too simple in her view, and now it seemed she’d have to leave an even simpler one. Which meant there would be no rest for the weary. 
 
    You know how you could really screw with them? Sadie asked, that impish smile of hers back again. As a ghost she always seemed on the verge of a prank or some sort of mischief. Jillybean supposed she had the luxury of such things now that she couldn’t die again. 
 
    “I’m not trying to screw with them. That sounds mean and they’re already mad enough as is.” 
 
    Okay, would you like to know how to give yourself a real break? Hide two notes here. The first note directs them all the way out to wherever, and when they get there, the note they find won’t direct further on, but it will send them all the way back here to your second note. That one will tell them where to go next. You see? They’ll go all the way out, all the way back and then back again. They’ll waste like an entire day. It’s genius if you ask me. 
 
    It sounded mean, especially to Captain Grey and Deanna. Jillybean was very sympathetic to their feelings. At the same time, it promised her a decent break and that won out. “Let’s do it!” This was the last bit of excess energy left in her. She wrote her note directing them where to take their next couple of turns so that they would end up about eighty miles away, at a point a couple of hours drive south of Colton. The second note would take them then on to Colton. 
 
    Jillybean had come to the decision that she would never make it all the way to Seattle in one long haul. She had to get some sort of rest. Even a few hours in a place of safety would make all the difference.  
 
    With no other choice, she put the first note in the campsite’s lone portapotty. She stuck the second note in one of Emily’s baby bottles and, after putting the infant on her hip, she marched directly north on a beeline from the portapotty. At two hundred paces, she came across a flat rock that was slightly larger than a dinner plate. Propping Emily up next to a tree and plugging her lips with a pacifier, Jillybean went to the rock and pried it out of the earth, stuck the bottle under it and laid it down gently. To make sure they found the correct rock, she went about collecting small sticks and poked them into the earth around the rock. In her opinion, it was obvious without being too obvious. 
 
    Hitching Emily once again onto her slender hip, she went back to the Camry and back to driving. By sheer will, she made it eighty miles to the point where three roads intersected. This was where the first note she had left behind directed Neil. Without much in the way of subtlety, she placed a note behind a tree closest to the corner. It directed them to go all the way back to the campsite and to the flat rock. 
 
    “They are going to be pissed,” she mumbled as she climbed back into the Camry.  
 
    Emily was sleeping, wrapped in blankets in the back where the bench had been. Sadie was sitting cross-legged next to her, looking down on the baby’s perfectly soft profile. I’d say you could blame me, but they don’t believe I exist. That’s sort of narrow-minded if you ask me. They talk about heaven and spirits and souls but if you say the word ghost, they lose their shit. Sorry, sorry. I meant they lose their minds. But what really is the difference between a soul and a ghost? 
 
    “I guess most ghosts scare people,” Jillybean ventured. 
 
    Maybe that’s why only you see me. You’re not afraid of death, not like a normal person, I mean. 
 
    Death didn’t scare her, not anymore. She had seen too much of it to be afraid of what was beyond this life. She wasn’t totally devoid of fear, however. “Did it hurt?” It had been a question she had wanted to ask for some time, only it seemed too personal. At that moment, she was too tired to care about offending her sister. 
 
    No. It happened too quickly. Me and that guy both fired and there was this thud right in my chest, and the next thing I knew I was looking up at the clouds. I tried to take a breath, but I couldn’t. It was like I was disconnected from my body and really, it didn’t seem to matter if I could breathe or not, so I didn’t try again. Then it sorta felt like I got sleepy. 
 
    “That was it?” 
 
    She shrugged a single shoulder. Yeah. I think I was asleep until you came and then I saw how sad you were, so I started talking to you. I thought you would freak if you saw what I really was, so I pretended to be hurt and not dead. 
 
    “Oh,” Jillybean didn’t like to think about that part of the adventure and wished she hadn’t asked. It was easier just believing that Sadie was with her in a “different” way. “I’m going to keep driving for a bit,” she said. Even though she was dragging and couldn’t stop yawning, she had started down a path with Sadie that had her tummy going again. She had to take her mind off of it, and nothing occupied her quite like this drive. 
 
    She sent up a drone and was so tired that she didn’t even know which one it was and nor did she wish it “good luck” or kiss it goodbye as she always did. All she cared about were the car monitors, the iPad velcroed to the dash, the peddles at her feet, the Xbox controller that she worked with her right hand, and the wheel with her left. 
 
    There was so much to concentrate on that she didn’t think she blinked for the next hour as she performed a feat of dexterity that few left alive would ever attempt. It was only when Emily started to fuss that Jillybean moved from the stiff position she’d been in, discovering a kink in her neck. “Ow, hold on, sweetie.”  
 
    She let one rip, Sadie said, climbing out of the back. We could have a code brown situation here. 
 
    “I can smell it,” Jillybean groused, stopping the car. She didn’t mind diaper changes in general, but she knew there would also be a need for a bottle and the car would have to be topped off from the cans set in the roof rack…and it all felt never ending. And it didn’t help that Emily began to cry and that the voices howled in her head even louder. 
 
    Stopping in the middle of a single lane dirt road on the side of a heavily treed mountain side wasn’t smart and yet, Jillybean could only take Emily’s increasingly angry cries for so long. It was probably only twenty minutes before she found a clearing next to the road, but with the baby’s wailing sending waves of electric stress through the little girl, it seemed far longer.  
 
    When she finally got Emily’s diaper off and cleaned her up, she saw what had the baby so upset: a bad case of diaper rash. Jillybean lathered her with ointment and gave her a bottle, which calmed her, but only to a degree. She fussed and pouted regardless of what Jillybean put in front of her. The only time she was happy was when Jillybean held her. Driving in this manner, exhausted as she was, sent her to her limits. She drove, cuddling, feeding and caring for an infant that was half her size. 
 
    It all began to catch up with Jillybean. She crashed the drone into a tree and the Camry nearly went off the road on two different occasions. Emily’s bottle fell beneath the seat and Jillybean began to cry along with the baby—and still she drove. 
 
    They made it to Colton as the sun was climbing up over the trees and the little girl was on the verge of a cataclysmic breakdown.  
 
    In the three weeks she had been gone, the town had undergone a slight but significant change. The farms around it seemed to have grown bigger, richer. The corn was higher, past Jillybean’s knee, and the winter wheat was now only weeks from harvest, and the rows of tomatoes were vining in their cone-shaped cages. New fields of something green had been planted in long, perfect rows, and the trees were flowering and petals were riding on the air whenever the winds kicked up so that it seemed like at times it was snowing.  
 
    The town was visibly ripening and would be ready to be plucked at any time. And how easy would it be? The one thing that hadn’t changed was the town’s defenses.  
 
    Jillybean drove right down from the hills and there was no one to stop her. No one at all. The people were all at church, but even if they had been out tending their fields or their livestock, they couldn’t have stopped her. They had nothing to stop the armored Camry and nothing to stop one of the mastodonian slaver trucks and nothing to stop a group of bandits if they were determined enough. 
 
    The town was like one of the flower blossoms that drifted down in front of the cameras. It was perfect, but it wouldn’t last. 
 
    “But it’ll last for today,” she told Emily as they rumbled up to the church and switched off the engine. The two teary-eyed girls sat for a moment in expectation. Jillybean thought that the doors would open and that all of her old friends would come out to greet her. But the doors remained shut fast, as if they were shut fast against her, as if there was no room in God’s house for someone so crazy as she was. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s because I took you,” she said, looking down at Emily. The baby looked right back and at first she seemed frightened, but then she smiled and grabbed Jillybean’s lower lip. 
 
    There was no way to know unless she went and confronted the doors. With a tired sigh, she pushed open the heavy car door and that was when she heard the choir singing. She hadn’t heard anything so beautiful since she had left the town and a part of her wanted to sit right there until all the songs were sung.  
 
    But she knew she couldn’t wait that long. There was a desperation in her that couldn’t be denied. She was aching inside and out, and she needed rest. 
 
    Lifting Emily out of the car, she stumbled to the church with the baby clutched against her chest. Done in as she was, the doors seemed to weigh a thousand pounds apiece. Jillybean’s arms shook as she hauled one back and when it was open far enough, she was assaulted with noise: the choir and the piano were going full force and yet they were drowned out by the screamers in her head. They were so loud that it felt like the bones of her skull were quivering apart. 
 
    It was as if they were trying to stop her from stepping into the church. They called her names: a sinner, a thief, a kidnapper, a murderer and more. They blamed her for Sergeant Steinman and for Eve and for a hundred other deaths, but none stung so bad as when they blamed her for Sadie’s death.  
 
    “I tried to save her,” Jillybean said, her voice the only whisperer left. The door began to close on her as if pushed from the other side and in desperation Jillybean fell into the crack, holding the baby close, making sure that Emily wasn’t hurt. And there she was stuck, too weak to go forward or back. And it was there she fell asleep.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    She woke in the night but not in the dark. Next to her bed was a gas lamp that she recognized. On its base, written in a child’s hand was the name Corina. 
 
    The sheets of the bed were clean and the comforter soft. The room was neat: toys arranged properly on shelves, the closet ready for a regimental inspection, the floor clean enough to eat off. 
 
    It was a child’s room and was perfect, except for one missing detail: Emily was nowhere to be seen—at least not seen from between Jillybean’s cracked eyelids. She had awoken, but hadn’t budged a muscle. Then again, she didn’t have to, to know that Emily wasn’t in the room with her. Without even thinking about it, she slid her hand from beneath her pillow and to her jacket pocket where her nickel-plated .25 was normally kept. To an extent, the move was made out of habit, but there was also a fierce protective streak within her, one that would kill to keep Emily safe, only both the gun and her jacket were missing. 
 
    Why would you need it anyway? Sadie asked, emerging from the depths of the closet. In death, she had achieved the ultimate Gothic look: the whitest skin and the darkest eyes, her clothing seemingly made of shadows. It was unnerving even to Jillybean. A gun isn’t going to be needed, and you know it. She’s safe here. Everyone loves her. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Jillybean said, sitting up. She did a double-take as she looked down at herself. She was wearing an unfamiliar pink nightgown that was decorated with deep red hearts. “Where are my clothes? Do you know?” 
 
    Knowing Mrs Woods, they are probably hanging out to dry. Why don’t you go ask her? 
 
    The answer: Because I’m afraid to, was hard to admit. She was afraid to take one step out of the bed. What if the floor squeaked? What if they heard? She knew the answers: they would come to see her and, after a brief exchange of ‘hellos’ and ‘how are you doings,’ they would begin to ask questions that would be far more difficult for Jillybean to answer. 
 
    Chief among these would be: Where’d you get the baby? 
 
    How on earth was she supposed to answer that? Even if she could bring herself to lie to these sweet people, what lie could possibly suffice? There’s no way: I found her, would be believed. Of course, the truth wouldn’t work either. Their response would be obvious: they’d demand to keep Emily in Colton until Neil and the others arrived and, while they were waiting, they’d put Jillybean in jail. That’s what you did to kidnappers; everyone knew that. 
 
    They won’t put you in jail, Jillybean, Sadie said, coming to sit on the bed. As a ghost she didn’t make a sound or disturb the blankets in any way. I wonder if they even have a jail. 
 
    “Oh, they have a jail. The only question is how good are the locks?” As carefully as she could, she reached over to the little nightstand on which the lamp sat and pulled back the single drawer. Within it were Madlibs, Corina’s somewhat used diary, pens, pencils, a small Bible, a flashlight, a dollar and fourteen cents in change, and a number of paperclips. “Here we go,” she said, taking the paperclips. 
 
    That’s stealing. The voice had come from inside her head and it hadn’t been Sadie’s. Fear jumped into her throat. Since she had awoken, she hadn’t heard any of the whispers, but this one had come to her plain as day. For a long moment, she only sat there, dreading the return of the rest. 
 
    At first, she heard nothing but her own beating heart, but then deep down in her head, she heard what sounded like a snake. “I’m putting them back,” she said, opening the drawer and tossing the paperclips back in. “See? They’re all back.” The snake continued to hiss, but it got no worse. 
 
    You could always just ask Corina for them, then it wouldn’t be stealing. And you know she would give them to you. She thinks of you as a sister. 
 
    A twang of guilt struck her and, suddenly the lone hiss inside of her was joined by a second. “But you are my sister. I like Corina. She’s really very sweet and all, but you are my sister, not her.” 
 
    You don’t have to worry, I’m not threatened. Corina is a sweetie and she’s…Just then they heard a step on the stairs. It was just a light step, and yet it filled Jillybean with such fear that she threw the covers over her head. 
 
    “Jillybean? Are you awake? Are you…I can see your head. You’re sitting up and all. You don’t have to be afraid, it’s me, Corina.” 
 
    Slowly and warily, Jillybean pulled down the blanket and eyed Corina. The little girl hadn’t changed much at all. The only thing about her that was different was her hair; it ran down her back in a long, complicated braid. And her clothes were new, or at least they had been new that morning when she’d gone to church. Jillybean could tell the dress was for church by the ribbon around her waist and she could tell she’d been wearing it all day by the playground dirt on the hem, the dried egg yolk on the collar, and the two different spit-up stains on her shoulder. 
 
    The way that Corina stared, Jillybean guessed that she had changed in a far more dramatic way than a bit of yolk on her collar. She touched her own hair. It felt like it was going in forty directions at once. Corina had a mirror next to her bed. Jillybean glanced in it and cringed. It wasn’t just her hair that was cringeworthy. Her eyes were wide and frightened and…and weird. Just looking at them caused a new snake to hiss. 
 
    “I-I haven’t had time for a bath lately.” Jillybean had no idea how long she had been on the road, but she did know that she had only taken three of what she called “short baths.” These were essentially the same thing as what Captain Grey referred to as “whore’s baths,” just far more sensitively named. Whatever their name, splashing water in her down under area and her armpits wasn’t the same as a real bath and she had felt constantly dirty.  
 
    The mirror was proof that she looked as dirty as she felt. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Corina said, stepping further into her room, but pointing back the way she had come. “My mommy has water in the tub and we could have it ready for you in two shakes.” 
 
    “Two shakes? Two shakes of what?” Jillybean couldn’t imagine what Mrs. Woods would shake in order to get a bath ready. Bath salts, which Jillybean had discovered weren’t salty at all, was the only thing she could figure. She didn’t care for them much, in her opinion they only slimed up the water. 
 
    “Of a lamb’s tail, silly. She’s had it ready for a while, but we were waiting for you to wake up, and then you didn’t. You just slept and slept the whole day away. We’re supposed to call on Doctor April when you wake up. She said she wants to give you a look-over, but don’t worry, I asked if you would be getting a shot and she said not this time.” 
 
    Jillybean’s fear and the hissing, which was beginning to sound like whispering again, had faded into the background, however now that grownups were being brought into the conversation, they came on again. She had the strongest desire to grab Emily and run away without so much as a thank you. 
 
    “A bath sounds pretty good, but I don’t need to see a doctor. That’s what means I’m fine. Really. I was just tired is all.” 
 
    Corina laughed like a child should—a high, happy sound that was devoid of any fear. “Boy, I’d say you were tired. You slept the whole day away and now it’s night out. It’s even past my bedtime, but mommy wanted my help with the baby.” 
 
    A new fear smote Jillybean. First there had been talk of a doctor and now Emily needed to be helped? This got her out of the bed and hurrying towards the door. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Sure. She’s a rascal and that’s for certain. She’s a grabber, too. She took Father Amacker glasses right off his face and she grabbed daddy’s beard. And she got hold of Anita’s hair and wouldn’t let go, not for nothing.” 
 
    Jillybean stopped in the doorway. Emily was fine, why go on? she thought to herself. Why not just go back to bed? The bed was only a temporary refuge. She knew she had to go on and face the grownups but the fear of them and what they would ask was too much and turned her feet to lead. 
 
    “She’s still awake,” Corina said, taking Jillybean’s hand in hers. “You can see her before your bath.” Effortlessly, the younger girl guided Jillybean from the room and down the stairs where Rachael and David Woods waited. By their expressions, they had heard parts of the conversation and were expecting Jillybean. 
 
    Rachael was still so soft and fresh of face. If it weren’t for the two gas lamps and the heavy curtains, it would not have seemed as though this was a time of monsters and murder and slavers in the hills looking down on them. Rachael held Emily, who gazed with tired goggle-eyes at Jillybean. She reached out a pudgy fist, but Rachael made no move to hand over the baby. Standing next to her, David seemed like a giant. He was trying to keep a pleasant look on his normally rough face. 
 
    Jillybean fully expected an interrogation concerning the baby, similar to what Grey had put her through, however Rachael smiled and asked, “How are you feeling? Are you hungry? We have chicken and biscuits. They’re a little cold. Some people like them like that, but if you want, I can heat them up. And then what do you say to a bath?” 
 
    Was this a trick of some sort? Jillybean wondered. Why weren’t they grilling me? “Uh, yes please. If it’s not too much trouble, I like stuff warm when I can get it.” 
 
    “I’m the same way,” Rachael agreed. “Here, do you want to hold the baby while I get a plate ready?” She handed over the baby, picked up one of the lamps and then beckoned Jillybean to the kitchen. Corina followed, playing peek-a-boo with Emily behind Jillybean as they walked. David strode along in silence at the rear and Jillybean could tell the questions about the baby were coming. 
 
    However, Rachael only busied herself at the stove while Dave leaned in the doorway. Jillybean was so unnerved that she didn’t notice that Emily wasn’t wearing her usual diapers. The ones she had on were cloth. “How’s her diaper rash? It was hard to…” Just then, Emily reached into the mess of hair on Jillybean’s head and gave it a good yank. “Ow!” 
 
    “She’s got a heck of a grip,” David remarked and then nodded his head towards the door. “I’m going to take off, to get you know who. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Rachael’s smile became fixed and her: “Sure, dear,” was accompanied by a quick look in Jillybean’s direction. Who were they going to get? Father Amacker to denounce her sins? Doctor April to give her a “shot” that was really some sort of knock-out drug? A group of men to drag her off to the same pit she and Sadie had been inspected in on their first visit? 
 
    The thought of the pit sent a shiver through her and now there were more snakes whispering back and forth in her head. She turned to Corina, who didn’t seem to hear them at all. “What’s her name?” Corina was asking. “We’ve just been calling her ‘baby’ except Anita, who wanted to call her Anita Junior or just AJ but nobody thought that was a good name at all. I thought she looked like a Jessica because she’s kinda sassy.” 
 
    “Sassy?” Jillybean didn’t know how such a small baby could be sassy, exactly. “Um, no, her name is Emily.” 
 
    “That’s nice, too. Emily, Em-a-lee. I like it. You know what you could call her instead of something like junior? You could call her Emilybean. You’d be Jillybean and she’d be Emilybean.” 
 
    That would never happen. No one would ever call her that, certainly not Emily’s parents. To change the subject, Jillybean laid the baby down to check her diaper rash. Surprisingly the rash was gone. 
 
    “She was teething,” Corina told her. “I don’t know how it works but when a baby’s mouth hurts they get a rash. Crazy, huh?” 
 
    Jillybean agreed that it was crazy and then needed to change the subject a second time. Thankfully, Corina had a lot to say. She went into extended detail about the new planting, Anita’s new front teeth, and the pregnant cat that had begun hanging around the town. The idea of getting a kitten was like heaven to her. 
 
    At some time during one of Corina’s run-on sentences, her mother set a steaming plate in front of Jillybean with one hand and took Emily in the other. For the next ten minutes, the little girl shoveled food into her mouth, nodding on occasion to Corina, who progressed from topic to topic without pause. 
 
    The front door opened just as Jillybean was about to take the last bite of gravy and chicken. The fork stopped just in front of her mouth. There seemed to be some sort of barrier in front of her lips.  
 
    “Bed time, Corina,” her mommy ordered, curtly. “We’ll all be up soon.” Her tone made it clear that no argument would be entertained. 
 
    “Night,” Corina said and then slipped out of the kitchen just as David entered with Father Amacker and Doctor April. When she left, the four grownups smiled at Jillybean and she could tell they were trying to ease her fears. It wasn’t going to happen. She didn’t like so many eyes on her, especially when they looked down from so high up. They were like harsh pale, accusing moons. 
 
    Father Amacker took the initiative, however his first question threw Jillybean for a loop. “Can you tell me where Sadie is?” 
 
    “Sadie?” she asked, forgetting for a moment that only she could see the ghost of her sister. She stared around the kitchen, searching the shadows thrown off by the single lantern; there were plenty of them. She missed the girl in black at first, but then Sadie raised a white hand. Jillybean had to force herself not to react. The grownups wouldn’t understand. 
 
    Lies started springing into her head but with the priest’s rheumy eyes baring down on her, Jillybean decided that the fewer lies the better. “Sh-she died. A slaver shot her.” 
 
    Father Amacker let out a long breath. “Oh, that is terrible news, your sister was quite a remarkable person. I think I can speak for all us when I say how sorry we are.” The grownups nodded and Jillybean took that moment to drop her chin, breaking eye contact. Now would come the tough questions. 
 
    “Can you tell us about the baby?” Doctor April asked. “Whose is she?”  
 
    Even though the question was expected, the snakes and the whisperers really started to kick up a racket. “A person I know. A friend I mean. Emily…she was kidnapped.” This was true and didn’t that make it alright to say? 
 
    “Oh, dear. That’s terrible,” Rachael said. “Was it the same slavers that killed Sadie?” 
 
    In a manner of speaking it was. Sadie was dead because Jillybean was too slow. She was to blame for it all.  
 
    Sadie wouldn’t stand for this. She strode out of the shadows to stand just behind the priest. I thought you weren’t going to lie, she accused, because that is a damned lie. I died because bad people did some very bad things. Not because of you. Now, tell them, or I will. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t the same people,” she answered as she ducked her chin to her chest again. “There are a lot of bad guys out there, I guess.”  
 
    “And how did you end up with the baby?” David Woods asked. He and Doctor April had very shrewd eyes. Whenever Jillybean glanced up, she saw them drilling into her, looking for lies. 
 
    She had to tread very lightly. She had to walk the line between truth and lies or she would lose Emily. “I stolded her. At night, when no one was looking I stolded her and now I’m bringing her to Bainbridge and that’s what means it’s an island over by Seattle. Her mom is going to meet me there. You see there were these notes and riddles and, and it’s very complicated, but that is where I have to go. I have to leave in the morning to make sure everything turns out alright.” 
 
    Father Amacker seemed confused. “What happened to finding a home out west? That’s what you and Sadie were doing, correct?” 
 
    David held up a finger before Jillybean could answer. “And what’s with all the explosives on the top of your car? Did you make those? Because that’s…uh, interesting.” 
 
    More questions equalled more whispers and as they grew, she started to feel a thrumming in her chest and an ache in her tummy. She took a deep breath and answered the second question first. For her bombs weren’t scary. They relaxed her.  “I think bombs are interesting, too, and those ones use ANFO and that’s what means it’s a ammonium nitrate, fuel oil based industrial explosive. And that’s what means…” She stopped as her enthusiasm seemed be worrying the adults. “Anyway, they are bombs and we did find a new place to live at Bainbridge. It’s very nice. It’s why we’re meeting there.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Rachael said again. She looked stricken and turned to her husband. “Dave, honey, she can’t go alone.” 
 
    “No, no she can’t.” He thought for a few seconds, squinting at the wall as though he could see through it. “It’ll be a three, maybe four day trip. I’ll check to see if some of the fellas would be willing to come along. I know Jason Holmes was a little sweet on Sadie. He’ll come for sure. Probably George Cook and Troy Holt, too. If we’re looking at a morning departure I should go give them a heads up.” 
 
    Rachael grabbed his arm. “You’ll need someone to help with Emily. You can’t put it all on Jillybean. I’d ask Zoe Fletcher if she wouldn’t mind going with you. She’s handy with a gun as well as a diaper.” 
 
    David grinned at this. “One more person between me and a diaper is reason enough to bring her along. I’ll ask.” He kissed his wife, nodded to April and Father Amacker, and left. As his boots sounded in the hall, Jillybean was suddenly hopeful. Maybe this meant that they were going to leave her alone. Maybe they were done with the questions. 
 
    “So, this is happening?” Doctor April asked, looking perturbed. “Just like that? Look, I’m fine with David and the others going, but Jillybean really should stay. You can see the trauma she’s experienced in her eyes.” 
 
    Father Amacker shrugged and nodded, and was about to agree with her. Jillybean couldn’t allow it. There would be trouble if they tried to force her to remain behind. “I have to go,” she insisted. “There are bad guys…lots of them. Lots and lots of them, but I know how to get through. That’s what me and Sadie were doing, finding the safe path. If they go without me, they’ll die.” 
 
    Rachael’s pleasant and clear face, suddenly went hard, and the small smile she always wore turned into a grim line. “I say she goes with them. I know it sounds rough, but she knows better than anyone here in Colton what’s out there, and she knows how to deal with it all, maybe even better than David. And they’ll bring her back with them.” 
 
    Jillybean nodded in agreement and it was a lie. David and the others would find out soon that she was the kidnapper and the bad guy. They wouldn’t want her then, no matter if God forgave her sins, or not. 
 
    Doctor April was far from satisfied. “I’d like to give Jillybean a quick checkup, before I sign off on this.” 
 
    “She also needs a bath,” Rachael said, “so don’t be too long.” 
 
    “Some things are more important than bathing, and yes, Father, I understand cleanliness is next to godliness. Let’s go, Jillybean.” April marched her to the upstairs bathroom and as they walked, Jillybean had the illogical feeling that if she turned around, she would see the doctor with a pistol in her hands. 
 
    She only carried a lantern, which she set on the edge of the sink. “Okay sweetie, I need you to strip down to your undies.” Jillybean never felt so vulnerable as when she was in front of an adult without clothes on. Normally, the feeling wasn’t so bad when it was a female, however, Doctor April had those shrewd eyes. As well, she knew things. She was a real doctor, after all. “Hmmmm,” she said a few times as she shined a penlight into Jillybean’s eyes and mouth. She then tapped her all over, both with a little hammer and with her fingers. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do percussive examinations,” Jillybean admitted. “I just know it’s a thing. How’s it work?” 
 
    April shook her head. “I’ll tell you when you get back, though I think I should say if you get back. I get the feeling you don’t plan on coming back. I know you’re not telling us all there is to tell. Are you?” 
 
    Sadie was in the tub behind the curtain. She was just a shadow of a shadow, now. Jillybean glanced at her before dropping her chin down and answering in a little voice, “No.” 
 
    “Is it about Sadie?” April asked. It was just one of many crucial things that Jillybean was holding back; she nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Are you hearing her speak in your head? Like before? It won’t do you any good to lie. You don’t look good and the way your eyes twitch…it’s not right. And I found these in your car.” She held up the bottle marked Zyprexa and gave it a rattle. “This is the same bottle I gave you weeks ago. You should have been out by now and that means you’ve been missing a lot of doses.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    The doctor opened the bottle and shook a pill out into her palm. “I want you to take this, right here, right now. Do you want water with that?”  
 
    Jillybean didn’t need water to take an aspirin and in the flicker of the lantern, the pill looked like any other pill—if one didn’t look too closely. Quickly, before April saw that it wasn’t the antipsychotic that she had prescribed, Jillybean dry swallowed it and then opened her mouth to April.  
 
    “Good,” Doctor April said. “Now, I’m going to give the rest of these to Mr. Woods and he’s going to make sure you take them twice a day. When you get to Bainbridge, he’s going to make sure that whoever is there knows the same thing. It’s for your own good, Jillybean.” The doctor then yawned and said, “After your bath, I want it to be bed time, got it? You need your rest. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    When it came to Jillybean’s physical health, Doctor April ranked higher than both the priest and the mother of the house, though neither of them actually argued. Jillybean had her bath, a luxurious affair that she didn’t want to end, however by midnight Rachael was exhausted from a day spent with Emily. She sent Jillybean to bed. 
 
    Jillybean had already slept twelve hours and didn’t think she could sleep another minute, however her exhaustion went deep into her bones. She slept through to sunrise and she might have slept further, however the house came alive with not just the normal routines but also with the hectic preparations involved in a trip. 
 
    David Woods was a smart man and a good planner. He had a Dodge Ram geared up for a ten day trip. “Just in case,” he said to his wife. He wouldn’t need even a day’s worth of goods. Jillybean had made her own preparations. As much as she liked the idea of grownups coming with her, she couldn’t allow it. 
 
    They would die. They always died. If Sadie could be killed, it meant that no one was safe. 
 
    But before they would die, they would see Jillybean for who she really was: a killer. There were bad guys between her and Bainbridge and they would have to be destroyed—totally destroyed. But there would be casualties and she didn’t think she could take it picturing Rachael waiting in her second floor bedroom watching out the window day after day. 
 
    The Dodge Ram went first, with David driving, looking stern, while in the passenger seat Jason Holmes worked the controls of the drone she had named Julio. Jillybean had watched him practice with it and was glad that she had two back-ups. He was fumble-fingered and they could go no faster than the drone which slipped and slid across the sky as though it was drunk. 
 
    In the back, holding an M4 pointed out the window, was a fellow named Troy Holt. He had a scar across the bridge of his nose and another that cut a part in his hairline. She guessed that he was a tough sort of guy. It wouldn’t matter. He’d be just as dead if he left their little mountain retreat. 
 
    Zoe Fletcher rode with Jillybean. She had a pleasant face, soft flaxen hair and quick hands. When she wasn’t holding different items out for Emily to grab and stuff in her mouth, she practiced changing out the magazine in the Glock she carried. Despite the snail pace, Zoe insisted that Emily ride in her car seat and that was perfect. The car seat, along with the rumble of the Camry’s motor had a sleepafying affect on the baby and within a half hour, before they had made it ten miles, she was asleep. 
 
    The moment Jillybean saw this, she slowed even more, letting the Ram extend its lead. Zoe didn’t notice as she was busy practicing with her gun. She also didn’t see, Jillybean reach down to her left and arm the radio-controlled detonator. When the girl depressed the trigger there was nothing but a click that went unremarked on, if it was even heard at all. 
 
    A bang from outside was heard and Zoe froze. “What was that? Was that a gunshot?” 
 
    Ahead of them, the Ram’s brake lights came on, but the truck didn’t slow appreciably. Luckily, it hadn’t been going fast to begin with and David was able to stop it by running along a guard rail with a screech that made it through the armor. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Zoe asked leaning over the console to see the front monitor. 
 
    “He hit the rail for some reason,” Jillybean said. “Ooh, he looks mad.” 
 
    David was out of the truck and squatting down next to it. The expression he wore wasn’t a pleasant one and Jillybean was sure that if he saw the remains of the blasting cap and the detonator attached to the brake line, there would be hell to pay. It had been easy enough to put in place. Anita had started an impromptu game of hide and sneak just minutes before they were supposed to leave and no one had thought it the least bit out of the ordinary that Jillybean had hid against the front wheel of the truck. 
 
    “Maybe you should go see what happened,” Jillybean suggested. “I’ll watch Emily.” 
 
    Zoe stepped out of the Camry and the moment she did, Jillybean pressed the door-lock button and as the young woman beat on the armor, she calmly detoured around the broken down truck and sped off down the road. 
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    Finally, the herd began to move on. For an hour they had been stuck, strung out in a long, dangerously situated, curving line, while a thousand or so zombies slowly ambled along the road. The creatures would stop every so often to eat the wild flowers growing on the side of the road or to stare into the windows of the parked trucks. 
 
    There was never anything to see. The sixty-six people, the last of the refugees out of Estes, knew better than to peek out from beneath their blankets, even if they were stifling, and in some cases, gasping from the heat. 
 
    Grey was one of the latter and it wasn’t just the heat. The long chase coupled with his recent wounds had worn him down to the nub. The chase had been going on so long that he was just about numb.  
 
    “How the hell is she still going,” he mumbled, lifting the blanket slightly and trying to peer through the cracked window. The day before a zombie the size of a refrigerator had appeared out of the dark and pounded the glass with the meaty part of his hand. A single hit had sent cracks all through it. A second hit would have covered Grey in glass and rendered him vulnerable to even the smallest scratch, but, inexplicably, the beast had then tried to bite the glass and had done nothing but leave a greasy smear. 
 
    Just then, the closest zombie was a hundred yards down the hill and disappearing into the forest. He passed a hand across his sweaty forehead. “The coast is clear, finally.” 
 
    “Jillybean is crazy,” Deanna said, giving the simple answer to his question. “Crazy people can do impressive things because they’re fueled by…” She twirled a finger next to her ear. Deanna was far from numb, but not necessarily in a good way. Her love for Emily burned just as bright as it always had, however her hatred for Jillybean was an inferno that Grey could see quite clearly in her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe she finds it in her to keep going because she believes this is the right course,” Neil countered. Within the group, he was the girl’s only vocal cheerleader. Most of the others wouldn’t dare say a word crosswise to Deanna, who would more than likely lay into them with her acid tongue. 
 
    Before Deanna could make a rebuttal, and there definitely was one coming, Grey said, “Enough, you two, we’re supposed to be on the same side. We will keep going, find Jillybean and save our baby. That’s what we’re about.” As Neil and Deanna sat back, casting sidelong glances at each other, Grey rubbed his eyes and shook his head wearily as again the thought came to him: How the hell is she still going? 
 
    They had left Estes Park eight days before and had driven in an endless grind, through and over zombies, around car-eating potholes, down into new canyons where the road had once been, and across rivers that were nowhere on any map. Hour after exhausting hour they had driven and, as tough as they’d had it, it must have been hell on Jillybean—she was making the same trek, alone all the while watching over Emily.  
 
    Or that was their hope. Part of what had him numb was the idea that Jillybean was even crazier than Deanna suspected, and that maybe Emily’s tiny corpse was rolling around right then in the trunk of whatever car she was using. Whenever those sorts thoughts struck him, he died a little inside. 
 
    But Jillybean just kept going and going. He had been certain they would have found her broken down on the side of the road by then or perhaps snoring away in some cheap motel. And yet, the only sign of her were the daily notes that kept stringing them along. The last two notes had been rough. Two hundred and forty miles of going back and forth, and back again along a rutted road that had been seeded with zombies by carefully placed Bumble Balls. 
 
    Grey feared that a mutiny would take place if Jillybean sent them on another wild goose chase. “How much further?” he asked, pulling back onto the road. 
 
    Neil had the map, not that he knew how to use it properly. The only time he was really sure of their position was if they were traveling due west, then the map was perfectly positioned. If they were going in any other direction, he would turn the map back and forth as though it were the steering wheel of a car. 
 
    The odd little man squinted at the creased map. “Ten miles I think. It’s hard to tell. There hasn’t been a sign on this road since we got on it. Really, I don’t even know if this is the same road.” 
 
    “It is,” Grey said, tersely. He tried not to show his anger. He understood Neil’s position but it didn’t mean he liked it and, as long as Emily was not with him and Deanna, he didn’t much like Neil, either. 
 
    “Okay, then it’s ten,” Neil replied, with just as much ice in his voice. 
 
    It turned out to be closer to eleven and the last mile was an utter struggle. Grey couldn’t keep his eyes open, while next to him, Deanna lolled in a stupor. In the back, Neil was so tired he could barely keep the drone from falling out of the sky. 
 
    Grey was just beginning to think that Colton was an imaginary place, existing only in Jillybean’s head, when they crested a rise and looked down on the town, just as the little girl had done the day before. The view astounded him. The town was perfect. It was a jewel, an unexpected oasis of humanity. It looked almost as though the apocalypse had bypassed it completely. 
 
    There were overflowing farms, and herds of cattle, and flowers, and people, some of whom were in the fields and some in their yards and some simply walking down the road as if they didn’t have a care in the world. “Are you seeing this, Neil?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” he answered in an awed whisper. “It’s just like Jillybean said.” 
 
    At the sound of the girl’s name, Grey frowned. “Keep an eye on your drone. I’m going to need a heads up if trouble begins to brew.” It didn’t seem likely there would be trouble. The people they passed had not gone running for cover or had scrambled for their guns. A few, mostly women, had hurried inside, but most had lifted a hand to wave. 
 
    Grey waved back and then glanced in his side mirror to see whether his people in the following vehicles were waving as well. Some were, while others had guns poked out their windows. “Deanna, have everyone stow their weapons. The town seems peaceful.”  
 
    “A little too peaceful,” Deanna remarked, before picking up the CB handset to broadcast Grey’s instructions. What she said struck a chord in Grey and if it hadn’t been for the way that Jillybean had talked about Colton: Perfect, but not right for us, he would have suspected that he was driving straight into the most sophisticated trap ever conceived. 
 
    To be on the safe side, he kept to the dawdling pace they’d been traveling at, and very slowly they caught up to a man in bib overalls walking a donkey down the center of the road. When they got close, the man, who looked to be about forty, turned and tilted the brim of a sweat-stained baseball cap in Grey’s direction as he shouldered the donkey off the road. 
 
    “Hi there,” the man said, pleasantly, nodding to Deanna and Neil. “You people doin’ some tradin’ or are you lost? That’s pretty much all we get way out here.” 
 
    “Actually, we’re looking for a baby,” Grey said.  
 
    The man was no poker player. His face went through a number of quick contortions before settling into an uneasy smile. His eyes, however were sharp and nervous as he gave Grey’s battle-hardened exterior a closer look. “You’re gonna want to talk to Sheriff Woods. Maybe I should bring you to him.” 
 
    He took off the baseball cap and gave the donkey a smack on its hindquarters to move it off the road and then, without asking, climbed into the truck to sit next to Neil in the back. Neil scootched over, asking, “Aren’t you worried about your mule?” 
 
    “It’s a donkey,” the man said, giving Neil’s mangled and scarred face an uncertain eye as if he didn’t know precisely how to talk to someone who looked the way he did. “And it ain’t mine, and why would I worry? You think it might come up missing?” 
 
    The uncertain look had given way to accusation. Neil was taken back by the raised eyebrow. “Uh, it might run away, I guess. But if you’re worried that we might take it, I assure you that won’t happen. I’m not even sure what you do with a donkey. You can’t eat them, can you?” 
 
    “You can, but why would you want to?” the man asked, back to being uncertain. He then tapped Grey on the shoulder. “You’ll wanna keep going on this road. It’ll lead you right where you want to go.” 
 
    The road led into the central part of a town that wasn’t just pre-apocalypse perfect, but also seemed as though it had been lifted straight out of the 1950’s. There was a drive-in theater that had seen better days, a malt shop, a crowded farmer’s market and perfectly clean streets. The man directed them to the post-office, where a number of trucks were parked. 
 
    A couple of dozen men were standing around the trucks. Most of them were armed, though not well; deer rifles or pistols; nothing that alarmed Grey. They didn’t react in the friendly way as the farmers on the outskirts of town had and Grey really hadn’t expected them to. Men were men, no matter where they were from or how they were raised, and when two groups, armed as they were, met, there was a process.  
 
    Or there usually was. Neil Martin sometimes didn’t act the part of a normal man. Grey had stopped the truck across the entrance to the post office parking lot. He and the sheriff gazed across the fifteen feet that separated them, sizing each other up. Woods didn’t wear a star pinned to his chest, but Grey knew him as the sheriff, regardless. He knew in the way he stood and in the way the others deferred to him, and in… 
 
    “Hello,” Neil said, cheerfully, breaking in on Grey’s thoughts. Without regard for the “process,” Neil popped right out of their truck with an extended hand. “You must be Sheriff Woods. My name is Neil Martin.” Woods took the hand, though he did so warily, casting a quick look Grey’s way to make sure Neil wasn’t trying to act as a distraction. Neil didn’t notice. He dropped the sheriff’s hand and then shook some of the others hand, saying, “Hi, Neil Martin, nice to meet you. Neil Martin…Neil, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Can I help you, Mr. Martin?” Woods asked. 
 
    “They was askin’ about a baby,” the man in the baseball cap said. Neil’s pleasantries had diffused the usual nervous interactions of strangers, but with the statement, the tension between the two groups amped up. Guns were suddenly gripped with more intensity, while eyes began to shift back and forth. 
 
    Neil’s smile dimmed and the easy look he’d been wearing gave way to a hard stare. “We’re asking about a baby that was taken from her mother. Stolen, in fact. Clearly, you have information as to the child’s whereabouts.” 
 
    Woods nodded slowly. “I do, but I don’t know if it’s information I plan on giving out except to the mother of the child. You see, I don’t know you from Adam and from what I know of the situ…” 
 
    Deanna suddenly began to struggle, first with her seatbelt and then with the door. “I’m her mother!” she cried, bursting from the truck. “Emily is my baby. Where is she?” Woods turned to her, suspicion in his eyes. She saw the look and reared up. “Would you like to see my stretch-marks?” she challenged.  
 
    The fiery anger of a beautiful woman wasn’t something many men knew how to deal with. Woods backed away with his hands in front of him. “No, that’s okay. Maybe if you could explain what happened.” 
 
    “First, tell me that she’s okay,” Deanna demanded, striding forward. “Tell me my baby is…is good, that she hasn’t been hurt at all.” 
 
    The sheriff’s eyes shifted down for just a blink before he said, “She’s fine. She was given a checkup by our doctor just yesterday and according to her, Emily is healthy. There’s not a mark on her.” 
 
    Neil had caught the shifting eyes the same as Grey. “What aren’t you telling us?” Neil asked. “Has Jillybean left again?” Woods looked pained, which was all the answer Neil needed. He let out a long, tired breath and then sat down on the truck’s side runner. “Son of a gun, that’s it, isn’t it? When?” 
 
    “About four hours ago. We were supposed to be going to Ba…I mean, we were supposed to be going to a certain destination.” 
 
    “Bainbridge Island,” Neil said. “It’s okay, we know. Jillybean has been guiding us there, so to speak. She took Emily, knowing that we would follow and, to keep us safe, she’s been leaving us notes. The last one sent us here.” 
 
    Sheriff Woods listened, nodding along. “And the young lady who had been with her? What was her name?” 
 
    A shadow passed over Neil’s face and so Woods looked to Deanna, but she was also struck by sadness. Grey spoke up as he climbed out of the driver’s seat. “Sadie Martin. She was Neil’s daughter; same with Jillybean. Sadie had dark eyes, short black hair and usually dressed in a goth manner like the teens used to. From what Jillybean told us, you took them in and treated them properly the last time the two of them came through here.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” Woods agreed. “Too bad she didn’t repay us in kind. A few of us were supposed to go to Bainbridge with her this morning, but she tried to blow up my truck. There was this bang from beneath it and the next thing I know, I couldn’t stop and ended up crashing.” 
 
    Neil glanced over at Grey and gave him a quick smile, saying, “I’d call that good news. The fact that she still hasn’t gone completely over, I mean. A little sane is better than the alternative.” 
 
    Woods thought this was preposterous. “Didn’t you hear me, she tried to blow up my truck. If she hadn’t mixed up the fuel line and the brake line, I’d be dead. Here’s what’s left of the detonator.” 
 
    He tossed a mangled unit of plastic, scorched copper wire and duct tape at Grey who caught it neatly. Grey gave it a glance and tossed it back. “If there’s one thing you should know about Jillybean, it’s that if she wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”
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    “Jillybean just wanted you out of her way,” Grey said. “Trust me, she knows how to disable a car. Cut brake lines are unpredictable, they could go at the worst possible time, but a blasting cap connected to a radio detonator is precise. No one got hurt because she likes you.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a saint,” Deanna said with a sour, disappointed tone. “Did she leave a note or some directions?” 
 
    Woods, who looked rattled, shook his head. What Neil asked next, shook him even further. “What about with your daughter, Corina?” 
 
    “How the hell do you know about her?” 
 
    “Jillybean mentioned her a number of times. She said she was the sweetest girl she had ever met and all that. So, was there a note?”  
 
    Woods shook his head a second time. “Corina would have told me. She doesn’t keep secrets.” 
 
     Neil had been smiling up at the tall sheriff and now he looked as disappointed as Deanna. “Can we see her? And maybe her room? Jillybean has left us a note at every one of these stops, we just have to find it.” 
 
    The sheriff was reluctant until Deanna went down on her knees and begged him. Embarrassed by the spectacle, he agreed. Only the three of them, plus Sheriff Woods, left to search for the note. Neil had Veronica prepare the rest of the group for some much needed sleep. 
 
    With fuel at a premium they walked the quarter mile. Grey found it good to stretch his legs, while Neil struggled. Although it had been six weeks since he had been shot, the previous eight days spent cooped in a truck had set him back and now he limped. 
 
    “We could have our doc take a look at that leg,” Woods said. “She’s a real doctor from before. We’re lucky to have her. I hear all sorts of crazy things from different groups. You know dental techs and nursing assistants and eight-year-olds trying to be doctors. You ever hear of anything like that?” 
 
    “Are you testing me, Sheriff?” Neil asked. He got a grunt of “maybe,” in reply. “Then, yes I know of an eight-year-old who is one of the best doctors left alive today. Perhaps that’s not saying much now, but she’ll only get better with time and practice.” 
 
    Woods made a face. “Not if she’s insane. There seems to be some sort of question concerning her sanity, and not just with you. Doctor Danahy prescribed her these.” He dug out a pill bottle and tossed them to Neil. “I was supposed to give them to her twice a day. You know what they’re for?” 
 
    Neil looked down at the bottle and shrugged. “Just a guess, but I suspect they’re supposed to treat the symptoms of psychotic conditions such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.” When Grey shot him a questioning look, Neil explained, “Jillybean showed me the bottle back in Estes and I looked it up, but it doesn’t seem like she’s taken any since then.” He opened it, shook one out and then grunted out a laugh. “These wouldn’t have done her much good one way or another. You sure your doc is all that good?” 
 
    Grey held out his hand and Neil dumped the remaining pills into his palm uncaring that three jumped off to land on the sidewalk. The word “Bayer” was obvious on one side and on the other was the word “Aspirin.” He groaned and handed them to Woods, telling Deanna, “It’s aspirin.” 
 
    “Aspirin?” Wood asked, shocked. He poked through the pills. “There’s no way April gave her aspirin for schizophrenia. Jillybean must have switched them out at some point.” They walked for a while longer and then he asked, “Did you guys ever see that movie A Beautiful Mind? You know, about the math genius who goes nuts? Is she like that?” 
 
    Always her staunchest defender, Neil started to shake his head, but Deanna poked him in the chest, asking, “Then explain Eve? Huh? Explain infanticide and kidnapping and assassination, and who knows what else she’s guilty of?” 
 
    “I can’t. I just know she tries and she means well…most of the time. Like this time. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but in her mind this is for the greater good. She described this place perfectly. What if Bainbridge is everything she said it would be?” 
 
    Deanna began to sputter, “Wh-what are you talking about? It could be in heaven’s backyard and it still wouldn’t excuse taking my baby.” She had her fist cocked back and Grey was certain that Neil was within one improper word of getting one across his chops. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry.” Deanna’s clenched fists and barely restrained volcanic anger stifled any further conversation. They tromped the rest of the way to the sheriff’s house in silence, save for Grey’s frequent yawns, which were always followed, seconds later, by Neil’s.  
 
    The four of them perked up considerably when they got to the sheriff’s house, where they were greeted by a dozen little girls and boys who had spied them coming up the block. Corina was picked out and introduced, however any chance at an interrogation was drowned out as the other children began a game of tag right in the midst of the adults.  
 
    Soon they were joined by others and quickly the yard was filled with children going in every direction. The sight of them entranced Deanna. As though she were in a dream, she turned a slow circle, tears in her eyes. Grey guessed that she was picturing their Emily, perhaps older, wearing a sundress with pigtails in her hair held back with red ribbons. 
 
    He didn’t want to pull her away from the spectacle. “Let’s get the note,” he said, nudging Neil. There was no saying where the note was in the town; Jillybean had not left a clue in her last note beyond the directions to Colton, however Grey suspected they would find the note here. 
 
    It turned out to be the easiest note to find. Neil walked into Corina’s bedroom, stared for all of a second and then headed directly for the nightstand, where he found the diary. On the back page was written the word: Sprague. “What’s Sprague?” he asked. 
 
    The sheriff took the diary from Neil and studied the word as if he were trying to decipher a foreign language. “Sprague? It’s a little, nothing town in Washington. Corina’s never been there before, and that’s not her handwriting. See?” The beginning part of the book was written in a child’s attempt at cursive, while the one word was in block letters. 
 
    Maps were consulted and the town located; it was only a hundred and fifty miles away. When they told Deanna, she was all for leaving that second. She started pulling Grey and Neil to the street, saying, “They only have a four-hour head start! We can catch her and this can be over! Neil, think about it. This is the most dangerous part of the trip for Jillybean. She said it herself: Seattle is crawling with bad guys. If we get her before then, we might be able to save both of them.” 
 
    Neil considered this, or at least seemed to be. His eyes were on the children running in circles. Eventually, he said, simply, “No,” and was quiet again for a time, once more watching the children. They seemed to have entranced him. 
 
    Only when a woman—a soft woman, a housewife straight out of a fifties sitcom—came out of the house with a pitcher of Kool-Aid and the children ran for her did Neil go on, “We’re too exhausted. If we’re not careful, we will make mistakes and people will die. Not to mention, if we push our people too hard, we’re going to lose them.” Deanna’s eyes flared and her rebuttal was obvious. “Yes, I know, you don’t care about them right at this moment. I understand. But they care about you and Emily. They’ve come with us, knowing that it might be a wild goose chase. They came knowing how dangerous it could have been. Most of them came, figuring there would be a fight. You don’t throw away that sort of loyalty and you don’t piss on it, either. We need a rest.” 
 
    Just as he had been throughout the entire chase, Grey felt as though he was standing at the midway point on a see-saw between the two. As he saw it, they were both wrong and they were both right. They needed proper sleep, badly and yet Emily was so close! 
 
    They looked to him and he saw that they both looked like crap. Then again, Veronica and Kay and everyone else did as well. Grey was probably the worst. Every time he blinked, he could feel the red veins in his eyes as if they spelled out ‘sleep’ in braille.  
 
    The group needed a rest; however the imperative of finding his daughter surmounted bodily needs. “We’ll compromise,” he said, holding up a hand to each of them. “We’ll take a four-hour break. I know it won’t be enough, but we can take turns sleeping in the trucks.” When they both started to argue, he went on as if he couldn’t hear them. “Neil, tell the others. Make them see that we’re on the home stretch. Deanna, I want you to talk to the sheriff and his wife. See what help they can provide. We’re really scraping on fuel.” 
 
    They didn’t ask what he would be doing. He went to the truck, climbed into the back and crashed out, sleeping soundly until Deanna woke him four and a half hours later. Groggily, he stared at her for a few seconds before she came into focus. 
 
    “They don’t have gas to spare,” she said, and then yawned so widely that he thought the corner of her mouth would split. “I feel like hammered shit. Move over. I gotta get some sleep.” 
 
    “Were you up this entire time?”  
 
    A guilty look swept her before she could hide it. She shrugged and it was Neil who explained, “She was playing with the children.” He laughed suddenly. “You should have seen her running around with them. It was hilarious. And, by the way, we won’t need to worry about gas, Jillybean will set us up. Trust me, she’s got this all calculated. She knew what sort of vehicles we were going to use and how much gas we had and I’m willing to bet she even factored in how those kids affected you, Deanna.” 
 
    “I wish she was that smart,” Deanna said, her voice growing slurry as she began to drift off. 
 
    “How on earth can you doubt her smarts?” Neil asked. 
 
    “Because of what happened to Sadie.” 
 
    The answer came quiet and sharp, like a knife in the night. It shut Neil up and almost shut him down as well. Grey could see the depression setting in. “Neil, I need you to get the others in line and ready to go.” The group had broken out their tents for the first time on the trip and they were slow to get them stowed away. 
 
    While they were working, a delegation from the town, led by a priest and the same comely young woman Grey had seen at the sheriff’s house, came bearing a parting gift. They didn’t have fuel, but they had food. Each person was given a wrapped parcel and a quick blessing by the priest. If there were atheists among them, they kept their lips sealed except to thank the priest and the people of the town. 
 
    There was a smattering of dishes: chicken, beef, mutton, corn, cherries and bread. It was all very good and very filling. Both Grey and Neil ate one-handed as they steered their respective vehicles and both came close to crashing and both laughed at their near misses. 
 
    “This lunch is only missing a cold beer,” Grey said. “This treated river water might be cold, but that iodine flavor is horrible.” 
 
    “I’ve had iodine flavored Kool-Aid,” Neil remarked, licking his fingers one at a time. “It’s not bad.” 
 
    Grey didn’t see how that could be true. He was pondering the idea when he noticed his eyes growing heavier. His full belly, coupled with his lack of sleep had him fighting to stay awake once again. Neil had the same slow expression on his face that Grey did, while in the back, Deanna was snoring. 
 
    It was a slog to keep going as the sun set when his body’s rhythms began to demand more sleep. Thankfully, it wasn’t much later that Neil sat up straight and warned, “There’s something in the road ahead. It looks like more trees.” At first, Grey cursed, but as they pulled up, he saw that it was just one not so thick tree. It would get him out of the truck and moving, just what he needed to wake up. 
 
    As Neil set guards, Grey and a team of four others went to work clearing the obstacle.  
 
    “Hey, look at that,” Veronica said, pointing to something near the tree’s stump. “It’s another baby bottle and there’s a note!” Ignoring Neil’s outstretched hand, she unscrewed the top and read: “Mister Neil, be cairful, there are zombees. That’s it, except there’s a stick figure zombie.” 
 
    Neil snapped his fingers, impatiently. He glanced at the note and, looking relieved, said, “It’s about time. This isn’t a warning, this is a map. See the two lines? This one is this road we’re on, and the one the zombie is on is probably just ahead.” 
 
    “A map to what?” Veronica asked. 
 
    “Fuel,” was his answer. “That road will lead to a mine where we’re going to find fuel. The picture of the zombie is Jillybean’s way of guarding a valuable stash in case someone came along before we did.” He wasn’t wrong. The road was cleared quickly and a quarter mile further on they found a dirt trail that led away to the north. 
 
    Neil sent a drone ahead to make sure the place wasn’t crawling with zombies and when the feed showed the way clear, and the twin fuel tanks, the mood in the group went from groggy to happy. Even Deanna couldn’t find anything bad to say. 
 
    In no time, they refueled, hitched up the two portable tanks and were gone again into the night. 
 
    Their next surprise left by Jillybean was much grimmer. In a strip of woods just before the little town of Helmer, they discovered a number of corpses strewn all over the dirt road with the casual indifference of a child and his toys. With all the blood and the scattered limbs and ribbons of flesh hanging in the trees, it was hard to tell how many people had died there. 
 
    Deanna gave a strangled cry, grabbed a flashlight and ran out into the midst of the carnage, shooting the light all around. “Is she here? Is she? Do you see her?” 
 
    She was looking for Emily. 
 
    “No,” Grey said, hurrying to her side. “She’s not here. Even if she had been hurt or…or whatever, she wouldn’t be here. Jillybean would never leave her out like that. Besides this wasn’t an ambush, at least not one set by these guys.” His keen military eye saw that it had been Jillybean who had set this ambush. She hadn’t been the one surprised. “Remember she told us about the pit that some guys were going to push her car into? That’s it right there.” 
 
    He pointed his flashlight further ahead where the road disappeared into a rectangle of utter blackness. 
 
    “How did she…?” Deanna started to ask, but then her light paused over one of the trees. At about chest height the bark of the tree had been blasted away leaving a scorched crater in the wood. And there were more trees with the same damage circling the ambush site. The little girl had been particularly, and horribly, thorough. 
 
    “I bet she’s proud of herself,” Deanna said, vehemently, her face screwed up in disgust. “This…this is inhuman. This is even worse than a cat who brings a mouse to its owner. At least that’s instinctual. This is just evil.” 
 
    Neil bristled. “I find it instinctual to protect one’s family. And besides, they were bandits, they had it coming. We should be thanking Jillybean. If it hadn’t been for her, we would have wandered right into this trap. Even with the drone; from above you can’t tell what that is.” He gestured to the pit. 
 
    “Say what you want, Neil, but the fact is, she brought my child into a combat zone.” 
 
    “The whole world is a combat zone!” he cried. His voice carried and from deeper into the woods there was a moaning response and the crash of something big hurling itself through the underbrush. 
 
    Grey wanted to bark at the two of them, but there wasn’t time. “Mount up!” he bellowed. There was no sense being quiet now. He picked up the CB microphone and started giving orders. “Back up! Move back to the main road.” Setting the mic back in its cradle, he glared into the back seat at Neil. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Neil said. “This is my fault. I know part of it is that I’m tired and I know that’s no excuse, Deanna to argue every little…” He stopped in midsentence, his eyes going wide.  
 
    There was no need to guess at what he was seeing. Grey turned, reaching for the Desert Eagle .44 caliber magnum that he kept stuffed down between his seat and the console. “Christ!” he exclaimed, his hand freezing on the handle as out of the dark came a zombie of epic proportions. Normally the height of the truck meant relative safety from the beasts, but this one could look down on Grey. 
 
    Deanna screamed a useless warning as the beast rushed at the truck and struck it full on with the strength of a charging bull. Grey’s door was dented in as his side of the truck lifted a foot off the ground before thudding back down. Grey hadn’t practiced pulling the gun, quick draw style, and it showed. He was a big man with a big gun in a relatively cramped position. 
 
    The gun didn’t come up in a smooth manner. Its long barrel banged against the steering wheel just as the zombie punched through the window, spraying Grey with glass. He might have cursed a second time but he didn’t know for certain. There was too much going on for him to pick out any one word. Neil and Deanna were both screaming and the monster was roaring as it reached in and grabbed Grey’s camouflaged shirt by the collar. 
 
    Before he knew it, he was turned sideways and half out of the truck. His left hand found the steering wheel and held on for dear life as Deanna threw herself on his legs; he could feel her fingernails digging in through his pants. Despite her efforts, she was in a tug of war that she couldn’t win. The creature was too strong, too massive, and in no time, Grey felt his grip beginning to slip.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Captain Grey 
 
      
 
    The smell of the zombie, a combination of ancient decay and fresh shit, was so overpowering that Grey felt his stomach lurch and his muscles weakening. It was a horrible sensation when he knew that if his left hand lost its grip he would be dead in the next ten seconds.  
 
    With one chance left, he twisted so that he was facing up at the night sky and brought the .44 caliber Eagle around so that he was aiming upside down. It was a position ill-suited for a marksman and yet at a distance of three feet, it was hard to miss unless, of course, one was being violently yanked back and forth. Grey’s first shot tore through the zombie’s throat blasting out a fist-sized hole. His next shot was even further off the mark, punching through its chest just above the right nipple. 
 
    With the gun upside down, its recoil was the opposite of what he was used to and when he fired again, he aimed just above the beast’s head. This time, he was spot on. The huge slug drilled straight through its forehead and for just a blink, Grey thought he saw a star through the gaping hole. Then the zombie toppled backwards and Grey was dropped.  
 
    “Son of a…Neil! Help me, I’m stuck.” He was half out of the car, with the window grinding into his back and Deanna clutching his legs. 
 
    As fast as he could, Neil got out of the truck and tried to push Grey back into the driver’s seat. “Holy crap, you’re heavy,” he said in a stunned, hollow voice. 
 
    The angle of Grey’s body was wrong and he didn’t think he could be pushed back in. “No, pull me out. The wheel or something is in the way of…” Neil had pulled him just then but couldn’t bear Grey’s weight and they both collapsed in a jumble. “That was close,” Grey said, grimacing from a crick in his back as he got to his feet. “That was too fricking close.” 
 
    Neil stood, his eyes never leaving the corpse of the giant zombie. “Fricking?” he asked. “I think that was more than just ‘fricking’ close.”  
 
    “He’s a father, now, Neil,” Deanna said, leaning through the shattered window. “He can’t curse like he used to. What kind of example would that…shit! Grey, you’re bleeding. Right there on your neck!” 
 
    He reached a hand back and felt the blood. “Shit,” he whispered, feeling a dread certainty that it had been the zombie who had scratched him with its diseased claws. If it had…well, that would be it for him. It was a death sentence. 
 
    Neil jumped into the truck and was back again while Grey was still staring at his bloody fingers. “This is going to sting,” he said and began to clean out the scratches—there were three of them and by the way Neil whispered, “Jesus,” there was no doubt that they were from the zombie.  
 
    Whatever Neil was doing didn’t sting and Grey wondered if that was a bad sign. “You’re going to be fine, Grey. Remember my old friend, Ram? He’d been scratched but he cleaned them out in time. This is just like that. The scratches aren’t even deep.” 
 
    “And if it isn’t like that?” Grey asked, though he knew the answer just as they all did. 
 
    “It will be like that,” Deanna insisted, her voice shrill. “Now, get in the truck. This has worked before and not just with Neil’s friend. We-we caught it early, okay? We caught it early.” The fear in her voice and her wide, wet eyes struck a chord in Grey. 
 
    She needed him to live, only the odds weren’t good. They weren’t even close to good. There had been a man who had passed through Estes named David Blaise. He had lived through a bite from a zombie by cleaning the wound out just as Neil had. David kept a running score of the number of people he had heard about who had lived through the smallest scratch versus the number of people who had tried and died, regardless. Including himself, the number was four out of twenty-three. 
 
    “Yeah, we caught it early,” he said, hoping that the faux hope in his voice was good enough to fool her.  
 
    “We caught it early,” she agreed with manic eagerness. She was fixating on this one slim hope because without it, she would fall apart. Grey could see the emotions in her eyes, raging back and forth: anger, sadness, frustration, fear…and the one tiny hope. “Right Neil? We caught it, right?” In the back seat, Neil’s face resembled curdled milk and his nod was a tiny movement. 
 
    Grey tried not to look his friend in the eyes as he flung an arm over the back of Deanna’s seat so that he could reverse out of the ambush site. When he was clear, he faced forward and couldn’t help seeing the clock on the dashboard—2:26 a.m. How long did that give him? Until ten in the morning? Maybe eleven if he was lucky. And would that really be lucky? He had seen too many men die, raving in madness from the zombie disease.  
 
    “But that…” He had started to say: But that won’t be me, only he had stopped. Why couldn’t that be him? What made him special? He’s been lucky so far and that luck had turned him complacent. When he had heard the zombie, he hadn’t rushed into the vehicle or hurriedly drawn his gun. He had thought: It’s just another zombie, just another headache. 
 
    It was no wonder he’d been scratched with that attitude. “Is this how Steinman bought it?” he mumbled under his breath. Had Steinman been thinking the same thing? Just another zombie? What about DiGadio? 
 
    “Uh, how long until we get to Sprague?” he asked, suddenly. It was a stupid question, a useless one, a question a child would ask when they were bored. Neil had no idea what sort of obstacles lay ahead, he could only tell Grey the distance as the crow flies—forty-four miles. “Okay, good,” Grey said. “That’s good.” 
 
    He began to pick up the pace, pushing the boundary of common sense. They were still high up in the rugged country that made up the border between Washington and Idaho, and the road was exceedingly dangerous even at slow speeds. He didn’t care. 
 
    Grey had one thing left driving him: a need to see his daughter again before he died. Neither Deanna or Neil said a word to him concerning his inexplicably aggressive speeding. Deanna buckled her seat belt and held onto the “oh shit” bar, while Neil strove to keep the drone ahead of them. 
 
    As skilled of a driver as Grey was, he could do nothing about the condition of the road, which gradually worsened as they went on, or the zombies that were attracted to the vehicles. The undead would come stumbling down from the hills and although they were usually too slow to catch Grey’s truck, they would impede the others, slowing them down.  
 
    Soon, the fourteen vehicles were strung out over two miles and the CB was alight with pleas to slow the pace. Grey picked up the microphone and barked, “Quit the chatter, damn it!” 
 
    “Maybe you should slow down just a little,” Neil suggested. “It’s dangerous going this fast, and besides, we might miss a clue or something.” 
 
    “No,” Grey said, unwilling to take his eyes from the road to look back. “She is close. Jillybean had an eight hour head start when we left Colton. She had to stop to knock down that tree and she had to stop to set up that ambush, and who knows how many times Emily had to be fed or had a diaper change. She has got to be close, close, close.” 
 
    Deanna swallowed hard, tightened her grip on the bar and said, “The others should be fine, Neil. Just work that drone properly and everything should be just fine.” Grey flashed her a smile, not realizing that he had tears in his eyes. She smiled back, but it slipped away quickly. “They should be fine,” she said again. 
 
    Grey knew he was being reckless, but he had the energy and the desire, and what was more, he knew that neither would last much longer. The headache would kick in sometime after seven and the fever would be next and the… 
 
    Neil cut in on his morbid thoughts. “Zombies in the road ahead!” For a brief flash, Grey had the insane desire to gun the engine even faster and go out in a fiery blaze. His foot went heavy on the gas, but a sharp intake of breath from the backseat cooled his head. He slowed, coasting with the engine idling until he saw a mob of the walking corpses lurking in the dark. 
 
    “Let’s get the blankets up,” he said, bringing the truck to a halt. Normally, he wasn’t so quick to hide, but just then he didn’t even have a window for protection. “Why weren’t the trucks armored?” he muttered. 
 
    Deanna glanced back at Neil before answering, “We didn’t have much in the way of gas, remember? And uh, Neil said that if we weighed down the trucks even more, the fuel mileage…” 
 
    “I know about fuel mileage,” Grey snapped. He immediately felt like a jerk. “I’m sorry. You’re right. We never would have gotten half this far.” 
 
    “But you would still be…” she started to say and then clamped her lips shut. Her focus was slipping. She had almost said aloud what they were all desperately trying to pretend wasn’t happening. 
 
    Neil cleared his throat. “We should warn the others, about the zombies I mean. Here, I’ll do it.” Deanna wouldn’t be able to do it. She was sitting in the front seat, shaking, looking as though she were about to crumble away. Grey wasn’t any better off. He was staring down at his right knee and trying to look into a future and couldn’t picture anything beyond hanging the blanket over the window. 
 
    Getting stuck in a horde of zombies was currently his biggest fear. It was usually only an annoyance, but now it was terrifying. If there were too many of them and they sat too long, he would have to put a bullet in his head right in front of two of the people he cared about the most. It seemed like a coward’s way out and the thought of it had him cursing under his breath. 
 
    “Do you want me to drive?” Deanna asked without looking away from the green army blanket she had shut into the window. 
 
    “No. I-I need to be doing something.” If he couldn’t focus on getting to Emily, he knew he’d dwell on the inevitable and that would make him crazy and he didn’t want the last few hours with Deanna to be spent in a surly mood. He forced a smile onto his face. “Let’s cover up the front and get going.” 
 
    He shifted to his left and felt a sting in his neck. And now that he thought about it, his neck didn’t just sting, it throbbed and it itched. He couldn’t get the scratches out of his mind and, as he taped the blanket in place, his shoulders twitched and his skin crawled. Deanna saw, and the fear that she was unsuccessfully trying to hide, ramped up. 
 
    “Neil, clean it again. I got this, Grey. No, I got this.” She pushed his hands away and took the duct tape from him. 
 
    Grey knew that cleaning the wound a second time after so long was a futile gesture unless of course the gesture was designed to placate Deanna. “Yeah, let’s get those scratches cleaned again. Maybe use some iodine, if you have it.” 
 
    “Iodine? Iodine?” Neil asked, his voice high and creaky. “You want iodine? Shouldn’t we be doing something more? You know, something more than…than this?”  
 
    For just a moment, Grey forgot the feel of the disease crawling through his blood. “Just clean the scratches!” he barked. “Remember, there’s still a chance.” He shifted his eyes towards Deanna. 
 
    “Yeah,” Neil said and for a few seconds he looked just as weak and lost as Deanna. And it was no wonder, Neil had lost more and suffered worse than anyone Grey had ever known. 
 
    “Thanks, I’m sure it will help.” Grey knew it couldn’t make anything worse. As Neil leaned across the console to dab a tincture of iodine onto his neck, Grey eased the truck forward into the crowd of zombies. The only way he could see was to peek from the blankets with just an eye showing.  
 
    For the most part, the zombies ignored the truck and the following vehicles, but every once in a while, one would pound a window or a fender. There were hundreds of them lining the road and for some time Grey was so focused on getting through that things had a “normal” feel to it.  
 
    It wasn’t until he saw how Jillybean had collected the crowd: a battery-operated CD player hanging from a tree limb which was blasting out the audiobook version of Moby Dick that he remembered his “focus.” 
 
    He had to see Emily—only the need wasn’t as strong as it had been. Emily would never remember him. He didn’t even have a picture of himself to give to her. He would be forgotten. 
 
    Grey cleared the zombies and drove with a growing depression out of the mountains and down through the foothills. The same depression had rendered Deanna and Neil silent. They stared out at the empty land before them, but their eyes were vacant and their faces blank. They saw nothing. 
 
    Just as dawn was breaking behind them, they came upon the desolate town of Sprague. It was the saddest excuse for a town that Grey had yet seen in his travels. He was sure that when the remnants of humanity finally realized that their’s was a doomed species and the earth reclaimed the land, the town of Sprague would be one of the first to fold—literally. The walls of its buildings were already sagging into each other like drunks trying to hold themselves up.  
 
    Nothing would impede their collapse, except perhaps competing cross-breezes of which there were many. As he stepped out of the Ford, his hair swept hard left. A second later, it went hard right. I need a haircut, he thought and then nearly broke into hysterical laughter. 
 
    He fought to keep a straight face. Laughing now would be insensitive—Deanna had that crumbly look again. She was barely holding things together and he suspected that she was trying to be strong for him. “Find the note, Neil,” Grey commanded. 
 
    Neil looked down the main road that ran through the town. He then turned in a little circle, making a noise in the back of his throat. “I don’t really, uh know where to, uh…” He paused to climb up into the bed of the truck where he again went in a little circle. “There’s not much here.” 
 
    “No shit,” Grey said. The town had a dozen east-west running streets and thirteen north-south ones. It was a dinky, crap-hole of a town in Grey’s now surly opinion. He joined Neil on the truck, where he too looked around, thinking that they would be able to find the note in no time at all. There was only a single gas station, one church, a “family” food store, whatever that meant, an elementary school, and a motel with an extended parking lot for RVs. 
 
    And not much else. 
 
    As they were standing there, the other trucks and SUVs pulled around them. Everyone got out and began to stretch and yawn in their usual way, up until they saw Deanna’s face. She was cracking. Grey’s impending death, coupled with the loss of her child was eroding the wall she had erected. Veronica and Kay came forward, questions on their lips. 
 
    Grey didn’t want it known what had happened just yet. The group was tired and worn, stuck in the middle of nowhere with the most dangerous part of their journey still ahead of them. He worried that if they knew about him, doubt and fear would rob them of the desire to go on. The town of Colton had seemed like a dream to them. If one turned back, how many would follow? Grey suspected that all of them except Neil and Veronica would leave. Even if he had to kill himself in the backseat of the truck, he wasn’t going to allow that to happen. 
 
    “Deanna’s fine,” Grey said. “She’s just tired. We all are, that’s why we’re going to find the next note and move on as quickly as possible. Neil?” 
 
    As the consummate leader, Neil swept aside his grief. “Okay, I say we split up. One car per street. There can’t be too many places to check. Look for the mailbox thing like she did before, or really anything that looks out of place. I will check the elementary school.” He assigned streets to each driver and the group broke up, confident that the note would be found in no time. 
 
    After an hour of searching, the enthusiasm waned and Grey was the first to give up. “She’s close, Neil. I can feel her. Maybe we should just go on.” 
 
    They were in the school’s library. With the furnishings designed for children, Grey felt huge, clumsy and out of place. Deanna and Neil were going through the books, searching titles and, every few feet, stopping to crack a spine and leaf through the pages. 
 
    “Go where, Grey?” Neil asked. “Wenatchee? There are three main routes across the state; which should we take? And if we miss her?” He paused with a book in hand, facing in Grey’s direction, but not looking at him. “What then? There’s nothing out there. You don’t want to…” 
 
    “Die on the side of the road?” Grey asked. “How is that any better than dying here? Are the rooms down at that shitty motel heavenly?” He had meant for it to be a joke but it had come out too softly and lacked any punch. His head was starting to hurt. “Sorry, it was a joke. I’m going to get a drink.” 
 
    He left the school and went to the truck, where the dash clock showed 7:13. “Headache, right on time.” The medbag held a number of painkillers. He went with morphine, swallowing two pills, and then a second later, two more. “Why not?” he asked himself. “It won’t hurt.” 
 
    The idea of downing the entire bottle came to him, but it seemed wasteful. What if someone else got hurt and there was no morphine? Besides, there were other ways to numb the pain. Although the liquor store was not even a hundred yards away, he drove, wanting to get there as fast as possible. A minute later, he was walking through broken glass and browsing the depleted selection available on the two shelves that were still upright. There were only a few bottles left. “Warm champagne or gone over cabernet?” Neither sounded appealing in truth, but then again both were better than facing the madness that was coming sober. 
 
    He chose the champagne. What he saw beneath the bottle caused him to jerk and he nearly dropped the bottle. It was Jillybean’s note. 
 
    Sorry that I had to leeve this here, but I figgered this would be the last place you would look. Emily is fine but getting tired of the car and so am I. 23—28—2 Wenatchee. 
 
    Jilybean 
 
    Grey sat drinking the warm champagne, reading and re-reading the note. She was tired. Yes, the note said it, but so did her handwriting. The letters were sloppy and ran at an angle down the page. She was tired and yet she wasn’t stopping. Maybe like Grey, she knew the group wouldn’t go on if they didn’t have to. 
 
    “But I guess I don’t have to worry about that,” he said and took a long pull, burping up the carbonation seconds later; the full, manly burp echoed in the near empty building. The bottle was drained in three minutes and a second begun when he happily realized that his headache was gone. “Flinally good news,” he said. “No, not flinally, it’s fi-nally.” 
 
    His exhaustion, coupled with the booze and the morphine was hitting hard and fast and for that he was eternally grateful. When he took his next swig, light shot into his eyes as Deanna came rushing in, scattering glass across the floor. She said something about cars or stars. “No, not stars, I founded the goat…I mean da nope. I mean da nooote. You shhe what I mean?” 
 
    “You’re drunk?” she asked. He started to argue, but she put a finger to his lips. “It’s okay. I’m not mad. It’s just, it’s kind of funny, I’ve never seen you drunk before. How’s your head? Is the alcohol doing anything for you? Is it helping?” He mumbled what he thought was a “yes,” but for some reason this made her cry and her chest began to hitch. “Did you say you found the note?” 
 
    “Da nope,” he corrected and took another swig. The champagne seemed to leap out of the bottle at him and before he knew it, his shirt was soaking. “Oops,” he said, before his eyes rolled up into the back of his head and the world went perfectly black. 
 
    When he woke again, he was halfway to becoming a zombie. The light streaming in from the west window was harsh enough to cause him to cringe and that little move sent a bolt of pain racing through his skull. “Oh, God,” he whispered across a swollen, parched tongue. And of course that hurt, as well, both speaking the words and hearing them. 
 
    Grey had never felt so awful. His head hurt so badly that his senses were in rebellion. The light had the intensity of a laser, the rustle of his pillow was amplified so that it sounded like a thousand decibels, and the smell of Rachael Woods’ leftover fried chicken made him want to puke. 
 
    Slowly, achingly, and with a long groan, Grey rolled over, away from the light and saw Neil and Deanna sleeping. They were propped up against one of the shelves, leaning on each. Next to Deanna’s left leg was the remains of the meal that had been given to her in Colton, and next to that was a half-finished bottle of champagne. 
 
    When he pulled his bleary, bloodshot eyes up from the bottle, he found Neil looking at him. “You look like crap. How are you feeling?” Neil asked. 
 
    “It won’t be much longer,” Grey answered. “Can I have more of that morphine? Just a few pills; my head is splitting.” 
 
    Deanna woke and ran her fingers though her mane of blonde hair, somehow looking stunning despite the surroundings. She reached out a hand and felt Grey’s forehead. “No morphine,” she said, smiling. “You can have Tylenol and lots of water, and some food when you can stomach it.” 
 
    Grey didn’t know if he was hearing her correctly. “Tylenol won’t do anything, you know that.” 
 
    Neil laughed suddenly, causing the braincells in Grey’s head to scream in pain. Grey wanted to punch the smile right off his face. “Trust me, Tylenol will help,” Neil said, holding out his wrist. “Look.” 
 
    “Look at wh…” Grey did a double take. Neil wore a cheap digital watch and the time—5:06 p.m. jumped out at Grey. “It’s after five?” He turned back to the western window and cringed again at the sun. It had been nearly fifteen hours since he’d been scratched. “No fever,” he whispered in awe. 
 
    “No fever,” Deanna agreed. “Either Neil cleaned the scratches out in time or you hadn’t been scratched by the zombie at all. The window might have cut you. What you’re feeling is a morphine-champagne hangover and I don’t envy you one bit.” She leaned forward and kissed his lips and then threw her head back and laughed. Her laughter pealed upwards and wafted the cobwebs hanging from the ceiling back and forth.  
 
    He was happy to be alive and yet he couldn’t take anymore laughter without medication. As Deanna sat with Grey, holding his hand and smiling into his eyes, Neil took charge of the Tylenol as well as pretty much everything else. He gathered the vehicles, made sure they were topped off, assigned the order of march and drove the lead vehicle. 
 
    For the second to last leg of the journey, Grey slept. Not a part of it or most of it, he slept through all of it, and when they made camp outside of Wenatchee and everyone went to search for the last note of Jillybean’s he stayed back to “guard” the vehicles, but in fact slept some more. On one level, he was happy to be alive, but on another, much greater level, he was just plain exhausted. 
 
    He was still sleeping when Neil found the last note at the Wenatchee Walmart, one of the few places Jillybean had mentioned visiting the last time she had been through the town. It was a simple note and yet once again, Grey saw his own exhaustion mirrored in the girl’s handwriting: 
 
    Hi, 
 
    We’re good. 2-522-east end of Snohomish River Bridge at ten at nite. 
 
    See you soon, 
 
    Jil 
 
    In the last note she had misspelled her name and in this one she was so tired that she had shortened it to three letters and even then the ink was light, as if she lacked the strength to press down properly.  
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Deanna asked after Grey read the note. She was giddy, practically laughing. The bleak future that she had been facing only twelve hours before had, almost miraculously, turned around. “A ten o’clock meeting will give us plenty of time to sleep and more than enough time to travel. If we cut our sleep short and speed through the Cascades, we can be at the bridge by six tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “And do you think she’ll just be sitting there waiting for us?” Neil asked. “I’d say, not likely, maybe fifty-fifty, which aren’t good enough odds to rush things now that we’re so close.” 
 
    Grey didn’t think the odds were even that good. “No, Jillybean won’t be at the bridge a minute earlier than she has to be. This is where Sadie died. This is where the slavers are extra aggressive. She will be busy preparing: bombs, smokers, drones, cameras and whatever else she can cook up. If we have extra time, we should be doing the same.” 
 
    Neil and Deanna agreed and in the few hours before bed, the group cleaned their weapons, made sure that ammunition was equally spread and discussed tactics in case they were attacked. They didn’t have enough soldiers among them for Grey’s liking and he fell asleep with fear in his belly. 
 
    He woke up the same way and as they sped through the beautiful Cascade Mountains, the fear only mounted. He was facing too many variables with not enough assets to cover them all. Perhaps the most dangerous variable of all was Jillybean. She was a frightful opponent and an uncertain ally. 
 
    His fears had him antsy right up until they crested one of the final peaks before the highway went rolling down into Seattle. 
 
    “It’s just like she said,” Deanna murmured, her eyes sparkling with hope. Far away, past the dark city and across the flat waters of Puget Sound was an island, ringed with lights. “Oh my God, it’s just like she said. Maybe…” She didn’t need to finish her sentence.  
 
    He knew her thoughts because he was thinking the same thing: Maybe everything will be alright. Maybe we have finally found a safe place to call home, where we can raise our kids and everything will be perfect and normal just like before the apocalypse.  
 
    The hope in her voice was bordering on religious awe. Grey did not disabuse her of that hope. “Maybe,” he said, while inside, he said, Maybe not. There were still too many variables. He would only allow himself hope when they were safely welcomed on the island and he’d had a chance to look over the defenses personally. 
 
    Until then, he would worry. 
 
    With the drone over head, leading the way, they wormed their way down into the eastern suburbs, but did not get far before they saw the bridge, or rather what was left of it. It had been a double span, but one length of it had completely collapsed and the other looked ready to topple into the water at any second. It wasn’t even a full bridge anymore. There was a ragged gap in it that became more obvious the closer they got. It wasn’t a huge gap, only fifteen feet or so, but that was wide enough to make the bridge impassable. 
 
    Neil spun the drone over it for so long that Grey didn’t have to ask. “She’s not on this side,” Neil said. “I don’t see her on the other, but there’s a lot of tree cover so I can’t be sure.” 
 
    Grey checked his watch. They were six minutes early. “Have everyone stay back. I don’t want to spook her.” As Neil radioed the rest of the vehicles, Grey and Deanna stepped out of the truck and were greeted by a long groan of metal. The bridge, no longer anchored as it was designed was swaying in a gentle cross breeze. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Deanna hissed as Grey stepped out onto the cracked roadway. “She didn’t say to go on the bridge.” 
 
    He knew better. “She’ll be over there.” He pointed towards the gap. “On the other side.” They walked together, hand in hand and, before they got to the crumbling edge, they saw Jillybean coming through the dark, a tiny, solitary figure.  
 
    “Where’s Emily,” Deanna gasped, “I don’t see her!” 
 
    Grey didn’t either, not until Jillybean got closer and they saw her holding the baby. Perhaps it was the dark, but the girl seemed to have shrunk, while the baby looked big, long even. Jillybean was struggling under the weight of the child. A few more steps and they were able to see that Jillybean was just plain struggling. 
 
    She weaved like a drunk and stumbled constantly over the broken and fissured concrete. “Am I dead?” she asked as she came up. “All I see are ghosts.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The break she had taken in Colton had saved her. Had she not slept those eighteen hours, she would have died from exhaustion long before she reached the bridge. During the last three days, she’d had a total of ten hours of broken sleep. It had taken everything she had to keep ahead of her family, who always seemed to be pressing closer and closer as things went from bad to worse for Jillybean. 
 
    Minutes after she puttered the Camry out of Sprague, they had entered from the east and in the early morning light she could see the dust being kicked up by the passage of their tires. She had turned to make her way through central Washington and had immediately picked up a nail, blowing a tire. That had been a scary time, trying to change a tire on the long open road in full view of anyone with a set of binoculars or even a rifle scope. She had just hoisted the spare out of the truck when Emily reached her limit. 
 
    For days on end, the baby had been a real trooper. She had dealt with the long road trip as well as any baby could, but, as though the “cranky” switch had been thrown, she turned, not just fussy, but seemingly angry. She would go red in the face and scream at any little thing and would only settle down if Jillybean picked her up and rocked her back and forth. 
 
    It made the trip a slow hell. When she wasn’t rocking Emily, she was driving, working the drone, and trying to stay sane. 
 
    Sadie did her best to help. When the whispers and the screamers got too loud, she would wrap Jillybean in a soft hug with arms that spread like black wings, enveloping her completely. It felt wonderful, and had Jillybean not been so driven, she would still be in the first of those embraces, uncaring that Emily would have long ago tore her vocal cords screeching her brains out. 
 
    With determination found in no other child left alive, Jillybean had forced herself out of those perfect hugs every time and had struggled on. It was torture, but at least she knew there would be light at the end of the tunnel. In this case, the light was literal. A few hours before, she had stopped at the scenic overlook and had rocked Emily at the edge of a bluff. Staring out at the distant island with its glowing lights, she had cried until she didn’t have a drop left in her. 
 
    The promise of that island was what Sadie had died for and what Jillybean had given up her family for. 
 
    “Just a little longer,” she had told Emily. It felt like a lie as those hours dragged on with Emily crying and monsters punishing their fists against the Camry’s armor,  and the whispers escalating. 
 
    The whisperers and the screamers were constant now. And they weren’t alone. As Jillybean’s exhaustion began to weigh her down, more and more, and her insanity bloomed. She began to see shadowy things. They were stalking her, even in the daytime when the sun was straight up overhead and her own shadow was a blobby puddle around her feet. 
 
    She started seeing them right after she sprung her trap on the men with the pit and the truck who had tried to ambush her. The men had been predictable and easy to kill. It hadn’t taken much: shaped explosive charges, packed with three handfuls of screws apiece, some duct tape to secure them and a stationary video camera so that Jillybean could remote detonate the bombs and not wake up Emily. 
 
    Once the men were in the kill zone, she had let loose with the bombs. For her, it was soundless, save for a noise like spring thunder that slipped into the Camry. There was a flash, a brief flare of white light and then smoke that hung in the air for a minute or so. When it cleared, there wasn’t much left to see of the evil men who would have hurt her family. The only thing to see was some pieces of this or that flung about and a good deal of very dark blood.  
 
    She was about to congratulate herself when she saw her first shadow. 
 
    It was just a blur on the screen and was there for only a second, but she feared that it was one of the men who was somehow still alive. For ten minutes, she watched both the feed from her drone and the stationary camera, but saw nothing more. To be on the safe side, she took her .25 and went hunting, moving as silently as any of the real shadows around her. 
 
    The ambush was far worse in real life. The gruesomeness of it assaulted her. Even in the dark, the blood glistened and shined like oil and the shredded flesh hung like tattered sails in the trees and the bodiless heads had somehow rolled to a stop in such a way that they could stare at her as she picked her way through the carnage.  
 
    Jillybean was close to hyperventilating when that first shadow came again, flitting from one tree to an another, she emptied her gun at it and then ran, helter-skelter back to the Camry with the echoes chasing her. 
 
    Rewinding the digital feed had shown her the truth: there had been nothing in the forest. “Okay,” she had said, simply. It wasn’t news to her that she was crazy.  
 
    That lucid moment did not last. The shadows came frequently and the more they came, the more they began to resemble people. By the time she reached the bridge, the real world had ceased to exist. She was in hell. 
 
    And the only thing that made any sense was the baby, the bridge and Sadie, who reminded her over and over that the journey was almost done, and for her to hold on. 
 
    She had meant to spend the time between when she got there and the arrival of the others, preparing for the biggest fight of her life. The bandits in Seattle would have to be dealt with if her family had any chance at getting through to Bainbridge. She should have been setting up traps, roadblocks and prearranged ambush sites. 
 
    Instead she spent it huddled beneath a tree with Emily in her arms, whispering, “They’re almost here, they’re almost here,” over and over again, while Sadie stood over them with her arms, now more like black wings, spread around them both. 
 
    When the long lines of trucks and SUVs finally snaked down out of the hills, Jillybean was suddenly struck by a terror worse than anything that hell could devise. After all this, she would now have to face their wrath and their hate. It was her judgment day. The thought became too much for her and she couldn’t budge from beneath the tree. 
 
    “They’re gonna hate me, Sadie.” 
 
    No, they love you. 
 
    “I don’t think they can love me anymore,” Jillybean said, her tears dripping from her chin to land on Emily’s face. “Not after this.” 
 
    Okay, maybe, but that was never the point, was it? You didn’t do this to get them to love you, you did this because you love them. Now, get up, it’s time. Suddenly the infant was as heavy as an anchor and Jillybean staggered. Don’t forget the rope, Sadie reminded her. 
 
    Jillybean had long forgotten it and, just then, she lacked the strength to pick the coil up. She reached down and took one end and began walking.  
 
    It seemed that the souls of hell didn’t want her to leave. As she walked, they zipped past, howling curses into her ears. Sadie would do her best to shoo them away, but there were always more, so many that Jillybean didn’t see the edge of the broken bridge until her toes were hanging off into nothing. 
 
    When she looked up she saw Captain Grey and Deanna standing across from her. “Am I dead?” she asked them. “All I see are ghosts.” 
 
    “No,” Deanna said, desperately. “You’re alive, so please stop or you’ll fall.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t want to fall. She was afraid of falling. That was a rational concept, the first she’d had in many hours, and it led to a second. “You want Emily.” 
 
    “Yes,” Deanna said, eagerly. “But just hold on. How do we get around to you?” 
 
    This reminded Jillybean of her plan. They were supposed to stay to the east. She had it memorized: “Highway 203 to 18 to the 5 to 16, across the bridge and then all the way around. That’s the safe way to go. You can’t come over here. It’s too dangerous. But I have a rope.” She held up the end she had dragged along. 
 
    “I’ll get the car seat,” Grey said and then ran off, disappearing into the dark, leaving Deanna and Jillybean alone. They stared at each other. 
 
    Tell her you’re sorry, Sadie suggested. She stood next to Jillybean, the only ghost on the bridge.  
 
    Jillybean broke eye-contact with Deanna, dropping her chin. “I am sorry,” she said. She was actually answering Sadie, but Deanna thought she was speaking to her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Deanna answered. “It’s okay, but you’re still pretty close to the edge. Can you just maybe step back a few feet. There you go, thanks.” Jillybean was now fours steps away; the two resumed staring at each other until Deanna strained an uncomfortable smile onto her face. “We’re not mad or anything. We were just worried.” 
 
    See, they weren’t mad, Sadie said. Isn’t that great? 
 
    “She’s lying,” Jillybean told her. “How could they not be mad? Deanna, especially. I stole her baby for all goodness sakes.” She snuck a peek at Deanna across the gap and found her gaping at her with her mouth open. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” the woman asked. Before Jillybean could come up with a lie, Deanna said, “Never mind, it’s not important. What is important is that you two are both safe, and I mean that.” 
 
    Jillybean wanted to believe that was true and at the same time she needed for it to be another lie. She was about to pit herself against several hundred bandits, a fight she wasn’t prepared for. It would be easier going to her death if she had nothing to live for. 
 
    The slap of running feet could be heard just then and out of the dark came Captain Grey carrying a car seat and Neil barely keeping up. They ran to the edge where the bridge ended and as Neil tried to catch his breath, Grey studied what they had to work with to get his infant safely across the chasm. 
 
    “Stand back,” he ordered Jillybean. “I’m going to toss over the car seat. Don’t try to catch it, just let it hit the ground.” He brought it back and, as though he had done this a thousand times, sent the car seat over in a perfect low arc. It bounced on its bottom and then tumbled. Deanna gasped, perhaps picturing her baby already in it.  
 
    Grey put a hand out to her. “It’s going to be okay. The car seat is still good, it’s strong. Now, Jillybean put Emily into the seat and buckle her in tight. I mean really snug her down tight. Yeah, just like that. Next, we’re going to tie a timber hitch. Do you know how to…” 
 
    “Wait,” Deanna cried, her hands out, one towards Jillybean and the other towards Grey. “Are we going to do it like this? Emily could fall out, or the knot could come undone. No offense Jillybean, but…but the rope could be slippery.” 
 
    Jillybean touched the rope; it wasn’t slippery at all and yet she understood the fear of a mother. She had been Emily’s mother for days now and couldn’t stand the idea of anything happening to her. But in this there would be no danger. A timber hitch was a simple knot that she had taught herself back when she had been the captain of The Lilly—a pretty name for an old river barge. 
 
    For the first time since Colton, she smiled, remembering Chis Turner, young and handsome, his hair flowing in the wind. She sighed. He was made up, a fake person, but that didn’t mean the memories weren’t real. 
 
    She was standing there, lost in thought, a dreamy smile on her face when she heard her name being called over and over. “Jillybean, hey, look at me,” Deanna was saying. “Okay, hey, I thought I lost you for a second. I can’t do this rope idea, it’s insane, so I need you to tell me how to get across. Is there another bridge or something nearby?” 
 
    Jillybean started to nod, but then remembered the bad guys and how ruthless they were. “It’s too dangerous. You’ll die. Anyone who crosses the bridges will die.” 
 
    Neil had finally caught his breath and was able to ask, “Did you do something to them? Did you boobytrap them somehow?” 
 
    Tell him, yes, Sadie said, speaking quickly. It’s a lie, but it’s for his own good. Sadie was right. Other than Emily, Neil was the most vulnerable person she knew. He was small and slow and weak. His only defense lay in the thinnest veil of luck and that couldn’t last. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s trapped,” she said.  
 
    “But you could untrap it, right?” Deanna begged. “For Emily’s sake. To keep her safe. A…a rope is not a good idea. Knots sometimes fail or come undone, especially when it’s dark out. You can’t see and something could happen and…” 
 
    She was becoming hysterical and loud. Beneath her voice were the whispers that had faded away. They were coming back. Fear gave them life and panic made them hungry. 
 
    Jillybean stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it hard until she could think straight without the whispers interfering. “We don’t have to use a knot, Miss Deanna. Watch.” She dragged on the rope until she had all thirty feet of it collected in a spill at her feet. She then looped the rope once around the handle of the car seat and pulled until the middle of the rope was centered on the handle. 
 
    “See, no knot. Mister Captain Grey just has to make sure not to drop the ends.” She threw each end across the chasm individually and Grey caught each. He ran the rope through his fingers until it grew taut. 
 
    “Get her close to the edge,” he said.  
 
    Jillybean slid Emily to the edge of the bridge and tried to lean back, however the baby had caught a fistful of her flyaway hair. She was trying to stuff it in her mouth. “I’m gonna miss you,” Jillybean whispered as she tugged away her hair. “She’s ready.” 
 
    Deanna was looking back and forth from Grey to Emily, her useless fear ramping up. The only way that Emily would fall was if the rope broke, which it wouldn’t, or if it slipped out of Grey’s hands, which he would never allow to happen. Before Deanna could get too worked up again, Grey pulled back on his two sections of rope and the carseat dropped off the bridge. For one wild moment, it looked as though Emily would drop forever. All around her were shadows and nightmare creatures, grasping hungrily for her. The image sent a spike into Jillybean’s heart and she gasped at the same instant as Deanna. 
 
    In reality, the child did not fall far. She dropped in a pendulous arc, swung back and forth in wide-eyed wonderment a few times and then was quickly hoisted up by Captain Grey. When she was safe on the other side she was smothered in kisses. 
 
    Jillybean watched and a part of her was deeply envious. Emily was loved and cherished, exactly like every child should be—like Jillybean should be. As she watched, Sadie faded into the black of the night and the whispers died away, and in a way that was worse. She felt empty and alone. Completely empty and completely alone. If a wind pushed down from the mountains just then, she was sure that it would blow her out to sea where there was nothing but wind and water. 
 
    “Now your turn,” Neil said. The sound of his voice jerked her back into the present. He held the rope. In his joy, Captain Grey had forgotten all about it and her. “Wrap it twice around you,” Neil said, poking his thumbs up into his armpits. “Right here. I won’t let you fall, I promise.” 
 
    He wasn’t lying. He would catch her and haul her up, singlehandedly and he would smile at her and hug her and for a few seconds, everything would be great. But then what? Accusations, recriminations, punishment and forever being looked upon with suspicion. She was too tired for any of that. 
 
    “Highway 203 to 18 to the 5 to 16, across the bridge and then all the way around,” she repeated. “Just wait for the explosions before you go.” 
 
    “No!” Neil shouted, his voice echoing across the river. “You are not going anywhere, young lady. I am your father, remember? I adopted you and you said yes. You—you don’t get to take that back.” He had started firm and commanding, however in the space of four sentences, his voice cracked. “I-I did not come all this way just for Emily.” 
 
    “You love me,” Jillybean stated, in a soft, emotionless voice. “You followed me because you love me, I know that. And I led you here because I love you, that’s what Sadie told me. But, I think we have to let that go, now. I’m starting to get the feeling that love isn’t enough, not when things get too brokeded. I loved Sadie and she still died and now…” She left off with a shrug. The barren feeling inside felt as though it was spreading and would soon swallow all of them. “I should go.” 
 
    She turned to leave when Sadie yanked her back around with a hand that felt cold and stiff; like a corpse’s hand. Not yet. Tell him I love him. Please. I never got to say goodbye. 
 
    “Okay,” Jillybean said. “One more thing. Sadie loves you, Mister Neil. She told me to tell you that.” Neil’s mouth came open and began to work up and down like a landed fish. In another time, she might have smiled.  
 
    Before she could turn again, Captain Grey stepped to the edge and said a bunch of words that flowed over her. He pleaded with her, and then he got mad and growled orders, and then, when that didn’t work, he tried to guilt her into staying. Had she not been so empty, she might have appreciated that he was trying to save her. 
 
    She turned once more to leave and that was when he shot his pistol. It was a huge gun that was shockingly loud. She jumped and Emily began crying. “That’s it?” Grey demanded, his words finally hitting her. “After all this running around, you’re just going to leave?” 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” she told him. “There’s still…” Killing, blood, explosions, death. “…work for me to do. Good bye.” 
 
    Once more she turned and he stopped her with a last bit of advice. “Ice cold or fiery hot, Jillybean, you don’t go into a fight lukewarm.” 
 
    It was sound advice, but since she couldn’t even muster the energy for lukewarm, she didn’t think she would be able to follow it. She waved and walked off into the murk. 
 
    When she got to the Camry, Sadie was waiting for her, a hard look on her face. You can’t do lukewarm? What’s that about? Those people killed me, Jillybean. They killed Spot and they’ve been terrorizing the people of Bainbridge, and you can’t manage lukewarm? 
 
    “It’s just that I’m so tired. I want to sleep, maybe forever. I just don’t have the energy.” What she meant was that she didn’t have the energy to fight and to win. She only had enough energy to fight and die. 
 
    Could I help? 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Unless you can haunt them. You know like Casper, ’cept not so friendly. That would be good.” A mischievous smile lit up her face at the thought. 
 
    I wish I could, but there’s a reason that only you can see me. The smile disappeared from Jillybean’s face and at the same time the whispers started again creeping around the floorboards and beneath the seats and in the dark crevices in the back.  
 
    “Why?” The question was the embodiment of her exhaustion. The word barely left her lips. 
 
    You know why. 
 
    She did know and she always knew, at least on some level. Regardless, she was crushed and she couldn’t help crying, but even that took energy and the tears felt more like a leak had sprung from her face than anything that had to do with sadness or grief. 
 
    Let me help, Sadie said. Let me be your anger. You can be the cold analytical part and I’ll be the fury of your revenge. Grey said to be one or the other. I say, be both.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    She didn’t feel possessed. It wasn’t like the time that Eve had controlled her. During those times it felt as though she were a prisoner in her own body, locked in some deep dungeon where she could sometimes get a peek of the world through a tiny slit set high up in the walls. 
 
    This was more like being on a drug, one that pumped her full of adrenaline and anger. It was difficult to be the cold, analytical part when she was just this hyped up. Difficult, but not impossible. For one, she knew from her knowledge of chemistry as well as her growing understanding of insanity that she would either burn through this energy quickly, or it would consume her completely. 
 
    She had seen her share of people consumed by their own mind. Mike Jackson, the “dog-man” whom she called Spot was the last of these. There was no way he had simply woken up one day as a dog. Something had driven him to the point of no return and there had probably been a time when he saw the cliff coming up that he could have made some change, one that would have subverted fate. But he hadn’t.  
 
    As Jillybean tore past the Alderwood Mall with her headlights on and her radio scanner screaming at her, the analytical part of her knew that her point of no return was fast approaching. “But not yet,” she said. “I’m still me.” 
 
    Of course you are, who else would you be? Sadie’s voice was no longer external; she heard it right between her ears where there seemed to be more space than usual, not in an empty-headed sense but in the opposite way. Her head felt too large, bigger than it had been. It was as though her head was pumpkin-sized and overflowing with too many thoughts. 
 
    Big head or not, Jillybean didn’t answer. She was a little afraid to engage her sister too much, worried that if she lived through the next hour she wouldn’t be able to kick Sadie out again. 
 
    Besides, she was too busy concentrating for idle chit-chat. She was doing forty miles an hour and although she had her headlights on, she could still only see using the four cameras. The iPad screens were eight inches by ten, and objects in the road didn’t come into focus until it was almost too late to react. More than once she thudded right into one of the monsters. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, cringing as she bounced over the last one. 
 
    There’s no time for being sorry, Sadie told her. They’re looking to cut you off. You’re going to have to step on it. 
 
    “I am stepping on it,” she protested. 
 
    No, this is stepping on it. Jillybean felt the engine begin to really thrum and was shocked to see the speedometer move past the 50 mile an hour mark. 
 
    “Stop! I got this.” She lifted her foot off the pedal slowly as though there was a tremendous wad of gum on the waffle-imprinted sole of her right sneaker.  
 
    She was about to hit the brake when she heard a voice from the scanner say: “This is Biggie-three, I got four cars at the 104. Do we have anyone in trail position yet? Advise, over.” 
 
    “Not yet, Biggie-three. Keep them going south. We’re setting something up at the Northgate exit. Keep us posted if there’s any change in direction.” 
 
    Jillybean let the Camry drift as she checked her map. It was a mile to the 104 and another two before they reached Northgate, which didn’t leave her a lot of time to plan or to get a better strength reading from the scanner. She was getting closer to the broadcast point, but “closer” didn’t mean all that much. She needed an exact fix. 
 
    So far, part one of her plan was working. She had been seen by some hidden spotter and now she was on their radar. What she needed to do to ensure that her family would be able to slip by to safety was to stir up the hornets and, if possible, give their nest a hard kick. Destroying it completely would be nice, however the Camry was only so big and her reserves of energy were already red-lining. 
 
    “We’ll get off at 130th…if we can,” she said. It was the exit before NorthGate. 
 
    They were trying to bottle her up, but she wasn’t too worried; the armored Camry wasn’t going to be easy to stop. “Unless they lay down spike strips. But would they?” She was just thinking about how good tires weren’t as easy to come by anymore, when she passed the exit to Route 104. Headlights flicked on behind her, sending her heart racing faster than ever.  
 
    Don’t fret, Sadie said, we have these. Jillybean found herself looking down at her own pale hand holding one of the smaller bombs. She was so surprised that she almost dropped the bomb, not that a short fall would have hurt it or set it off. At worst, it would drop beneath her seat and she would have to fish around for it, though that was not something she wished to do while hurtling toward a roadblock. 
 
    “How am I supposed to use it?” Jillybean asked. “I didn’t have time to finish the car all the way. I don’t have bomb shooters or even a bomb dropper or nothing, and that’s what means we can’t use those bombs all that good.” 
 
    You can chuck them out the window. Against her will, Jillybean’s head turned to the left so that she was staring at the slot which Sadie had cut out of the armor ages ago back in Colton after she hadn’t been able to figure out the intricate periscope system Jillybean had devised. 
 
    “Stop it,” Jillybean whispered. She had meant to “command” Sadie, but she lacked the energy. “I-I’m in charge of my body.” She didn’t add: still or for the moment, which, given the circumstances, seemed appropriate. Sadie was growing inside her head by the second. It wasn’t in a bad way, just in a relentless way that Jillybean feared would eventually take her over. 
 
    I’m just trying to help, Jillybean, Sadie said. And I think you need my help. Your head is like, all jumbled up. It reminds me of that house we ran through with Todd and Spot. You know, the one you set fire to? It was filled with useless garbage. Really, when will you ever need to know the atomic weight of hydrogen? 
 
    “1.00794,” Jillybean whispered the number that just popped up into her head. She hadn’t known that she knew the atomic weight of hydrogen, however she did remember reading it months before, back when she spent the winter with Granny Annie. 
 
    Did that mean Sadie was in her subconscious or just in some memory vault? “Wait…it doesn’t matter where she is. Sadie, you’re distracting me. I need to think.” 
 
    No, you need to act. You got four cars on your tail and more about to cut you off. There’s no time for thinking. You need to start dropping bombs. 
 
    Jillybean glanced at the rear monitor, where four set of headlights shone, all in a line. If she hit the first with a bomb, it would cause a chain reaction that would stop all pursuit, at least temporarily. But if she misjudged things or got an unlucky bounce, then she would have wasted a bomb as well as tipped her hand to her foes concerning her potential lethality. 
 
    Just drop a bomb for goodness sakes! Sadie’s cry echoed in her head. 
 
    “Yes, sorry.” Jillybean wanted to argue but couldn’t find it in her to even raise her voice. While steering with her right hand, she armed the bomb with a flick of her left thumb, stuck it in her lap, grabbed the remote controlled detonator and turned that on as well. Then she waited for a moment where there were enough obstructions in the road to funnel the following cars into a perfect line and then—“Fire in the hole,” she mumbled. 
 
    The twin sticks of dynamite got hung up in the slot for just a breath, perhaps long enough to throw off her timing. Once they were away, she snatched up the detonator and counted: “One-one-thousand, two-one thousand,” before pressing the trigger with her eyes squeezed shut and her jaw clenched. Her precautions were for naught; as heard through the armor, the explosion seemed understrength. 
 
    A quick check of the monitor showed that it had been at least somewhat effective. The bomb had gone off next to the rear quarter panel of the second vehicle, causing it to flip onto its side. It blocked the road behind but didn’t damage any of the other cars. 
 
    Still, the voices on the scanner went berserk: “They got grenades! They got grenades! Rob caught one and his truck’s on fire.” 
 
    “Settle the fuck down, Biggie Three,” the dispatcher ordered. “Has their course changed? Are you engaged?” 
 
    “No, they’re still proceeding like before. What should I do? Rob’s truck is blocking the road and it’s just me and Albert.” 
 
    “Follow, but keep a safe distance.” 
 
    See? Sadie asked. I bought you some time for thinking. Jillybean now had a few more seconds to think and discovered that her brain wasn’t nearly so agile as it had been. It was sluggish and dull. Sadie had given her a spurt of fire and a little anger, but not much else. 
 
    But did she need much more? Jillybean had trapped herself like a rat in a maze with hundreds of cobras. On the surface, there didn’t seem to be many options except to carry on with her simplistic plan. 
 
    She came up to the 130th Street exit and the moment she took it, Biggie-Three told the world. This caused a major shift in the placement of the roadblocks and the dispatcher began ordering in more cars. Jillybean headed west on 130th Street and the further she went, the weaker the dispatcher’s signal got. “And that’s bad,” she said. “I’m getting further away instead of closer.” 
 
    At the first opportunity, she turned south again, however after only a third of a mile she found the road was utterly blocked by the remains of an old traffic jam. As fast as she could, she turned the Camry around. It wasn’t a big car and yet, with her limited vision, she hit two monsters, a tree and ground up against a parked moving van.  
 
    By then, Biggie-Three had his car, a shiny black Camaro with twin racing stripes, sitting across the road, completely blocking it. “They’re turning around!” he yelled into the radio. “Do I engage?” 
 
    The dispatcher’s answer sent a chill down Jillybean’s back. “Yes, hold them there. We have three units closing in on your position.” 
 
    I hope you have an idea, Sadie said, because we’re screwed if you don’t. Jillybean tried to think, only her head was suddenly blank. Aw, jeeze, Sadie said. We could try ramming them, I guess. 
 
    Going straight through the Camaro seemed like her only choice. And yet ramming a larger car broadside would be a waste. Not only was the Camry underpowered, it was also overloaded. Stacked in the trunk, the roof storage space she had built, and in the back seat, was a half-ton of ANFO and dynamite. Enough to bring down a ten-story building. It, along with metal plating, strained the suspension and made the car sluggish off the mark. 
 
    It would take five or six crashes to shove the Camaro out of the way and that was assuming Biggie-Three wouldn’t do anything but just sit there. By that time, whatever backup he had would be there further cutting Jillybean off. 
 
    There was also a gap along the sidewalk that they could access by riding up on the lawn of the house on the corner, however it was a very small gap and one that could be cut off by the Camaro simply by it dashing forward twelve feet. 
 
    You could always get out and run, Sadie suggested. I bet you could get away. You’re getting pretty fast. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to get away,” she said. “I came here to distract them. Mister Neil must have heard that explosion. That’s what means they need my help even more. Boy, I wish I’d made a bomb shooter. I can’t throw a bomb far enough. Maybe I could tape one to a drone and fly it over…” 
 
    The scanner interrupted her, “Biggie-Three, Milt will be there in one minute and whatshisname in the Porsche is coming up just south of you. Let me know if they try to run.” 
 
    With only a minute, there was no time for planning or drones are anything. She grabbed one of the bombs and armed it, not quite knowing what to do next. If there had been enough room, she could have rolled up alongside and chucked the bomb through the cut out in the side armor. 
 
    “That would do the trick, but there’s no room! Too bad I don’t have a big rubber band or something I could shoot the bomb out the front cutout.” But she didn’t have a rubber band that big. All she had was her weak arm and with such a small cutout to throw it through, she likely wouldn’t get the bomb beyond the hood. It would just roll around and fall off…in midthought an idea hit her. Wearing a manic little grin, she leaned forward and shoved the dynamite through the front cutout where it fell to land on the flat, armored hood. 
 
    What are you doing, Jillybean? 
 
    “I’m going to get rid of them,” she answered and stomped the gas, chugging the car straight at the Camaro, picking up speed. 
 
    You’ve always been crazy, Jillybean, but I think you’ve gone off the deep end. You know that’ll kill us, too, right? Jillybean? We’re loaded with bombs…if you do this, they’ll all go off. 
 
    Jillybean shrugged. She wasn’t really listening. Her attention was completely on the forward monitor, where she could see Biggie-Three, a little man with a little rat-like mustache, go wide-eyed. He mouthed a scream and then threw himself across the lap of another man in the passenger seat.  
 
    That certainly wouldn’t save him. Nothing would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Biggie-Three thought she was going to ram them, however she had no intention of hitting them. With no other option left to her, Jillybean was using the Camry as a bomb delivery unit.  
 
    Fifteen feet from impact, she planted both of her Keds on the brake pedal as hard as she could, stopping only inches from the Camaro. The bomb slid right off the Camry and straight into Camaro’s open window. As quick as she could, Jillybean stuck her car in reverse as the two men sat up, looking shocked and more than amazed at their supposed good luck. Then Biggie-Three saw the bomb. He began reaching for it.  
 
    If he managed to throw it, her plan would be ruined and so, before she was out of range, Jillybean triggered the bomb. The air in the Camry shivered as the concussive force of the explosion struck her like a baseball bat. It left her gasping, and she had to blink a few times to get her eyes focused again. Then, like a drunk needing to think through each action, she fumbled the car into gear with numb hands and ran it up the curb and onto the lawn of the corner house, tearing apart a bush as she did.  
 
    Distantly, she heard the scanner going crazy again. There were five conversations running together in a muddled jumble. One voice managed to rise above the rest. It was Milt. He was the closest and his signal was the strongest. After running through a series of curses, he managed to yell into his radio, “I see them. It’s a…it’s…I don’t know what that is. Fuck! That’s armor! They armored some kind of car. And shit! Biggie’s Camaro is all jacked up. It’s on fire. Fuck…fuck this shit.” 
 
    She had turned back onto 130th Street, heading west. With that last “shit” she could see Milt’s headlights start to drop back. He clearly wanted no part of a running battle with what was basically a small tank. 
 
    That wouldn’t do. For her plan to work, Jillybean needed him to engage. “If you can’t make a horse drink the water,” she said, not quite knowing where she was going with her busted cliche. She found a spot in the road that wasn’t as littered with monsters and burned out cars as the rest of the city seemed to be, and turned her Camry back the way she had come.  
 
    When her headlights blazing into his face, Milt cursed some more and also turned his vehicle around to flee. He drove a newish SUV of some sort and easily outdistanced her. 
 
    And that was fine with her. She would be the first to admit she had gone into the fight unprepared. Stopping the car, she reached into the back seat where three drones were perched on stacks of explosives. Taking a drone and a bomb, she taped them together, but instead of reaching for a second one, she stopped and sighed, suddenly too tired to go on. 
 
    Her brain was numb and sluggish and her soul felt thin, as ghostly as Sadie. She knew she had to keep going, “But I can’t.”  
 
    Let me, Sadie said, and before Jillybean could protest, her conscious self was thrust aside and she fell into an endless nothing. At first, she was afraid of what would happen when she landed, but after a while she found she didn’t even know in what direction she was falling. Eventually, she wasn’t falling at all, but was drifting in a black fog of perfect contentment. The fog felt as though it was slipping into Jillybean, not exactly becoming a part of her as much as it was dissolving her, turning her into nothing.  
 
    She might have faded away completely, except the sound of the dispatcher cut through the nothing like it was coming from a loudspeaker set inches from her ear, “Say again, Templeton. How many trucks?” 
 
    Jillybean jumped in her seat and looked around in confusion. She found herself behind the wheel of the Camry driving down 130th Street. “What…what just happened?” She stopped the car and sat there for a few seconds trying to puzzle out what was going on, only she couldn’t. The only thing she could figure out was that she was going the wrong way. She was headed west where the radio signals grew faint.  
 
    “I gotta turn…” she began, but she lacked the energy to speak and work the wheel in circles at the same time. It wasn’t until she was pointed in the right direction that she realized Sadie wasn’t with her. 
 
    “Sadie? Where are you? Why were we…we…” She spluttered in midsentence, remembering the drones she had been taping bombs to. Looking around, she saw that the drones were no longer in the car. In a panic, she jumped out and turned in a circle. Seattle, with its dark city streets, was the most cluttered and dirty city she had ever been in. Monsters by the hundreds lurked among the trash and burned out cars. But other than the usual garbage, the streets were empty. As a last resort, she climbed on top of the Camry, hoping to get a better view. 
 
    All she saw was more of the same—except when she looked into the steel cargo box she had welded in place on the roof. In it, the drones, primed and ready to go, sat on stacks of ANFO. “When did I do…” A glint in the dark caused her to suck in her breath. The sleek Porsche was parked three blocks away and the purr of its engine could be heard as white noise beneath the moans and wails of the nearby monsters. Eyeing the car, warily, Jillybean slid down until the pavement jolted her feet.  
 
    She backed into the Camry and jerked in surprise when Sadie suddenly spoke up, inside her head again. Quick, shut the door.  
 
    “Where were you?” Jillybean asked as she hauled back on the heavy door.  
 
    I was here the whole time, Sadie said. You were just confused. 
 
    Jillybean was still confused. To confirm that she was in the “real” world she touched the steering wheel and the stale, spit-up stained shirt she was wearing. Her eyes went to the monitors and she suddenly remembered the Porsche. “There’s a car parked down the street. I think it was following us.” 
 
    Yeah, I saw him, too, but don’t worry, he’s more scared of you than you are of him. That seemed highly unlikely to Jillybean. The car had a slick, evil look that made her throat tighten. Either way, that’s the direction you need to take, so you might as well go, and this time, go with a little anger. Can you do that? Jillybean didn’t know if she could. She felt that her insides were still drifting in fog; she didn’t have the strength for anger. Yes, you do, Sadie urged. Come on, get angry! 
 
    The little girl took a deep breath, filling her lungs with Sadie’s energy and let out a scream, stepping on the gas at the same time. She aimed straight for the Porsche thinking that she would ram it dead center, only the driver saw her coming, spun in a tight half-circle and raced away at a speed that was unimaginable to Jillybean. 
 
    She even questioned her sanity, thinking her mind was playing tricks on her. Sadie laughed in an echoey gust inside of her head. Naw, that’s just how those cars are. We won’t catch him, but that’s okay. She lifted up Jillybean’s hand and pointed it at the scanner, which was already blaring her position and direction.  
 
    There were now a dozen cars oriented on her; she needed it to be two dozen or more and the best way to do that was to run a roadblock or two. That would get their attention, especially if she were able to triangulate the location of their headquarters. If she headed there to make trouble, they would forget all about her family. 
 
    The first thing was to get back on I-5 and past the roadblock at the 104. She was unhampered getting onto the main highway. Once there, she began to weave slowly through the many wrecks until the road opened up and she could see the cars set purposely across the road a hundred yards away. They were parked tail-to-nose, which would make smashing through somewhat difficult unless she got a real good run-up. 
 
    “And why do that when I still have bombs?” She picked up the drone controller and got the engines whirring and the camera working. “Off you go, Chareese. Good luck.” The drone lifted off from the roof mounted cargo hold, moving slowly, like some ancient and odd looking wasp. She sent it straight up until she was sure that it was lost in the night sky. 
 
    This’ll be good, Sadie said. Jillybean could feel Sadie’s grin pulling up the corners of her own mouth. They’re going to crap their pants. I can’t wait. Even with four pounds of explosives slowing Chareese down, they didn’t have to wait long.  
 
    Jillybean set the drone to hover right above the hood of the center truck. She could see the looks of panic set in a second before she took up the detonator. The blast, a sharp, white light that momentarily blinded the cameras, incinerated the two men in the truck in an instant. It also killed the men in the truck in front of them. The explosion sent a storm of shrapnel, in the form of what had been the back window, ripping through the cab. 
 
    The driver lived long enough to stick the truck in gear. It drifted towards the median as the other bandits peeled away. Even if the driver had lived, he wouldn’t have gotten far. His fuel tank had ruptured and now the back half of the truck was an inferno. 
 
    Look at them go! Sadie cried. Get after them, quick. If we’re lucky, we can follow them right back to their hidey-hole.  
 
    As much as Jillybean wanted to “get after them, quick,” the Camry was slow and she really wasn’t a very good driver under the best of conditions and this was far from the best. Whatever energy Sadie had given her was spent and her reactions were a tenth of what they usually were. She banged back and forth through the debris and within five minutes, she had lost sight of the last truck in line. 
 
    She wasn’t upset; being upset took too much energy.  
 
    You’ll never make it like this, Sadie told her. Let me help you. 
 
    Jillybean wanted to protest, but that was also impossible. She had used too much of herself up in the long journey back and forth across the Rockies, and what she’d had left had dissipated in the soul-grinding chase that she had led her family on. Now, she was done. 
 
    Sadie pushed her aside and she was once again drifting in the dark. This time it was different. Every once in a while, there would be strobes of light or the rumble of thunder. There were even screams that rippled the fog, but she didn’t seem to care. Sadie could have her body and do what she wanted with it. 
 
    “She can kill me if she wants to,” Jillybean mumbled. 
 
    Why would I want to do that? 
 
    “Because I deserve it. Because I don’t care if I die.” 
 
    But I do. Wake up, silly. Jillybean’s eyes popped open and she found herself once more behind the wheel of the Camry. There was a haze of smoke around her— real live smoke. Something was burning, but she didn’t care what.  
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    She expected Sadie to answer in her head, but her sister was a ghost again, sitting calmly in the passenger seat. We’re close. Maybe a mile. I’ve been trying to nail down their headquarters, but I’m not as good as you are. 
 
    “What are you doing out of me. I need you. I-I don’t think I can do this alone.” 
 
    Sadie smiled. I told you that I’ll always be with you, but I never said I would help to kill you. You can stop now, Jillybean. I think you’ve stirred up the hornets enough, and they are some very mad hornets. 
 
    The torrent of screaming orders from scanner was proof that Sadie wasn’t lying. “What happened? What did you do?” 
 
    Sadie lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug. I kinda took the fight to them. I’m sorry to say I used up the last of your drones and had an incident with one of them big SUVs. It might have been a Navigator, but I’m not sure. Either way, we lost some of the armor and two of the cameras. That’s why I’m telling you to quit while we’re ahead. If we tussle with them one more time, that’ll be it for this baby. 
 
    Jillybean loved the idea of being done. She was desperate for sleep and food and fresh air. She craved these things. She hungered for peace and quiet, only, it was something she would never have. Not until she finished the job. “I want to quit, but I’m not ahead,” Jillybean said. “We’re exactly where we’ve always been, surrounded by enemies.” 
 
    No, you’re wrong. They’ve dropped back. We can skate on out of here and no one will chase us. 
 
    “I’m not talking about me and you, I’m talking about my family. I’m talking about Bainbridge. It may be safer than other places, but as long as they got bad guys surrounding them, it’ll never be completely safe.” 
 
    Someone else can fight them. You’ve done enough. Come on, Jillybean, don’t be like this. 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    We both know that you don’t care if you die or not. You don’t think anyone loves you. 
 
    “You love me,” Jillybean said, and stuck the car in gear. “And if this doesn’t work out so well, I can be with you. I think that would be good. I think I’d rather go live with you than deal with people anymore.” 
 
    Next to her, the ghost of Sadie sighed. But you won’t be ‘living’ with me. Don’t you get that? 
 
    “I get it. I might be in hell and you would never be there. It’s why I gotta do this. I gotta make at least something right.” Jillybean didn’t quite know how she would do this. All she had were a few pistols, an armored car that was falling apart, and one mega-bomb. 
 
    And one radio scanner which also had a ‘send’ button and a microphone. “Hmmm,” she said, a spur of the moment idea coming to her. She stopped the car and got out to survey the damage that Sadie had talked about. The front was dented so badly that all the welds in the armor were cracked. Worse, a huge panel of metal had come off the passenger side. 
 
    Sadie was right, the Camry wouldn’t survive another encounter, which ruined her not very good semi-plan of crashing through whatever defenses they had in place, finding their headquarters, and blowing it up. 
 
    “They’re going to have to invite me in, instead.” She ducked back into the Camry and picked up the mic. “Hello Dispatch? Come in Mister Dispatch.” 
 
    The hubbub of male voices cut away as if Jillybean’s voice had a knife’s edge to it. “This is Dispatch. Who the hell is this?” 
 
    As he spoke, Jillybean watched the scanner readout. She was getting closer. Before answering, she glanced at the map, but had no idea where she was.  
 
    We’re heading east on Thomas Street, Sadie told her. They’re a little north of us, but how far east I don’t know. 
 
    “Then I need to keep them talking,” Jillybean murmured under her breath. She counted to thirty, hoping he would speak again. When he didn’t, she asked, “Who is this? Is this Hatchet John?” 
 
    “It’s Hatchet-Joe, and yes, it is. Who is this and who are you with?” 
 
    If Jillybean had a million dollars, she would have bet it all that Hatchet-Joe had a scanner of his own and that he was trying to pin down her location. “My name is Jillybean Martin. I’m in-famous. That’s what Governor Rowe called me. That’s what means famous for being bad. It’s kinda the same as you.” 
 
    “It is,” he agreed. “So, Jillybean why have you been driving all over my city making trouble? Did Rowe send you?”  
 
    The scanner’s signal grew with each word. “No, she didn’t send me. She’s not going to want me when she finds out that I kidnapped a baby.” 
 
    “You kidnapped a baby? Why would you do that?” His shock was tinged with a hint of disgust, which affected Jillybean more than she would have guessed. It was one thing when a good man, such as Neil Martin sounded like that, but when someone as evil as Hatchet-Joe looked down on her, it made her feel like garbage. 
 
    “For attention, I guess,” said through a long sigh. “Either way, everyone’s mad, but that’s kinda to be ‘spected, right? You don’t take a baby and think it’s gonna be alright.” 
 
    Hatchet-Joe was quiet for so long that Jillybean guessed that he was busy on other channels, relaying her position. Finally, he asked, “So, do you have the baby with you?” 
 
    Jillybean stopped short—his signal had faded slightly, which meant that she was moving away from his broadcast point. He was north and east of her, but only by a few blocks. She turned north. “No. The last time I saw her, she was on some bridge.”  
 
    “Some bridge?” Hatchet-Joe asked, incredulously. “You don’t even know which one?” 
 
    She did, actually but there was no reason to give him any excuse to take his focus off her. Besides, his disgust had been even more obvious and her pain was all the greater. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she moped. “They’re not going to want me, but maybe you do. I can work bombs pretty good. Do you need a bomb…uh, a bomb-smith? I could build you guys all sorts of bombs.” 
 
    Once more he was quiet, this time for close to half a minute. “Maybe,” he said, finally. “Why don’t you first tell me what you were doing tonight. I don’t take kindly to people barging into my city and blowing up my men.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Well, they were in my way, of course. And they were mean. People should never be mean, ‘specially to me or my friends. So, what do you say about the bombs? I got nowhere to live and no friends left. I need a place.” She sounded completely sincere, mainly because she hadn’t lied once. She had stolen a baby and she was sure that everyone hated her, except for maybe Neil, and even if he did like her, she didn’t think she’d be allowed to live on Bainbridge. She hadn’t even lied to Hatchet-Joe. Asking if he wanted her as a bomb maker wasn’t the same as telling him she would actually make bombs. 
 
    “Alright, let’s talk,” he said. “Where are you so I can come get you?” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’m right outside your gates.” She had tracked him to a place called Broadmoor Estates. It had once been a gated community where giant houses surrounded a fancy golf course. Now that the fairways had been converted to farmland, it wasn’t nearly as fancy. She added: “You don’t gotta be afraid. I ran out of drones.” 
 
    She had used the word “afraid” on purpose. There were probably a hundred of his men listening in on their conversation and she knew that most men didn’t like the idea of being thought of as afraid. 
 
    “He’ll let us in,” she said to Sadie. 
 
    And then what? Sadie asked. They won’t let you get ten feet with a detonator in your hands. 
 
    “Then I won’t get ten feet,” Jillybean replied, with a dejected little shrug. It was pretty much all she could manage in the way of emotion. “I have to do this, Sadie, just like you had to risk your life for me.” 
 
    This isn’t risking your life, this is suicide. 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t even bring herself to shrug again. She picked up the remote detonator; it felt very heavy and very real. It made everything else around it, including her little hands, seem less present, as if she and the car and Sadie were already fading away. And they would fade when the bomb went off.  
 
    They would be vaporized and no trace of them would ever be found. The thought sent an ugly feeling through her chest. It was fear. She had known and lived with constant fear for the better part of two years, but this was different. This was the end. 
 
    “I need you, Sadie,” she said, as the fear spread. “I need you to be with me and not try to stop me.” Jillybean didn’t think she could do this alone, because the time for trickery and ploys and genius was over. She had nothing left. She had just the one bomb, and her only hope was that Hatchet-Joe would come out to look at it personally. 
 
    Before Sadie answered, Hatchet-Joe came on the radio. “Come on in, Jillybean. Follow the road to the left past the parking lot. We’re in the clubhouse. And, uh, let me just mention that there will be a sniper rifle centered on your head the entire time. Any funny business and you’ll be dead before you even know it.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all she could think to utter.  
 
    Jillybean was momentarily at a loss and didn’t know what to do or say until Sadie reached out a hand and patted hers. Sadie’s flesh felt real, but icy cold. It’ll be okay, she said. I told you I would be with you, always. 
 
    And suddenly, it was okay, or at least it was as okay as it possibly could be. “Alright, Mister Hatchet-Joe. No funny business.” As she said this, she reached under her seat and clicked on the radio receiver, arming a thousand-pounds worth of explosives. 
 
    In front of her, the heavy gates were hauled back by armed men and she drove through, while behind her came a long line of cars, trucks and SUVs. The more the merrier, Sadie said and grinned her usual impish grin. It filled Jillybean’s heart to see that grin; it gave her the strength to grin back when nothing else could. You ready? 
 
    They were passing a parking lot on their left and the hulking facade of the clubhouse was coming up quickly. It was so large that Jillybean couldn’t see it all through the small front slit in the armor. Nor could she see around her very well. With the passenger side camera torn away, she had no idea at all what was to her right. But did it matter? 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, pulling up to the Broadmoor clubhouse. She was ready, but didn’t automatically open the door. The rear camera showed the vehicles still filtering in behind her, while the driver’s side feed showed a line of men before the clubhouse doors. At least three of them held bottles. They were Molotov Cocktails, and the sight of them rattled the little girl. 
 
    She was still staring at the gas-filled bottles when the scanner blared: “Are you coming out, or not?” 
 
    “I was just waiting for you.” 
 
    Hatchet-Joe laughed into the radio. “I’m sure you were. But I’m not that stupid. Now, get out of the car or I’ll roast you alive.” The driver side monitor flared white as one of the men lit his bottle. 
 
    “I’m getting out,” Jillybean said, quickly. 
 
    Let’s do this, Sadie said. The grin had faded away, leaving Sadie with a determined look. Jillybean reached for the door handle, but something about the look made her turn back to her sister—it was the exact same look she had worn the last time Jillybean had seen her alive. 
 
    Jillybean tried to match the look as she opened the door and stepped out into the night. In her right hand was the detonator; her left was empty. She knew that her little pea-shooter would be useless against so many men. 
 
    For all of a second, she had a perfect view around her. It was perfect, but disappointing. There were only a dozen foot-soldiers lined up in front of the double doors of the building. They would die in the blast, but likely no one else would. The cars that had followed her in hadn’t come right up with her as she had hoped they would. They were fifty feet back along a secondary road. Maybe a few of the men loitering in the dark would be killed, but not as many as she wished. What was worse was that Hatchet-Joe was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    She was staring around when one of the soldiers hit her with a piercing light and she had to scrunch her eyes closed against it. Footsteps approached, and a rough voice growled: “Drop that.” 
 
    He was referring to the detonator, her one weapon, her single ace in the hole. Without it, she was defenseless, however, just then it wasn’t the game-changer she had hoped it would be. Yes, she would kill a few people and ruin their clubhouse, but unless this was Hatchet-Joe, or he was standing at one of the windows watching her, he would live, and her death would be for nothing. 
 
    “Are you Mister Hatchet-Joe?” she asked. Under the light, she felt smaller than ever, like an ant under a magnifying glass. 
 
    “No. Now drop it or we will shoot you.” 
 
    If she gave up the detonator, she would be, in essence, giving up the bomb. It would only make Hatchet-Joe that much stronger; she couldn’t allow that. Taking a deep breath, she started to squeeze the trigger. Wait! Sadie hissed. Don’t waste the bomb. You know there’s another way to set it off. 
 
    She was right. Jillybean had one more gambit. The bomb’s receiving unit was set to go off when it picked up a certain radio frequency, in this case a 150 megahertz bandwidth broadcast. She had chosen it because it had once been designated for public safety use and was not a standard channel. Few handheld devices even had it as a channel option—but the scanner in the Camry did. 
 
      With a flick of her thumb, she switched the detonator off and tossed it on the ground. “It’s a detonator for a bomb,” she explained. “I was gonna give it to Mister Hatchet-Joe as a gift.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” was all the man said. There was a crunch of gravel and then Jillybean was frisked—he missed the razor blade and handcuff key sewn into her belt and the paperclip hidden in her hair—but all of her other odds and ends were taken. 
 
    “Watch her,” the man said to another soldier and then turned to the car. A second later, he cursed and blinded Jillybean with the light again. “Is that a bomb?” 
 
    She shielded her eyes with a skinny forearm, but still couldn’t make out anything but the outline of a person. “Yeah. A detonator isn’t all that much good without a bomb. I was gonna show it to Mister Hatchet-Joe. You don’t have to worry, it won’t go off.” 
 
    With a grunt of disbelief, the man turned back to the car. He opened the back door and spun his light around inside where the seats had once been. Jillybean could see a sheen of sweat on his forehead and had to hide a malicious smile. “It’s okay. That stuff is real stable, and that’s what means it takes a small explosion to make it go off. Even bullets won’t blow it up.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he mumbled. He then lifted a radio to his mouth and said, “She’s alone, and get this, she brought a bomb. The backseat is filled with some weird pink stuff, but there is definitely some TNT mixed in with it. I can see it.” 
 
    The radio crackled with Hatchet-Joe’s voice, “Do you have the detonator?” 
 
    “Yeah, she actually brought it out to me. For a second there, I thought she was going to blow the damn thing up, right here.” 
 
    “I guess the little bitch chickened out. Watch her, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Jillybean’s heart was racing and her breath was coming fast and light, but she forced a smile onto her face and turned towards the clubhouse. Hatchet-Joe came striding out a minute later. He seemed to the little girl as though he was some sort of giant. Just as all of his men did, he wore a heavy leather coat that fell almost to his ankles and on top of that he wore a cloak or a cowl. It draped on him, hiding his humanity. 
 
    “Hi,” Jillybean said, with a little wave. She came only to his hip and to look up into his face, she had to crane her head way back. He stared out of the shadow of his cowl for a moment before striding past her and, ducking down, he looked into the car. 
 
    When he came up, he threw back his cowl, showing a surprisingly thin face. He laughed, “Holy fuck, that’s a lot of explosives! Thank goodness none of you fucks managed to stop her, she would’ve blasted you into kingdom come. Where’s that guy who says he knew about computers back in the day?” 
 
    He was addressing the men who had followed Jillybean through the gates; almost all of them were smoking and standing in little clumps. A tall skinny man who wore his heavy leathers much like a coatrack would, came forward, looking nervous. “I knew a bit, you know like programming? I was a programmer for Dell. I worked on their interface…” 
 
    “That’s great,” Hatchet-Joe said, cutting him off. “What I need to know is will that bomb blow up?” 
 
    The skinny man bobbed his shoulders and started to stutter. Jillybean interrupted, stepping forward. “It won’t go off. It’s radio controlled and I can show you…” The fist came out of the dark, catching her completely by surprise and knocking her to the ground. Hatchet-Joe had used only a fraction of his strength but still, the dark sky above spun in circles. 
 
    She tried to get back up, but he stepped down on her chest with a boot that seemed half her size. It was useless to struggle against such strength. He grinned down on her. “Radio controlled?” he asked. When she nodded, he went on, “Tell me, is there enough to blow up the bridge that leads to Bainbridge? I figure the famous Jillybean would know.” 
 
    “Enough to—blow up—five bridges,” she said in a whisper. The boot was crushing down on her, making it impossible for her to take a full breath. “I could—show—you—how…” 
 
    “You already have.” He laughed. “You gave us a radio-controlled detonator which means I have no more use for you.” To Jillybean’s utter shock, he pulled out a pistol with a bore so big she could stick her thumb in it. “Oh, yes, I’ve heard of you and all the crazy crap you’ve pulled off. I heard about what happened to that stupid Russian, and that nutty Jesus-freak, and the River King, and the Azael, and all of it. You know what they all had in common? Besides being dead, of course? They all let you live. They had the chance to put a bullet in your head and they didn’t pull the trigger. I’m not going to make that mistake.” 
 
    To Jillybean’s amazement and horror, she saw that he wasn’t lying. He cocked back the hammer on the pistol. It made a huge mechanical sound that echoed in her little ears. “Any last words?” he asked with a sneer in his voice. Even if she could think of anything beyond the certainty that she was actually about to die, Hatchet-Joe wouldn’t let her speak. He crushed down even harder with his heavy boot until she couldn’t move air one way or another through her lungs. 
 
    Her insides felt like they had turned to water. She was about to die and all she could think was, who could do this? Who could kill a child…a little girl out of hand? 
 
     Hatchet-Joe could. He looked as though he was about to kill a rat he had caught sniffing around his trashcans. “No, last words? Just as well. The only thing that anyone is going to remember about tonight is that I killed a little bitch named Jillybean when no one else could.” 
 
    In a panic, stunned by how quickly everything was happening, Jillybean turned her head away from the gun with its black hole, searching for Sadie. Her one hope was that the ghost of her sister would suddenly materialize and save her. Sadie was close, only it wasn’t the ghost of Sadie Jillybean saw lying in the grass. It was a dead Sadie, pale of face, unmoving, a hole through her chest. She stared silently up at the night sky as her blood leaked down into the earth.  
 
    Even on the verge of death, Jillybean cared more for her sister than she did for her own life. She reached out for Sadie’s hand just as Hatchet-Joe pulled the trigger and the world evaporated in a flash of heat and a blinding light and a long echoing gunshot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Neil Martin 
 
      
 
    From thirty-six feet away, Neil Martin watched Hatchet-Joe shoot his daughter in the head. The sound of the gunshot and the flame leaping out of the barrel stunned and staggered him, leaving him gasping. 
 
    Thirty minutes before, he had watched Jillybean stumble off under the weight of who knew how much exhaustion and stress. She had looked strangely old and withered in his eyes as if she had lived her entire life in the days since he had seen her last. 
 
    “I’m going after her,” he had stated, the moment the night took her and hid her. “I’ll need the truck.” He held out a small hand for the keys, but Grey wasn’t listening. He was still staring after Jillybean and for once he looked, not exactly lost, but rather, he looked uncertain. 
 
    “I-I’m going too,” he said. Still ignoring Neil, he looked towards Deanna with an apologetic grimace. “She needs me. I can’t leave her like that, all alone.” 
 
    Deanna closed her eyes in her own grimace. Her grimace was full of misery. It was understandable; she had just gotten her child back and now her husband was about to race off, two men against hundreds, if indeed Neil was counted as a full man, which no one ever really did. 
 
    She began to shake her head, however the baby in her arms stopped her by reaching up and grabbing a fistful of her long blonde hair. Emily gave the lank of hair a hardy yank and tried to stuff it in her mouth. In response, Deanna hugged her fiercely, almost angrily. 
 
    “Always the hero,” she said. “Fine. Go. Do what you have to, just don’t die for nothing.” 
 
    “Saving a little girl isn’t nothing,” Neil said. 
 
    Deanna’s shoulders drooped and for a moment she looked as old as Jillybean had. “I didn’t say that. I meant, just make it count.” Grey had promised that he would and after two kisses, they were headed for the truck. Deanna called after. “What about a kiss from Uncle Neil?” 
 
    She held up Emily. Neil couldn’t say no to that. He ran back and planted a kiss on the softest cheek and then one on Deanna’s. Once more, he was about to leave when she asked, “How long do we wait? Do we wait for an explosion or whatever, or do we wait for you to come back?” 
 
    Neil knew why she was asking him—she wanted an honest answer, something Grey would never give her under these circumstances. He would dance all around the unlikelihood of their return, telling her that “everything would work out,” or that they’d be “fine,” and “not to worry.” 
 
    “Wait for the explosion that she mentioned,” he told her, “and then take off and don’t look back.” He took a step away, needing to leave, but saw the fear she was hiding beneath the soft features of her face. Even though that had never been their sort of relationship, he had to fight back against spouting the same sort of platitudes that Grey would’ve used. They had always been painfully honest with each other. With a touch of her arm, he said, “See you later.” It was as much of a lie as he was willing to tell her. 
 
    “See you.”  
 
    When Neil got to the truck, Grey was waiting for him, wearing a puzzled look. “I think she’s into me,” Neil lied in answer to the look. He cocked an eyebrow, so Neil said, “Okay, fine, she wanted to know when they should take off. I told her to follow Jillybean’s directions.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Grey agreed, “but what are we going to do? I can get us across the river. If she’s got the bridges trapped, I’ll be able to disarm them, no problem. But what then? Any idea?” 
 
    “We really don’t have much choice but to wait until she lets off a few fireworks. Once she does, we…I don’t know, I guess we figure it out as we go.” 
 
    This sort of vague plan didn’t sit well with Grey and as they drove to the next closest bridge, he brooded trying to come up with something better. His quiet, snarled curses told Neil that he wasn’t able to come up with anything, which was too bad because Neil didn’t like the plan either. He knew that after that first explosion, Jillybean would have every slaver in the city after her. 
 
    And he wasn’t wrong.  
 
    They detoured north a few miles to a railroad bridge, which Grey checked with flashlight in hand. He didn’t get far before he was swarmed with zombies and had to run back to the Ford. “Let’s chance it,” he said, when he got back. “There’s no way she’s trapped every bridge on this river.” 
 
    Halfway across, a flash of light to their left, deeper into the city, marked the opening salvo of Jillybean’s battle with Hatchet-Joe and his slavers. Seconds later, the thunder of the explosion rolled over the two. Neither said a word. Grey drove on, while Neil reached into the backseat where a pair of M4s rested on the back bench. He made sure they were loaded. Next, he checked the extra magazines—it took all of a minute. 
 
    Neil wished there was more for him to do. Even after all of his adventures, he was still nervous before the prospect of violence. Grey, on the other hand, was perfectly cool as he spun the big Ford south, merging onto I-5, heading to where the glow of a large fire lit up the otherwise dark city.  
 
    Ahead of them through a narrow lane of refuse and old, rusted-out vehicles was the first evidence of Jillybean’s handiwork: a Nissan Pathfinder was pitched over on its side with great sheets of flame leaping from its carcass. To the right of it, another Ford, this one with huge tires, was plowing a hole through the debris. Behind it, waiting to get through, was a silver Bentley. Two men leaned against it, both armed to the teeth. One pushed himself away from the car and started towards them. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Neil asked as Grey picked up the .44 he kept stuffed next to the driver’s seat. 
 
    “We do what we have to,” Grey answered and flicked off the safety. 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that,” Neil whispered, his hands going slippery on the M4’s grip. “I guess, I’ll take that other guy.” He lifted his chin towards the second man, who was staring hard at the Ford. 
 
    Casually, Grey waved at the man advancing on them, as he said, “No. Aim for the driver of the Bentley. Man, what a stupid car to drive during…” He paused as the truck was finally able to knock aside what looked like the remains of a Mustang. Someone whooped excitedly and the man heading towards them paused. 
 
    A moment later, he turned and jogged back to the waiting truck. “That was close,” Neil said, sitting back. 
 
    “It’s going to get a lot closer,” Grey said as he followed the Bentley through the hole. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I just hope that when it does get close it’ll be worth it like Deanna said. I don’t want to die out here for no reason, you know?”  
 
    Grey grunted. It was his way of ending a dark and pointless conversation. He didn’t like dwelling on the negatives, even if they were the most likely outcome. 
 
    They were silent again as they made their way deeper into the city chasing after the men who were chasing after Jillybean. But with such a large head start and such a confusing path she wound, she quickly had cars going in every direction. Neil had to put aside his rifle and take up a map for them to make any sense of where they were going. 
 
    There were more explosions and plenty of gunfire, but every time they raced to the scene, they found only burning cars and roasting bodies. 
 
    During all this, the fight had drifted further and further south. It was just as they were crossing a bridge heading towards downtown Seattle that they picked up her scent again. From their vantage point, they could see dozens of headlights converging toward one central area. 
 
    Grey immediately headed for it, while Neil said, “Oh, boy, that’s a lot of cars. If you figure two and a half men per vehicle, that’s like a hundred guys.” 
 
    “Could be worse,” Grey said. “Remember New Eden? There were more bad guys there.” 
 
    Neil would never forget that crazy night and, it seemed, he remembered it differently than Grey. “Yeah, but those bad guys weren’t like these bad guys, and besides, we had a zombie army.” There was one other difference as well. Under his breath he muttered, “And I had a bulletproof vest.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. There is no difference. We went against very large odds and we won. The same will happen tonight if you keep your head in the game. Now, where the hell are we going? What is this place?” Neil flicked on flashlight to check the map, but Grey shoved his hand down. “Careful. Look.” 
 
    Wherever they were, it was quickly becoming a popular spot. Vehicles of every size began to fill in behind them, while others merged ahead. They were stuck. Neil felt his testicles begin to pull in towards his body.  
 
    “Sit up straight,” Grey said, urgently. They were heading towards a walled-off community where a crowd of guards stood at a gate. One of them glanced into each vehicle as it drove by. “Try to look tougher.” Neil molded his face into a sneer. Grey shook his head. “No, tougher…forget it. Maybe you should, um, cover your face with your hand.” 
 
    Neil, who was on the verge of wetting himself, propped an elbow on the door frame and did his best to appear very interested in the shadows to the right as he looked out his window. Grey slowed the truck, but didn’t stop, saying, “W’sup?” as if there was no question that he belonged. The guard nodded back and then they were through. 
 
    “Oh, crap, I almost peed myself,” Neil said. He wished there was a moment to relax, to gather his wits and his courage, but in less than a minute they were pulling up on the side of narrow road which might have been quaint some time ago with its border of young oaks. It was now teeming with armed men. As if this wasn’t bad enough, Jillybean had been cornered. A strange car sat in the driveway of what looked like a mansion of epic proportions.  
 
    The car, with its armored plating, was obviously some sort of Jillybean creation. Armored or not, it had seen better days and didn’t look like it could go much further. 
 
    “What do we do?” he asked. 
 
    Grey started pounding on the steering wheel, his jaw clenched. They were in a terrible position—far worse than at New Eden. “It depends on what they all do. They’ll probably take her inside. If so, I’ll find a way in, free her and meet you out here.” Neil opened his mouth to protest the small part he was to play, however Grey held up one of his scarred hands. “I need you out here just in case things go to shit. You’ll set up in one of those trees.” 
 
    He pointed past the end of the long building to a copse of trees about sixty yards away. “They’ll likely leave guards in front and on the sides. You’ll need to take them out, and, you’ll need to lay down suppressive fire if anyone from the gate comes down, which will be very likely. If we get separated, we’ll meet at the last bridge we crossed. Go north until you hit the channel and then take a left. Got it?” 
 
    There was a major flaw in Grey’s plan and his name was Neil. He was no marksman. He could kill a guard from sixty yards away, as long as he was stationary, but the second he fired, the other guards would duck under cover, at which point Neil would be almost useless. 
 
    “No, I’ll go in,” he said. “It’ll be dim. I’ll blend in better. You’re too…” Neil held his hands wide. “You’re too big. Even in the dark, you’ll stand out. And you’re a better shot. We’ll need you to keep a lane open for us to escape.” Grey started to argue, but there was no time. Jillybean had just stepped out of the car. She was mostly hidden by its bulk, however Neil had caught a flash of flyaway brown hair. “Besides, she’s my daughter.” 
 
    Grey dropped his chin. He had always taken the most dangerous jobs and Neil could tell this wasn’t sitting well with him. But, after a deep breath, he stuck out a hand, which Neil took. “Good luck,” he said. 
 
    “Good luck to you,” Neil shot back. They grabbed their weapons and left the truck, crossing in front of it. They weren’t the only ones out of their vehicles. Most of the other drivers were standing around, lighting cigarettes and talking about their part in the chase. 
 
    Although the driveway in front of the building was relatively well lit because of all the headlights, there were enough shadows between the road and the open area beyond that Neil felt safe moving forward, his M4 in hand. He wasn’t the only one, either. A number of people were curious over the girl and the car. 
 
    Neil stopped thirty-six feet away and stared at his last surviving daughter. He had known her for two years and he saw that she was trying to appear normal, but was barely keeping it together. She would fold soon, falling into herself. 
 
    Who would she be when she came back? And what would she see? And what would she do? There was no telling, but however she came back, it wouldn’t stop Neil from loving her. He no longer had anything left to stop him. No excuses, no demands on his time, no reason to be devoted to her in the way that she needed him to be. 
 
    He actually smiled at the thought—then from the building came a man that wiped the smile away. With his cowl hiding his face, he looked like a demon, one that could crush Jillybean with ease. He stopped and stared at her for a moment, before brushing past her to inspect the strange car she had driven. 
 
    “Holy fuck, that’s a lot of explosives!” the man cried, “Thank goodness none of you fucks managed to stop her, she would’ve blasted you into kingdom come. Where’s that guy who says he knew about computers back in the day?” 
 
    Neil felt his stomach tighten. Jillybean had never met an explosive that she left unexploded for long. Was this her plan? Had she gathered up all their enemies—their current enemies—in one place just to kill them in a fiery explosion? 
 
    Involuntarily, he took a step back, only at that moment, he was knocked into by a skinny, nervous looking man. He and the leader talked for a few seconds, however, Neil was no longer paying attention. The bomb had him rethinking his plan. It had him thinking that maybe Jillybean had the situation under control. Anyone who knew her knew what she was capable of. They would want to get as far away as… 
 
    Just then Hatchet-Joe punched Jillybean in the side of the head, sending her sprawling. Neil was stunned as though he had been on the receiving end of the blow. He hadn’t come close to recovering when Hatchet-Joe actually stepped on his daughter. He stepped right down on her. 
 
    Neil brought up his M4 halfway to his shoulder, all the while sputtering and looking back and forth from Jillybean to the dark copse of trees where he hoped Grey was even then peering through his scope. If he wasn’t, Neil didn’t know what he would do. 
 
    And his dilemma only grew worse when Hatchet-Joe pulled out a handgun and pointed it at Jillybean’s head. 
 
    He’s bluffing, ran through his head. He’s just trying to scare her. No one shoots little girls like this. In cold blood. In front of everyone, without so much as a…Hatchet-Joe thumbed back on the hammer and the cold as hell look on his face told Neil that he was wrong. He would kill her right there in front of everyone. He would kill a little girl and probably brag about it later. 
 
    Neil’s strength left him as he brought his M4 up to his chin. He felt weak through to the bone as he contemplated what would happen if he killed this evil giant of a man. He was completely surrounded. Three men, wearing the long leather coats, stood seven or eight feet away to his left, another nine or ten were in front of him along the entrance to the building, and perhaps a hundred more were ranged behind him. 
 
    If he shot his weapon, he would die seconds later, and Jillybean would die seconds after that. 
 
    But if he did nothing, he would live. He would live forever knowing that he was a coward. 
 
    What he really needed was for Grey to shoot the man crushing his foot down onto the defenseless girl. That was the only way. There would be chaos and fear and people shooting in every direction. That was Jillybean’s only chance. 
 
    Neil dropped the gun from his chin and started pointing frantically at Hatchet-Joe. He jabbed his extended index finger four times before everything took on a slow-motion feeling—the slaver nearest to Neil looked his way, his face hardening with suspicion, while at the same time, Jillybean slowly turned away from the gun pointing down at her; she reached out a hand and Neil thought she was reaching out for him. 
 
    His jabbing finger paused just as Hatchet-Joe’s hand flexed and fire from the barrel of his gun flashed, etching itself into Neil’s mind. The sound of a strangely long gunshot reverberated, seeming to come from all around Neil. And then Jillybean’s body jerked and blood shot up in a mist. 
 
    Time slowed even more as Neil felt his legs turn to jello as whatever power keeping him alive and upright seemed to be giving way. His knees unbuckled and he fell sideways. The tip of the M4 caught in the dirt, and was jarred from his slack right hand. He fell on it and landing on his side, facing Jillybean.  
 
    She was splayed out and unmoving. Blood was everywhere. It wasn’t just pooled around her head as he would have expected. There was a spray of it across her shirt and more on the cement drive and more falling in a rain as if her head was a sickening fountain. 
 
    As he stared, heartbroken and crushed, he saw what he thought was a trick of the confused light. Blood continued to rain down, only the arc of bloody rain had turned slightly, though Jillybean had not moved. 
 
    It splattered next to her and then, a fraction of a second later, Hatchet-Joe fell to his knees just behind her.  
 
    In amazement, Neil’s eyes were drawn to him; there was a hole in the side of his head that was spurting blood in great gouts. His gun clattered to the driveway and then, slowly, he fell face first onto the bloody driveway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Neil Martin 
 
      
 
    Neil stared at Hatchet-Joe’s body, shocked and very much confused. When had he been shot? It couldn’t have been Grey because he didn’t have a silencer on his M4, and if he had shot then everyone would have heard his gun go off…unless…unless… 
 
    Hatchet-Joe’s final pull of the trigger echoed in Neil’s head. The crash of that huge pistol had been long and had seemed to come to him in stereo, as if he had heard it from more than one direction. At the time, he’d been so fixed on the execution that he hadn’t even considered the possibility of a second shooter. But now he realized that someone, likely Captain Grey, had fired a rifle at almost the same exact moment that Hatchet-Joe had killed Jillybean. 
 
    This fact was lost on everyone else. Hatchet-Joe’s men began to glance back and forth to each other, mumbling questions. One of the men who had been guarding the door started walking towards the corpses but stopped with a jerk of surprise as a moan cut through the whispers. 
 
    As everyone watched, a pale little hand lifted from the bloody cement. It was Jillybean’s hand and Jillybean’s little voice. Neil felt a flash of adrenaline sweep across his skin, flaring it in goosebumps. She had lived—somehow, she had lived. The only thing Neil could figure was that Grey’s bullet had hit Hatchet-Joe a fraction of a second before he pulled the trigger, spoiling his aim ever so slightly. 
 
    A moment after the adrenaline, Neil was hit by a jolt of pure joy. He wanted to leap up and run to the girl, however just as he started struggling to his feet the soldier who had stepped forward aimed what looked like an Uzi at the girl. 
 
    “No!” Neil cried. The man looked up at Neil just as another gun went off far to Neil’s right. In a blink, the man’s face was torn apart. The bullet caught him from the side and took off everything between his eyes and his lower lip. He stumbled a few feet, making a horrible gurgling sound and then fell. 
 
    It was such a horrible vision that Neil was still staring when the slaver to his left said, “Holy fuck.” Neil tore his eyes away from the slowly dying man and found himself staring into the slaver’s eyes. For just a moment there was a kindred human vibe between them, but then guns started blasting in a storm of sound and metal. The slaver’s eyes turned hard. He didn’t recognize Neil. 
 
    The two turned their guns on each other and although the man was just a hair faster, he hadn’t yet taken his weapon off safe. His gun jerked as he pulled uselessly at the trigger. Neil, who had been fully expecting to use his M4, sent a three round burst into the man’s chest. Then, as if channeling Captain Grey, he grimly fired into the next two men, killing them both. 
 
    He was sure he would be gunned down at any moment, and to put that off as long as possible he dropped to the ground—and not a second too soon. The air next to his head seemed to let out a volley of sighs as bullets passed uncomfortably close. 
 
    At least one of Hatchet-Joe’s soldiers in front of the building had Neil targeted, and was shooting some sort of automatic weapon, walking the bullets through the grass right at Neil. There was no time for him to do anything but cringe. It was the least effective thing he could have done and if Grey hadn’t shot the soldier through the heart, he would have killed Neil before he could take another breath. 
 
    It was a beautiful shot that pinned the man to the wall. Neil was hoping for more, however Grey was now the focus of nearly all of Hatch-Joe’s men and Neil was basically on his own.  
 
    Neil fired from the ground, raking bullets left to right, hitting two men and forcing the rest to duck into the building. Neil was up in a flash, racing the thirty-six feet to Jillybean’s side. Her eyes were open but unfocused, and the hair on the side of her head was plastered with clotting blood. He had no time to assess her injury or to worry whether it was right to move her in her condition. It was an absolute certainty in his mind that if he died on that driveway, she would as well. 
 
    He scooped up his daughter and ran in the only direction that made any sense—towards the armored car. Necessity forced him to practically throw her into the passenger seat; he dove in after her as bullets began to thud into the armor. It sounded like a hundred dwarves were outside with hammers, trying to take it apart, piece by piece. 
 
    “Sadie?” Jillybean asked in a little voice. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s not Sadie, it’s me, Neil. You were kind of shot.” He leaned closer and squinted at the mess on the side of her head. With all the blood he couldn’t see the extent of her injuries, though he assumed that she had just been grazed. She was far too coherent to have a bullet lodged inside her head. 
 
    She struggled to sit up, groaning as she did. “What’s all that noise? Are we getting shotted?” She was still bleary-eyed, but her own question seemed to remind her of something. Her eyes cleared rapidly as she said, “The Molotov Cocktails! We can’t stay here.” They also couldn’t leave. With all the vehicles ringing them and the mansion on the other side, they were trapped. 
 
    Not only was Neil the grownup, he was also uninjured, and yet, he had faith in Jillybean. “What do we do?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged and then glanced into the back seat, but not at the explosives. “It’s our only choice, Sadie,” she said. To Neil she said in a tired voice, “We should blow up the bomb. The bad guys are all out of their cars. We’ll get most of them, I bet.” 
 
    “No,” Neil said, simply. “That’s not an option. We’ll have to figure something else out. If we can get us back onto the road…” He was shocked to see a red-orange light coming through a slit in the front armor—Jillybean had mentioned Molotov Cocktails. “Oh, crap.” Fire scared him, and with them sitting on a giant bomb, it scared him even more. With his eyes locked on the flame and the man darting from the building, Neil fumbled for the ignition. 
 
    Turning the engine on was one thing, but trying to get his feet on the artificially raised peddles was impossible. There was no way he was going to make it. The car would be covered in flame and they would burn alive. Suddenly setting off the bomb seemed like a good idea. He was about to ask Jillybean how when the man with the burning bottle jerked in midstep and fell dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    “Yes!” Neil shouted. Grey was still alive and still acting the part of guardian angel. It was a testament to his skill and training that he had lived this long. “But he won’t last much longer,” he said to himself as he surveyed the facts of their situation as he knew it: they couldn’t sit out there much longer, they couldn’t bust out of the ring of trucks and they couldn’t fight their way out. 
 
    He let out a long sigh which Jillybean interpreted correctly. “We’re gonna have to use the bomb,” she said. “Even Sadie thinks so.” 
 
    “I don’t mind using the bomb, I just don’t want to be anywhere near it when it goes off.” 
 
    “They took my remote, sorry, Mister Neil.” 
 
    “Who? Who took it?” Neil demanded. “Was it one of those guys who ran inside?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I didn’t see much of anything once I got shotted, but I remember he had on a long tan coat. It was newish, like not all stained up.” 
 
    Neil remembered the flash of tan in his periphery. “He went in. Hold on.” Lifting his feet at unnatural angles, he put the Camry in gear with the idea that he would take the car and blast right through the doors. It was a sound idea, however driving the armored car was far from easy. He couldn’t see out of the little slit, and he couldn’t steer with his knees jutting up on either side of the wheel. 
 
    Instead of blasting through, he struck the wall next to the doors with enough force that they lost two more panels of armor. Jillybean was moaning in the footwell and the Camry was rolling backwards by the time Neil collected himself enough to stop the car.  
 
    “Sorry. That, uh, was a bit of a mistake.” Jillybean couldn’t handle another mistake like that, so Neil turned the car hard to the right and slid up to the door. “Cover your ears,” he told her before sticking the barrel of his Walther PPK into the slot in the armor on the driver’s side. He fired six shots and then kicked open the door, or at least he had planned to, however the door was heavier than expected and it only creaked open, slowly. 
 
    Someone fired at him from inside but hit the car door instead. He fired blindly and rushed to the side of the building and ducked down. Bullets were now coming from inside as well as out, smacking against the brick and skipping off the hood of the car. What he needed was more cover fire from Captain Grey, only the battle-hardened soldier was being pinned down by a torrent of rifle fire. 
 
    “Right there, Mister Neil,” Jillybean said, pointing from in the car. Neil turned and saw the body of one of the men he had shot earlier. Next to it, lying on its side and dripping gasoline, was a Molotov Cocktail. Grinning, Neil grabbed it and fished out a lighter. 
 
    Because of the leaked gasoline, fire engulfed the entire bottle. “Son of a bitch!” he cried and threw the bottle into the building where it shattered. A blast of light filled the night and in seconds it was bright enough to illuminate the battlefield. Neil was shocked at how many men were ducked down in the grass or hiding behind the rows of trees. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here, Jillybean,” he said, crawling back to the car and holding out a hand. She took one step onto the driveway and promptly fell right over. Neil just caught her. 
 
    “Sadie, my legs aren’t working right,” she said to Neil. She was working them as though she were on a bicycle. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” he told her, and then picked her up; she was terribly light and terribly frail. It was like holding a toddler. “It’ll be alright,” he said again, this time talking to himself. 
 
    The M4 helped to reassure him; it was compact enough to wield one-handed and, as he entered the burning building with it extended, he felt…average, like he was normal, as tough as any of these guys. For Neil, average was a step up.  
 
    Even with the fire roaring away, eating up a couch, the stained carpet that hadn’t been vacuumed since before the apocalypse, and one of the pillars in the main room, he expected trouble. It came quickly. He was not even a step into the room when a bullet smacked the doorjamb to his right. 
 
    A quick peek around the corner showed him a man crouched behind a tall, wingbacked leather chair. It was an absurd firing position and, without exposing himself beyond his arm and a few inches of his head, Neil fired the M4 into the chair itself.  
 
    “Fuck! Shit, I’m hit!” the man cried out. “Stop, please.” 
 
    Neil didn’t know what to do. Wasn’t this a kill or be killed situation? Were they allowed to call “time out” when things turned against them? The part of him that had become “average” wanted to empty his magazine into the chair; the part that would always be Neil wanted mercy. 
 
    “Was that him?” he asked Jillybean, meaning the man with the detonator. 
 
    “No, his coat was tan, amember?” 
 
    He was still struggling with indecision over the injured man when movement, further inside the building caught his eye. In a blink the gun came up, and as he was peering through the haze, looking for a target, someone took a shot at him from up and to the right where a marble staircase marched grandly to the second floor. He fired back and moved to his left so that the burning pillar was between him and the shooter. 
 
    A second later, when he started to look around the pillar, Jillybean said, “No, go left. That’s what Captain Grey would do. Never fire from the same spot. He told you that.” 
 
    She was right. Although it was awkward moving left with a gun in his right hand, he caught the slaver aiming away and managed to shoot him in the leg. This fellow didn’t attempt to give up. He went on firing, however his bullets kept slipping well to the right, while Neil’s started low, chipping away at the marble at the man’s feet, and then striking shin, abdomen and throat. 
 
    The man tumbled down the stairs, leaving red splatters, while Neil went to one knee and began reloading. “We have to hurry,” Jillybean said, gripping his shirt tighter and giving it a shake for emphasis. “Sadie says the man’s getting away and Grey can’t hold out that much longer.” 
 
    He understood her anxiety, time seemed to be racing by. With a grunt, he stood, hitching her higher on his hip, holding the gun out again. Striding boldly out into the lobby, he was on a hair-trigger, ready to kill in a blink, only there wasn’t anyone or anything to kill. 
 
    To his left was a guest-services counter, to his right was a fancy restaurant, in front of him was a hallway that ran to the left down the length of the building. Finally, there were the stairs going both up and down. He had no idea which way to go. The man with the detonator could be anywhere. 
 
    Left, towards the pro-shop, seemed as good a direction as any, however Jillybean stopped him. “Upstairs. There’s another way.” 
 
    “Another way out? We’re not going to find…” He stopped as they heard running feet above them. Neil raced to the stairs, but slowed midway up and crouched behind his M4. Just as he got to the top, a door opened far to his left and three figures burst into the hall. He almost fired, but at the last moment he realized that they were women. 
 
    “Son of a bitch, I almost…” 
 
    “Hush,” Jillybean said, holding her bloody head at a cocked angle. At first all he heard was the crackle of gunfire from outside and the hungry flames as they spread, but then beneath it he heard voices. They were high-pitched, fearful voices coming from a room ahead and to their right. “In there, quick!” Jillybean cried. He aimed the gun at the door, but Jillybean pushed it away. “Don’t, just get in there.” 
 
    If it had been anyone else, he would have laughed off the suggestion. He was still wary, however when he grabbed the knob and flung open the door to a spacious office. It was decorated in pre-apocalypse modern alpha-male: a perfectly positioned desk, gleaming hardwood floors and enough leather-bound furniture to stitch together an entire herd of cows. 
 
    There was no one in the room. The voices were coming from a CB radio sitting on the desk. 
 
    He’s moving to the right again! 
 
    Someone shift left—no, our left, idiot! 
 
    I see him, fuck, he disappeared again. 
 
    With his heart in his throat, Neil went to the window thinking he would be able to see the battle unfolding below him, however he was turned around and found himself looking out on what had been the golf course. People were fleeing out into the fields. He could tell by the way they ran and the fact that they were unarmed that they were women. 
 
    “Slaves, right Sadie?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    Although she was speaking in the direction of the wall to their right, Neil answered, “Yeah, slaves.” Watching them, he felt a touch of pride well up out of the fear and shock of battle. No matter what else happened, they had done this. The night hadn’t been all about blood and death; they had helped people. “But it’s not enough,” he said and turned for the door. 
 
    They weren’t going to find the man in the tan coat, he realized that now. He also realized there was only one way to save Captain Grey and that was to detonate the bomb. “A hell of a distraction,” he said to himself. He wasn’t an expert, but he figured the detonator in the car probably had a ‘go’ button. 
 
    He would be killed, but at least it wouldn’t hurt. “Hey, Jillybean, do you think you can crawl? I’m going to put you out back and I’m going to need you to crawl as fast as you…” 
 
    “No,” she said, simply. “Grab the CB. We’ll use it to detonate the bomb from far away.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just use the one in the car?” he griped as he set her down on the desk. He slung his rifle, picked up the boxy CB and then resettled the girl on his hip. As he did, her eyes slipped in and out of focus and her head rocked back and forth slightly. For a moment he thought she was going to vomit and, as they were almost nose to nose, he leaned back a bit. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just dizzy, Sadie. But go. We have to hurry.” She wasn’t wrong. The shooting from outside was dropping in tempo at about the same pace that the fire inside was growing. 
 
    Neil ran down the stairs, taking them two at a time, flinching as he ran. The heat from the fire felt as though it was blistering his exposed flesh. Jillybean had her face pressed into his neck and he could hear her whimpering in pain. Then they were down the next flight and heading into the lower level, where everything was dark, save for twin squares of light at the end of a corridor. 
 
    It was the way out. He ran for it as fast as he could in a frantic sprint—the CB was squawking: We’ve got him now! Jay-Tee keep him pinned down. Don’t stop! Don’t stop! 
 
    Captain Grey had seconds left. 
 
    Terrified for his friend, Neil burst through the door and the night air sent a chill down his sweaty back as he paused, looking around. Jillybean pointed and practically screamed, “There! Go!” Although fields of wheat and carrots and beets had been sown on the fairways of the golf course, the sand-traps hadn’t been touched. The closest was fifty yards from the building. Neil sprinted for it as fast as he could. 
 
    “How do I…” he started to ask, the second he dropped into the sand. 
 
    Jillybean grabbed the radio and turned the knob. “Cover your ears,” she said and pressed the send button. She screamed something, but Neil had no idea what. The bomb she had built exploded in a blinding flash that was followed up a millisecond later by a hurricane of flame and searing heat and a mind-jarring noise that shook the walls of Neil’s soul. 
 
    He was crushed into the side of the sandtrap with Jillybean balled into him as what had once been the center of the building blasted outwards. Huge hunks of marble, spears of timber, burning furniture and God only knew what tore through the fields, leveling almost everything and burning the rest. 
 
    The trees nearest the building were uprooted and tossed into the air, while those up to a hundred yards away were stripped of their leaves and, in some cases, their bark as well. The world seemed to be on fire and the night was bright as day. 
 
    Numbed by the shock, Neil lay there gasping for a full minute before he even tried to stand, and when he did, he felt dizzy and weak. His head rang and rang with the echoes of the explosion and the only truly coherent thing he understood was that they had to get away. 
 
    Despite the power of the bomb, he knew people had lived. That’s how it was with slavers; they were like cockroaches.  
 
    “Jillybean? Jillybean? Hey, look at me.” Her eyes came open, yet they lolled in their sockets and she could do nothing but mumble in a semi-state of consciousness. He was forced to carry her and once more he was amazed by how frail she was. 
 
    Slowly, he tromped away from the battlefield and through the dead streets of Seattle and by the time they neared the bridge, Neil began to be afraid for her. She had slipped back into unconsciousness and not even calling her name had any effect. Huddled in the shadow of the onramp were a number of shops, one of which had been a twenty-four hour pharmacy. Like pretty much the rest of the city, it had been ransacked and was a tremendous mess. 
 
    Although anything resembling an opiate had been taken, not much else had been looted. Neil laid Jillybean down and then fumbled around in the dark until he had an armful of first aid supplies. As gently as he could, he washed the blood out of her hair until he saw where Hatchet-Joe’s bullet had grazed her. It was a two and half inch gash, high up on the side of her head above her ear. 
 
    “Oh, that was close,” he whispered, holding pressure to the wound. 
 
    “My CB was hooked to the car battery,” she said in a little voice. 
 
    That she was awake at all gave Neil a start. He had been kneeling next to her head and now he torqued his entire body around to see into her face. She had a listless, smacked-in-the-face sort of look. “Huh? What’s this about a CB?” 
 
    “Sadie said that you wanted to know why I didn’t use the one in the car. It wasn’t portable and that’s what means we would’ve dieded if we used it.” 
 
    Sadie said. Neil sighed, finally feeling something inside beyond the thrum of the explosion—a painful ache of loss. He sat back against one of the shelves and said. “Okay, good. That was smart. I don’t want to dieded.” Gradually, they lapsed, not only into silence but into unconsciousness as well. Neil tried hard to stay awake, only he was gripped with an overpowering lethargy. 
 
    He had no idea when he passed out, but when he woke, the sun was on the verge of crossing above the horizon. The world to the east was glorious and golden. It was truly awesome and yet Neil felt nothing but tired, with a hint of dread creeping up at the edges. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he told Jillybean. “I gotta check the bridge.” 
 
    “Take me with you…please,” Jillybean said, trying to sit up. “Me and Sadie don’t want to be alone.” Neil swallowed hard and a fresh wave of pain swept him at the mention of his daughter. 
 
    Jillybean tried to stand on her own and although her wobbly legs could support her, she couldn’t walk faster than a shuffle, so Neil carried her again. The bridge was empty. They stood on it in full view of the world for half an hour and with each passing minute, the dread Neil had been feeling grew. He could see on Jillybean’s face that she was feeling the same thing. 
 
    “He woulda been here by now,” she said.  
 
    She was, as always, right. Grey would have crawled across broken glass to get to the bridge if that was the only way. And, whether he had gotten there first, he wouldn’t have left except to go back to see if they had been injured, and that would not have taken so many hours. 
 
    This perfectly logical line of reasoning led to only two conclusions: Grey was either dead or dying. Neil bent down and scooped up Jillybean and began hustling off the bridge. “I’m going to need you to lay low for a little while. Stay hidden, okay? I’ll be back as soon as…” 
 
    “He’s dead,” she said, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “No, he’s probably just hurt.” 
 
    “He’s dead,” she insisted. “The ‘splosion on the other side of the building was worse. It was where the bomb was.” 
 
    “No,” Neil shot back.  
 
    She shook her head and then grimaced. When she opened her eyes again, she had her head tilted away, looking at an invisible Sadie. “That’s mean, Sadie. I’m not going to say that. I’m not, I’m…okay, fine. I’ll ask, but he won’t like it.” Jillybean let out a little breath and said, “She wants to know what you’d do about it if he is hurt. If he’s lying under the rubble of debris and slowly dying, what would you do? All the bad guys that lived through the bomb will be there, too. They’ll kill you, Mister Neil, and neither Sadie or I want you to die.” 
 
    Neil had no answer to that and was silent until they made it back to the pharmacy. He set her down in a chair in the lobby and unslung his M4. He had eight rounds left. “It doesn’t matter. I have to see for myself.” 
 
    “But Sadie says…” 
 
    “I don’t care what Sadie says!” he yelled. “She’s not real and she’s not a ghost. She is dead. My daughter is dead.” He was suddenly choked up, on the verge of tears and he had to turn away. 
 
    “And so is Mister Captain Grey,” Jillybean said, listless and sad, her eyes cast to the floor. “And you will be, too if you go back there in broad daylight. And then I will die.” He turned back to her, not knowing if he wanted to yell again, or hug her, or what. She didn’t seem to care what he did. She shrugged and added, “That’s what Sadie says and I think she’s right. Without you, no one will love me. They’ll only blame me.” 
 
    “Jillybean, that’s not true…” 
 
    She laughed miserably. “Yes, it is. Deanna will blame me. She’ll never love me now, no matter what I do. She won’t even like me, even though this wasn’t my fault. She’ll hate me.” 
 
    Neil wished he could refute any of what she had said. He knew in his broken heart that his friend was dead, and he knew that he would die if he went back to try to find him. Of course, he also knew it was exactly what Captain Grey would have done for him. But they were different. Grey was a man who could hold off a hundred enemies long enough for his friends to escape. He was also a man who had lived in and for the moment. Neil had never been able to do that and, as a father, he had never wanted to. As a father, his life wasn’t his to give up so easily. 
 
    Jillybean was his responsibility. She was injured, physically and mentally, and she would die if he left her. 
 
    “I’ll stay with you,” he said, ignoring the pain that coursed through him. “I’ll take you to Bainbridge, but you have to listen to me. There’s only one way they’ll accept you, Jillybean. We have to go alone. Just the two of us. We have to leave Sadie behind.”  
 
    She froze, her features stuck halfway between misery and shock. “But she’s my sister and she never did nothing to anyone. She’s not like Eve was. She’s always been good. And I love her.” 
 
    “Jillybean…” 
 
    “And she loves me, too,” she said. She tried to stand, but her legs gave out. Falling to her knees, she grabbed Neil’s khaki pants. “And, and, and we promised each other that we would be together forever.” 
 
    “Jillybean…” 
 
    “And she loves you, too, Mister Neil,” Jillybean said, growing more and more desperate. He could feel her fingers scraping though to his skin. “She just told me. She’s right there. Look at her, please. Mister Neil, please, look at her. Please, she’s real. You have to believe me.” 
 
    Her begging was slowly tearing him apart, however the tears in her innocent blue eyes were daggers in his chest. He felt his own tears brewing, but had to blink them away. He had to be the adult. He had to push aside his own pain and grief for her sake. 
 
    “Okay Jillybean, if Sadie is real let’s ask her what she thinks you should do.” 
 
    With hope writ all over her face, she turned from Neil and looked to the side at an empty candy rack. The hope in her died quickly. “She agrees with you,” Jillybean whispered. Neil hadn’t expected this. He thought that he would have to argue more and he was so surprised that he caught himself glancing towards the candy rack as if he’d be able to see his daughter’s ghost. 
 
    “She says I have to let her go and move on. She says I can trust you, Neil. Is that true? Can I trust you? Can I trust you to take care of me?” 
 
    Again, Neil turned to the candy rack. It was exactly what Sadie would have said if she had really been there. “Yes, I’ll take care of you. I’ll always take care of you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue  
 
      
 
    The child stepped out into the new morning and despite the heavy dose of Tramadol, her head was pounding so badly that she felt as though she were about to hurl. Her legs were as weak as twigs and as she wobbled slightly, she was quickly grabbed by a man who emerged from the pharmacy a second later. From a distance, he didn’t look much older than a teenager. Up close, his scars and the pain that he tried to hide behind his eyes aged him. 
 
    He was obviously her father. The embarrassing kind, judging by the teal fanny-pack he wore. It had been sitting in a pile beneath the broken front window and as the others had been pink or purple, he had gone with the teal. Filled as it was with the girl’s pills, it made a noise like a baby’s rattle. The Tramadol was for the bullet wound that had gouged the outside of her skull, the Zyprexa was for the damage to the inside. 
 
    “You want a piggyback?” the man asked. The question was such a throwback to another life that at first the girl only looked at him blankly. 
 
    “I, uh, yeah please,” she answered when the term finally clicked. The man grunted and went down to one knee, using an M4 as a crutch. Like any daughter would, the girl climbed aboard his back and wrapped her arms around his neck. He grunted again when he stood, but not because she was heavy. The man was tired through to his core.  
 
    Although their destination was in the west, they detoured north, heading back to the bridge, each holding their breath as they walked up the on-ramp and were able to look across its span. Save for trash blowing like leaves in a light wind, it was empty just as it had been. Neither said a word. 
 
    It was dangerous to be up on the bridge. They could be seen and then hunted, and yet the man hesitated, pulled in opposite directions—but he had already made his decision and, much to the girl’s relief, he turned west, walking along a run of water that cut Seattle nearly square in two, passing empty dock after empty dock. 
 
    The boats were all gone taking most of the seagulls and harbor rats with them. For the most part, the waterfront was deserted, though there were a few zombies and some ex-slaves running from them. As much as the man wanted to help the frightened women, he couldn’t protect the girl and the women at the same time. 
 
    “They look pretty healthy,” he said, meaning the women. “They should be fine.”  
 
    “We should get into the water,” the girl suggested. It was well known fact that zombies couldn’t swim, then again, it didn’t seem as though the little girl had the strength to dog-paddle twenty feet. On the other hand, she didn’t look worried and that meant she was already planning. 
 
    Although the boats were gone, they had left behind the usual boat paraphernalia—rope, oil drums, nets, and enough wood pallets to build a battleship. Under the girl’s guidance, the man roped and netted together four pallets and six empty oil drums, forming an ugly raft. 
 
    “It’s too big,” he said. “How am I supposed to paddle this thing?” All they had for paddles were slats of wood he had yanked from one of the more ricketier pallets. “Look, I’ve already got a splinter.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” she told him. He misunderstood and rolled his eyes. She put a hand on his arm and said, “Trust me.” With a sigh, he braced his legs and pushed the raft into the water, where it floated better than the man had expected. But floating was only half the battle. He would still have to paddle it.  
 
    The girl knew this. She cleared her throat and then yelled, “Sadie! I found a boat. Sadie! I found a boat.” 
 
    He looked at her, a sharpness to his eyes that she couldn’t help see. “It’s okay. I’m not calling her. I was calling…them.” She pointed down the length of the waterfront where two scantily clad women were running for the gently bobbing raft.  
 
    The girl waved and the women waved frantically back, screaming in panicked voices, “Don’t leave us!”  
 
    The two were just the beginning. Before they pushed off, seven women made it to the raft and six more swam to it as they made their slow way through the channel to Puget Sound. It wasn’t an easy craft to steer or to row, and it was a slog getting it across the two miles of open water to Bainbridge Island. 
 
    Long before they set foot on shore, the girl had passed out and it was up to the man to greet the gathering who were waiting for them. There were nearly eighty people lined up on the other side of the rolls of concertina wire. Among them was a woman of startling beauty, and yet her beauty was nothing compared to her grief. Her tears caught the light just so and sparkled as though electric. 
 
    Ten feet from shore, she asked, “Is…is he?” The man dropped his chin and when he nodded, it bumped against his chest. By his absence, she had already known the answer, still her breath sucked in and a trembling took hold of her. When she could speak again, she asked, “Did he do this?” She gestured towards the women on the raft. They had been sex slaves held by the vile Hatchet-Joe, who was known for his vicious cruelty. “Did he free them?” 
 
    For a few moments, the last battle raged through the man’s mind. There was only one person responsible for their freedom. “Yes. He could have left them and me…and her,” he glanced down at the child. “He could have left us to die, but he wanted her to live. And he wanted her to live here.” 
 
    “He always wanted her to be safe,” she said. “That’s all he ever wanted.” The woman stepped into the water, wading to the edge of the raft. She reached out to the girl and caressed her cheek, saying, “Wake up, Jillybean. You’re home.” 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     Thank you so much supporting my work. I know that ten novels is a lot to commit to and I hope you enjoyed the series. If so, as always, it would please me greatly for you to leave a review, especially of book one. 
 
    Now, I think you need a palate cleanser. I suggest you try my new series: The Gods of the Undead. A lot of people seem to like the stories, but be forewarned: there is an obscene amount of blood spilled and skin flayed and love lost and all sorts of sadness. On the other hand there are also heroes and heroines, bravery and sacrifice. And there’s adventure that spans the world as two people fight the undead from New York to darkest Africa. 
 
    As many stories do, it starts small with just one man. 
 
      
 
    The Edge of Hell 
 
    Gods of the Undead, A Post-Apocalyptic Epic 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Alex Wilson 
 
      
 
    Officer Alex Wilson had to pull his cruiser over. He didn’t need to, he had to. It didn’t matter that he was in the middle of a south bound lane on the FDR Drive. He had to see and he had to hear for himself what was happening.  
 
    He pulled over and cut the siren; the lights he left on, whipping around, cutting the night in blinding red and blue. At first all he heard was the insane babble of the dispatchers—in three years on the force he had never once heard fear in their voices. Normally, they spoke in lackluster tones that suggested they were bored to tears with their jobs.  
 
    Now, they were screaming into their mikes, ordering units from all over the city to converge on the bridges that spanned the East River, connecting Queens to Manhattan. 
 
    “What’s happening?” someone demanded over the radio. “Dispatch, say again, what’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know…I don’t know. I’m not supposed to tell, but…but they’re monsters, I think,” was the strange reply the unknown officer received. 
 
    Alex flicked off the radio and sat still with his head cocked. Even through the heavy glass, he could hear the pop, pop, pop of gunfire, only it wasn’t just: pop, pop, pop. It was a thousand pops going off all at once. Feeling a sudden churn in his guts, he climbed out of the cruiser and the sound of the battle assaulted him. He was a mile away with a wide river between him and the fire-fight and still the sound was frightfully urgent. 
 
    He didn’t rush off, however. The churning in his guts intensified, and only slowly he climbed back into the cruiser. “Son of a bitch,” he whispered and then stuck the car in gear. Gradually, he built up speed and far too soon for his liking, he was at the Queensboro Bridge and being directed to heel his cruiser in next to a row of forty others. 
 
    Even as he pulled in, another cruiser squeezed right up next to him and another pulled up next to that one. He slid out of the car feeling his stomach twist, going beyond churning; it was a curdling sensation that made him feel sick. 
 
    The officer in the next cruiser beat him out, rushing to pop his trunk. “What is it?” he asked as Alex reluctantly opened the trunk on his cruiser. 
 
    Alex couldn’t answer at first; the sound of the guns firing was now mingled with screams. So many screams. “I-I don’t know,” he said after taking a gulp of air. 
 
    “They said monsters,” another officer said, a little, fake laugh in his voice. It was a high, oddly girlish sound as if someone had a good hold of his balls and were giving them a healthy tweak. 
 
    Another officer, further down the row of cruisers was screaming: “Masks! Get your damn masks on! Come on, damn it!” 
 
    Masks meant there were germs in the air…zombie germs. The idea that just breathing could turn him into one of them was horrible and Alex dug in his trunk for his protective mask. It came in a pouch that he buckled around his waist. It took three tries to snap in place and as he struggled with the simple buckle, the sound of the firing came closer and the screams grew evermore urgent and loud. People were dying right on the bridge and yet Alex felt as though he was moving in slow motion. He couldn’t seem to get his feet moving despite then urgency in the air. 
 
    Some of the officers were pulling on their mask and others were hauling out shotguns or Colt M4s. Alex only had his 9mm Sig Sauer P226 and it felt altogether puny, certainly too puny to use against an army of undead.  
 
    He needed something bigger: a machine gun or a grenade launcher. Anything would be better than the pistol. “Hey,” he hissed to the officer who had pulled in next to him. “You don’t happen to have a…”  
 
    Just then, someone turned him around and screamed in his face: “Get to the line! Hurry!” 
 
    Alex was pushed and shoved onto the bridge where his fellow officers were lined up. There were forty or fifty of them, all looking green, all sweating and scared. Alex was sure he looked just as terrified. His hands shook as he tried to check on his second magazine. It dropped, clinking on the cement. Frantically he scrambled for it. He was deathly afraid, but of what exactly, he didn’t know. He had no idea what they were facing and yet he was practically pissing himself. 
 
    Questions ran up and down the line: “What’s going on? What’s happening? What are they? Are they really zombies? Really?” 
 
    No one knew, but it wasn’t long before they found out. 
 
    The bridge stretched east toward Queens. Normally, a person could see across the half-mile span without a problem but just then, the far end couldn’t be seen. A swirling black cloud engulfed it. And it didn’t just hover over it, it advanced against a gentle westerly wind. 
 
    Within that unnatural black cloud were creatures masquerading as people. They shambled forward, bringing with them a horrid stench of decay. It was so bad that even the veterans of a hundred murder scenes ripped their masks out of their holders and pulled them on. 
 
    Gagging from the stench, Alex held his mask to his face, but didn’t put it on. The mask would cloud his vision and he needed to see what he was dealing with. Monsters was what the dispatcher had said. Seconds later, he saw that she had been wrong. These weren’t exactly monsters—they were zombies. They could be nothing else. 
 
    The creatures stumbling though the swirling darkness had been people at one time, only now they were the living dead. They were corpses somehow imbued with life. They limped along, dragging ropes of intestine and leaving long trails of blood and pus behind them. Their decayed and rotting flesh hung in ribbons off their bleached bones. 
 
    They were horrors that had no right to live and there were thousands of them. 
 
    Someone yelled: “They-they’re zombies! Aim for the head!” 
 
    Alex was way ahead of him. He had the mask in one hand and the Sig Sauer in the other. He peered down the iron sights, waiting until the leading wave of monsters was within thirty yards. He couldn’t miss from that distance. 
 
    A captain screamed: “Fire!” The line of officers let loose with a ragged volley, some using handguns, some shotguns and some M4s. Those zombies in the first line were staggered, many falling, causing the wave of undead to slow as it stumbled over them. More shots created more mayhem and the bridge became an obstacle course of black blood and rotting limbs which slowed the attacking monsters even more. 
 
    Alex shot his Sig Sauer dry and in the three seconds it took to reload, the zombies were ten yards closer. Strangely, the thunder of the guns going off all around him and the acrid stench of the spent gunpowder calmed his nerves to a degree. 
 
    It didn’t last. 
 
    A foul creature, grey and stinking of death, pushed itself over the mound of wriggling bodies and came for Alex. He aimed and fired, certain that he had hit the zombie in the head; however, it didn’t fall or even slow. 
 
    “What the hell?” he whispered and then took aim again and now at twenty yards he knew he was a good enough marksman to plug the bitch dead center. He caressed the trigger, there was a shock that ran up his arm to his shoulder, and then he saw the thing’s head rock back, bone and brain and unknown crap flying onto the bridge. 
 
    Again it didn’t fall. It just kept coming closer and closer, close enough that Alex could see a gaping hole just off center of its forehead. 
 
    Alex wasn’t the only one just realizing that things were far worse than they realized. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” someone screamed. “They’re not dying!”  
 
    That wasn’t possible. In the course of two hours the world had turned on its head and yet these were zombies, flesh-eating, brain-chomping, undead zombies and everyone knew that you could kill a zombie with a head-shot. That was supposedly a fact, and yet the zombies kept coming, seemingly impervious to any bullet. Even the creatures that had collapsed earlier, were fighting their way to their feet. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of his eye had Alex turning. Some of the men were running away! Everything was suddenly chaos. A few men ran, a few fired their weapons, a few stood there not knowing what to do. 
 
    Alex glanced down at his Sig Sauer for a brief moment, tempted to toss it away and run, but he managed to swallow his fear long enough to empty the gun into the corpse that was now only ten yards away. The 9mm blazed with orange flame as Alex hit the zombie with every round. It jerked with each strike, coming to a standstill almost within reach. Then the two just stared at each other; Alex trying to come to grips with this new reality, and the zombie trying to stand with a body that had been torn to shreds. 
 
    An officer next to Alex stood with his head wagging side to side, saying: “That ain’t possible.” His pistol sat useless in his hands. 
 
    Another officer, this one a round-bellied sergeant who had been too long at the desk, yelled: “Keep Firing! Keep firing!” He had a shotgun and when he pulled the trigger, the zombie in front of Alex flew back, its head coming off its shoulders. Every time the sergeant squeezed the trigger on the gun, his belly would jiggle and a zombie was blasted back. 
 
    Alex watched him with one thought in his head: I’m going to die. There were too many zombies and not enough men with shotguns. He started backing away. With only a pistol he didn’t think he stood a chance. A second later, it rattled on the pavement as he turned to run. The sergeant caught him. 
 
    “Stand your ground!” he roared into Alex’s face. 
 
    “Give me your gun and I will!” Alex yelled right back. It was suicide to stand there with only a pistol. Already a dozen officers were screaming with zombies latched onto them, tearing them to pieces with their teeth alone. Those officers with shotguns and M4s were able to hold back the flood of walking corpses, but anyone with only a pistol was already running or dead. 
 
    The sergeant hesitated, seeing the truth of the situation around him, but somehow he found the courage to hold out the shotgun. Alex eagerly snatched it and began blasting the walking dead. The shotgun was like a cannon, it thundered and flashed with every pull of the trigger, throwing body parts into the air. 
 
    Over and over he fired, his hands growing numb, the corpses piling up in front of him in a mound. When his gun ran dry, he fed shells from the bandolier on the strap, he had twelve shots left—they went in less than a minute. He turned to yell for more ammo, only to realize that he was all alone. 
 
    The line of officers had fallen. Some men had run off and some were being fed on by the creatures. The lucky ones had their throats torn out, the unlucky ones were being eaten alive, screaming at the top of their lungs. 
 
    Alex spun, desperate to escape; however, before he could take his second step, a grey hand with bloody fingers reached out from the pile of corpses and grabbed his ankle. He went down, the empty shotgun flying from his grasp. He tried to pull away, only the zombie had a grip of iron and a strength that was irresistible. 
 
    Slowly, Alex was dragged to the mound of corpses and pulled under, his screams growing more and more muffled until he was buried entirely and the teeth of a dozen zombies tore into him. 
 
      
 
    PS If you are interested in autographed copies of my books, souvenir posters of the covers, Apocalypse T-shirts and other awesome Swag, please visit my website at https://www.petemeredith1.com
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